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Introduction

Virginia M. Scott, Eva Dessein and Rachel Nisselson, Vanderbilt University

All students can be successful language and culture learners,
and they must have access to language and culture study
that is integrated into the entire school experience…

(Standards, p. 7).

In the 10 years since the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st 
Century were published, they have received limited attention by those engaged in 
college-level foreign language teaching and learning. Although preparation of K-12 
teachers generally requires familiarity with both national and state standards doc-
uments, college-level teachers are by and large unaware of or uninformed about 
them. Moreover, graduate students preparing for college-level teaching often en-
counter only superficial mention of the Standards1 in their methods courses or 
during supervised teaching. We hope that this volume will contribute to the ongo-
ing professional discourse about the Standards among college foreign language 
teachers and graduate students who are preparing for careers in the academy. We 
are grateful to Carl Blyth, the series editor for AAUSC Issues in Language Pro-
gram Direction, as well as the members of the editorial board, for working with 
us on this important project. We would also like to thank Beth Kramer at Heinle 
 Cengage Learning and Sathyabama Kumaran at PreMedia Global for working with 
us during the final stages of production. Above all, we owe a debt of gratitude to 
the contributors to this volume whose insights and perspectives will no doubt play 
a significant role in shaping our continuing conversations about the Standards.

Looking Back Ten Years
In her introduction to the 1999 volume, Foreign Language Standards: Linking 
Research, Theories, and Practices, June Phillips sets an optimistic tone for the 
success of the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century. 
She argues that both the design of the content standards and the efforts made 
to achieve strong national consensus place the standards for world languages on 
a firm foundation.2 The Five Cs and 11 standards (see Appendix A) were, indeed, 
endorsed by national, regional, and state foreign language organizations; in 2002, 
the Foreign Language Standards Collaborative was also accepted for membership 
in the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE). This 
widespread endorsement of the Standards is remarkable and, as Phillips notes, 
“virtually every state’s standards strongly align with the national ones” (1999, p. 
2). This optimism is echoed in the executive summary of the project, which states 
that “[t]he resulting document represents an unprecedented consensus among 
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INTRODUCTION xiii

educators, business leaders, government, and the community on the definition 
and role of foreign language instruction in American education” (para. 1). Since 
the publication of the Standards, most elementary, middle, and high school for-
eign language teachers in public schools across the United States have been im-
plementing them.

Although the Standards initially targeted K-12 foreign language learners, they 
were quickly expanded to include postsecondary learners. Aware of the impact that 
the new standards would likely have on college-level language learning, the ADFL 
Bulletin published 17 opinion papers in the fall 1999 and winter 2000 issues to stim-
ulate and enrich the discussion of the Standards. Several of these comments, made 
in response to the 1996 publication of Standards for Foreign Language Learning: 
Preparing for the 21st Century, remain particularly salient to our discussion to-
day. For example, Jeannette Bragger and Donald Rice (1999) predicted that K-12 
foreign language learning and teaching was likely to change significantly in the 
ensuing decade but that a transition to standards education across K-16 would take 
many years. Scott McGinnis (1999) noted that although they should be viewed as a 
challenge to our sense of professionalism rather than as a threat, standards or any 
form of performance assessment imposed from the outside is often viewed by col-
lege and university faculty members as “tantamount to a surrender of some sort of 
academic freedom” (p. 80). Thomas Beyer (2000) expressed a realistic concern that 
was certainly shared by many others, stating “[e]ven though I wish to support the 
Standards, I recognize that many of us were not trained and do not feel qualified 
to do what the Standards require” (p. 60). James Davis (2000) and Joan Kelly Hall 
(2000) argued that teacher training is the answer to any long-term transforma-
tion of foreign language learning. Finally, Sheri Spaine Long (1999) noted that the 
standards project was one among several “megatrends”—another important one 
being instantaneous digital access to foreign culture—that would steer us to the 
common ground of culturally based foreign language education (p. 74). The views 
expressed in these commentaries resonate today, leading us to wonder what, if 
anything, is different now, 10 years later.

