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AATF POLICY STATEMENT ON
K-12 FOREIGN LANGUAGE PROGRAMS

The American Association of Teach-
ers of French believes that all children in
our country should be competent in En-
glish as well as in other languages.  The
United States has a long tradition of fos-
tering a multilingual perspective which is
vital to our achieving success in a global
economy.  Research has shown that
young children learn languages more
easily and more quickly than older stu-
dents, and proficiency in a language and
the culture(s) in which it is spoken can
best be attained when second language
study begins as early as possible.

In a multilingual world the United
States must nurture our linguistically di-
verse population.  French and English are
the official languages of Canada, our larg-
est trading partner.  In the European com-
munity, political leaders have adopted an
official policy mandating the teaching of
two languages in addition to the national
language of each member country.
Throughout the world, most people use
several languages in daily life.  Educated
persons have mastery of such languages
of international communication as En-
glish, French, German, and Spanish.

Children and their families choose a
language to study for many reasons, in-
cluding their ethnic heritage, career plans,
regional influences, and a multitude of
personal factors.  The American Associa-
tion of Teachers of French believes that
the selection of which language to study
in the early grades should not be imposed
on children and that they should have
more than one choice.  