Standards Today
Assessing the influence of the Standards document on foreign language teach-
ing and learning during the past decade would be impossible. The language of 
the Standards has become part of the discourse in the profession to varying de-
grees and every school and college has been touched in some way. What is clear, 
however, is that their effect on college-level foreign language education has been 
haphazard at best. Some programs have participated in the national conversation 
about standards, whereas others have remained unaffected. Rather than assum-
ing college and university foreign language teachers are disinterested, or that 
they are elitist intellectuals disinclined to adapt their teaching to standards im-
posed from the outside, this lack of attention is more likely attributable to various 
complex, systemic issues. First, and most obvious, the disjuncture between K-12 
and college education is a wide-reaching dilemma in the American educational 
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system; for most academic subjects there is little intentional articulation between 
high school and college. Second, this disjuncture is exacerbated by the variety 
of college programs: public versus private institutions, 4-year liberal arts colleges 
versus research universities. Third, foreign language programs within one single 
institution may be housed in different departments, each with distinct curricular 
offerings and learning goals. Finally, some institutions separate foreign language 
teaching from foreign literature/culture teaching, often creating additional prob-
lems related to coherence and articulation. These issues, and others we may have 
overlooked, are impediments to any intentional focus on the Standards for Foreign 
Language Learning in the 21st Century among college foreign language teachers.

In their 1999 article Bragger and Rice pose three critical questions that re-
main pertinent to our discussion about the Standards: Who are the change agents? 
When and how will the changes occur? What kind of changes will be needed? These 
questions will serve to organize our assessment of current and future discussions 
about the Standards in college-level foreign language education.

Who are the change agents?
The future of the national standards in college foreign language education lies 
in engaging all faculty members who teach foreign languages and literatures in 
constructive discussions that focus on shared concerns. Doris Kadish (2000) notes 
that standards-based curricular revisions were implemented at the University of 
Georgia primarily because, as she says, “[w]e happen to have a number of faculty 
members who are interested in issues relating to foreign language education, in-
cluding officers of the AATSP and AATF, the authors of a leading textbook, and sev-
eral applied and theoretical linguists” (p. 49). Although her situation may not be 
typical, she attributes their success with the Standards to having a critical mass 
of faculty members “interested in issues related to foreign language education” 
(p. 49). We would argue that all our colleagues, regardless of what they teach, are 
fundamentally interested in foreign language education. Moreover, we believe that 
the key to engaging them in discussions about the Standards lies in focusing on 
the rights and responsibilities of all students to become members of a 21st-cen-
tury global community. In other words, we must make the case that concentrating 
our efforts on the very few gifted students who show promise as near-native users 
of the target language (and who are most like us) is misguided. Any discussions 
about standards should focus on students—on whom we teach—rather than on 
culture clashes among teachers. We can all be change agents if we agree that “all 
students can be successful language and culture learners” (Standards, p. 7).

When and how will the changes occur?
The executive summary of the Standards document states that the “Standards for 
Foreign Language Learning will not be achieved overnight; rather, they provide 
a gauge against which to measure improvement in the years to come” (para. 3). 
The kind of changes that will prove lasting must account for a gradual, recursive 
process that is not subject to deadlines. New generations of teachers will become 
increasingly familiar with the Standards, and best practices will emerge gradually 
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as more research links the theoretical principles of the standards to learning and 
teaching.

One of the critical issues we must address in any discussion of how changes 
may occur involves acknowledging that the language of the Standards can be an 
impediment. Most foreign language teachers have little difficulty understanding 
what it means to teach “reading,” “writing,” “listening,” or “speaking.” However, 
as Phillips (1999) notes, teachers need to “think modes or domains, not skills” (p. 
7). For applied linguists this notion may be easy to grasp; for those who do not 
read or talk about language teaching, however, this kind of language can be unfa-
miliar and perhaps even alienating. Understanding the Standards may be, there-
fore, closely related to one’s membership in the discourse community of foreign 
language teachers.

To explore the challenges that teachers may face, we interviewed five gradu-
ate teaching assistants (TAs) at our institution who were only marginally familiar 
with the Standards.3 We consider the views of graduate students to be especially 
critical in this conversation because they will be the change agents of the future. 
Both native and non-native speakers of English as well as novice and more expe-
rienced TAs were included. We gave them an overview of the Five Cs (Appendix A) 
and an excerpt from the Standards document (pp. 27–38). Their reactions to the 
excerpt ranged from extremely positive to rather unconvinced. In fact, individual 
TAs often experienced this range of reactions themselves. For example, when re-
ferring to the excerpt from the Standards document Jonathan Wade stated, 

It’s beautiful, it’s nice, but this would have to be the intro to some-
thing that’s going to show me how it’s done. It is abstract until 
you see it in practice. I would want to see this [Standards] book 
as something that’s going to show me how other professors have 
done this or how students have learned in this way.

Echoing these thoughts, Angela Archambault spoke of the seductive quality 
of the Standards but expressed doubt as to the reality of their application. “When 
I read it,” she commented, “I had the impression that I was reading a travel bro-
chure that was trying to seduce me to come and promote the Five Cs. But I’d like 
more follow-through…What’s the proof? What’s the concrete evidence for teach-
ers?” Lucas Faugère’s comments were perhaps the most interesting in that he 
seemed unable to fully understand the excerpt. He said, 

For me it [the Standards document] remains an abstraction, an ab-
stract language ... that is problematic to tie to what we are doing 
daily in the classroom. It stands as an ideal ... that we should strive 
for. There’s a gap between the conceptual level and the pedagogy. 
It’s hard to translate these concepts into pedagogy. 

Only Ingo Kieslich seemed both convinced by the underlying principles of the 
Standards and relatively satisfied by what the document offers. In fact, he bris-
tled at the idea of more specific information about the pedagogical applications 
of the Standards. He revealed, “I’m not sure I would actually want more as far as 
a pedagogical approach is concerned...The danger is ending up with a bombastic 
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textbook that provides everything but the teacher.” Overall, the TAs’ comments 
encapsulate the criticism of the Standards often voiced by college foreign lan-
guage teachers—that they are too abstract and/or insufficiently prescriptive.

Ultimately, this conversation with graduate students helped us understand 
that, as with other kinds of theoretical discourse, it can take time to acquire the 
language and assimilate the concepts outlined in the Standards. Rather than be-
ing able to “teach” the Standards, we must give our colleagues and novice teachers 
opportunities to familiarize themselves with both the language and the theoreti-
cal principles. Phillips (2007) states that “the standards were not developed to be 
a secret code of the profession; rather, they were written to communicate with a 
larger audience” (p. 268). Although transparency may have been the intent of the 
task force, we think that viewing learning and teaching through the discourse 
lens of standards is a gradual process. Just as it took time to understand what 
“proficiency-oriented teaching” meant, it will also take time for our colleagues 
who teach at the college level to wrap their minds around the theoretical princi-
ples and goals outlined in the Five Cs. Moreover, as Carmen Chaves Tesser (2000) 
notes, the language of the Standards may eventually serve to bring us together:

The Standards for foreign language learning in general and the lan-
guage-specific Standards in particular provide us with a common 
language, a useful vocabulary, and an emerging common culture to 
allow us a better understanding of our individual roles and of our in-
dividual fields. The Standards are not a threat to the integrity of our 
fields of endeavor whether we pursue analyses of literary texts and 
other cultural aesthetic products or whether we pursue the analyses 
of second language acquisition and other cultural connections. The 
Standards give us a (pre)text, a common ground on which to map 
our interest and academic pursuits. (Tesser, 2000, p. 79)

What kind of changes will be needed?
In her 1999 article Phillips noted that teachers will need to “dedicate themselves 
to intensive work with the theoretical principles that form the basis for standards-
driven learning” (p. 3). Although this suggestion may be legitimate, most teachers 
will unlikely take the necessary time to familiarize themselves with the pertinent 
theories regarding second language learning and teaching. Furthermore, the 
Standards raise several important questions about second language development 
that have yet to be fully explored. For example, even though the Standards state 
that English may be used—“It is also important to remember that students can 
use critical thinking skills in beginning language classes by conducting some 
tasks in English” (p. 35)—there is no clear sense in the profession regarding when 
or how much it should be used.

In addition, many foreign language teachers wrestle with the complex issues 
related to the role of grammar in second language development. In particular, 
there is no common understanding of the importance of accuracy, especially 
regarding speaking. Another related issue involves the question of holding stu-
dents to a native-speaker standard in the target language. Recent research calls 
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into question the very notion of the native speaker and points to learning goals 
that are predicated on a more realistic conception of second language use (Cook, 
1999, 2002; Kramsch, 2002; Levine, 2001; Scott, 2010; Train, 2002). Finally, the 
question that has caused most concern relates to the role of literature in the for-
eign language curriculum. Because the Standards make little or no mention of 
literature per se, it remains essential to explore the role it plays in developing the 
“interpretive mode” (Standard 1.2) or in promoting “an understanding of the rela-
tionship between the products and perspectives of the culture studied” (Standard 
2.2). Richard Kern’s (2003) literacy-based curriculum, founded on the idea that 
learners should be prepared to interpret multiple forms of language use, both oral 
and written, involves all Five Cs and serves as a good example of work in this area. 
Virginia Scott and Julie Huntington’s (2007) research on the role of literature in 
developing the Interpretive mode provides another example of relevant research 
in this area. In the end, studies that explore questions raised by the Standards 
must precede any clear understanding of what kind of changes will be needed.

Looking Forward
The contributions in this volume, divided into three parts, will serve to stimulate 
the ongoing discussion about standards in college-level foreign language educa-
tion. Part 1, entitled “Historical Perspectives: Past, Present, and Future,” begins 
with a chapter by Jay Siskin that reviews the long and elaborate history of devel-
oping standards for foreign language learning and teaching in the United States. 
This chapter makes it clear that “the Standards did not develop out of thin air” 
(Siskin, 1999, p. 87) and are not a new cult of innovation, but rather a result 
of long-standing professional conversations. Robert Terry, who served as associ-
ate editor of the 1999 volume, Foreign Language Standards: Linking Research, 
Theories, and Practices, draws on his history with the standards project and adds 
a sixth C: Change. In this second chapter he argues that we must convince our 
colleagues in colleges and universities that standards offer an exciting opportunity 
to transform our profession. Terry also makes the case that the 2007 MLA report, 
Foreign Languages and Higher Education: New Structures for a Changed World, 
supports the spirit and the principles that were part of the original 1996 Stan-
dards document. In the third chapter June Phillips, who has played a vital role in 
the standards project from the beginning, offers insight into ways that the three 
modes of communication—Interpersonal, Interpretive, and Presentational—form 
the basis of an understanding of teaching that goes beyond a four-skills approach. 
She argues that the communicative modes can be the starting point for a strong 
intellectual engagement in other areas of the humanities, such as culture, litera-
tures, and other cross-disciplinary studies. In the fourth chapter Heather Allen 
takes a critical view, underscoring the limited impact the Standards have had on 
college-level foreign language education. She ultimately sees their value princi-
pally as contributing to an ongoing professional dialogue about overarching goals 
and instructional  approaches to inform how and what we teach.

INTRODUCTION xvii
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Part 2, “Curricular Reform: Shifting Paradigms,” is composed of three chap-
ters. In the first, Elizabeth Bernhardt, Guadalupe Valdés, and Alice Miano recount 
how the Stanford Language Center used both the Standards and the Oral Profi-
ciency Interview (OPI) as conceptual frameworks for curricular reform and pro-
fessional development. The Stanford model is an example of a program that has 
successfully integrated the Standards, both in terms of overarching goals and ev-
eryday instruction. In the next chapter, Lisa Dykstra proposes a new model for for-
eign language learning based on pragmatics instruction, which has as its goal the 
transformation of the learner into a multilingual self. Trained in the pragmatic 
elements of the target culture, particularly politeness conventions, this multilin-
gual self is truly able to interact with other cultures. Dykstra’s chapter provides 
a thorough review of literature on interlanguage pragmatics and outlines how 
pragmatics instruction addresses the Standards goal areas of communication and 
culture. In the final chapter of this part, Ana Oskoz demonstrates how Web-based 
applications allow for an integration of the Standards while maintaining a focus 
on grammar instruction. She highlights one program in which an intermediate 
Spanish class used these forums to address all of the Five Cs in a collaborative, 
constructivist, and learner-centered environment. Oskoz also provides useful sug-
gestions for instructors interested in implementing a similar program.

Part 3 “Literature and Culture: Closing Divides” is composed of three chap-
ters. In the first, Jean Marie Schultz responds to the charges set out in the 2007 
MLA report by proposing ways to use the Communities and Connections standards 
as a flexible framework for a globalized approach to the teaching of literature. She 
argues that these two Cs have been overlooked and can serve as a way to reposi-
tion literature within interdisciplinary practices. Using the example of an interme-
diate French language class at the University of California at Santa Barbara, she 
shows how this approach can be used to promote critical language awareness as 
well as transcultural and translingual competencies. In the second chapter, Eileen 
McEwan notes that the Standards do not address literary analysis, a skill she con-
siders particularly important at the college level. She proposes a 3R (recognize-
research-relate) model to complement the Five Cs of the Standards. Drawing on 
examples from Francophone texts, she shows how her model can strengthen the 
rigorousness of the Standards to match a college-level curriculum. In the final 
chapter Katherine Arens presents a curriculum with culture at its core. Through 
a rereading of the Standards, she suggests that a language-based culture curricu-
lum ought to teach not only language but also create a space within which indi-
viduals exercise identity and agency with respect to the target culture. According 
to Arens, the standards project has the potential to lead us past existing linguistic 
models by modeling precisely how this kind of “translinguistic and transcultural” 
language learning might be staged and practiced.

Finally, the chapters in this volume offer historical perspectives and critical 
responses to the Standards; they also illustrate ways the Standards can be used 
to shape college-level curricula. Like Hiram Maxim (2004), we believe that the 
Standards are “one of the most comprehensive attempts to date for envisioning 
and coordinating FL education across educational levels” (p. 79). Moreover, this 
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volume represents a collaborative effort between a professor of both language and 
literature (Virginia Scott) and two graduate students whose academic interests 
combine languages and literatures (Eva Dessein and Rachel Nisselson). The inter-
actions we have had during the editorial process have enriched our understanding 
of the Standards immeasurably, and we have every reason to believe that this vol-
ume will contribute in significant ways to this important national dialogue.

Notes

 1. Throughout this volume when the word “Standards” is capitalized and in ital-
ics it refers to the published document, Standards for Foreign Language Learn-
ing in the 21st Century (1999, 2006).

 2. An 11-member task force representing the 4 national language organizations 
(the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages, the American 
Association of Teachers of French, the American Association of Teachers of 
German, and the American Association of Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese) 
collaborated on the standards project. 

 3. We would like to thank the following people for participating in our conver-
sation about Standards: Angela Archambault (native English speaker, Ph.D. 
student in French), Lucas Faugère (native French speaker, M.A. student in 
French and English), Ingo Kieslich (native German speaker, Ph.D. candidate 
in German), Jessica Riviere (native English speaker, Ph.D. student in German), 
and Jonathan Wade (native English speaker, Ph.D. in Spanish).
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Appendix A

Standards for Foreign Language Learning
Communication
Communicate in Languages Other Than English

Standard 1.1: Students engage in conversations, provide and obtain informa-
tion, express feelings and emotions, and exchange opinions. 

Standard 1.2: Students understand and interpret written and spoken language 
on a variety of topics.

Standard 1.3: Students present information, concepts, and ideas to an audi-
ence of listeners or readers on a variety of topics.

Cultures
Gain Knowledge and Understanding of Other Cultures

Standard 2.1: Students demonstrate an understanding of the relationship 
 between the practices and perspectives of the culture studied.

Standard 2.2: Students demonstrate an understanding of the relationship 
 between the products and perspectives of the culture studied.

Connections
Connect With Other Disciplines and Acquire Information

Standard 3.1: Students reinforce and further their knowledge of other disci-
plines through the foreign language.

Standard 3.2: Students acquire information and recognize the distinctive view-
points that are only available through the foreign language and its cultures.

Comparisons
Develop Insight Into the Nature of Language and Culture

Standard 4.1: Students demonstrate understanding of the nature of language 
through comparisons of the language studied and their own.

Standard 4.2: Students demonstrate understanding of the concept of culture 
through comparisons of the cultures studied and their own.

Communities
Participate in Multilingual Communities at Home and Around the World

Standard 5.1: Students use the language both within and beyond the school 
setting.

Standard 5.2: Students show evidence of becoming life-long learners by using 
the language for personal enjoyment and enrichment.
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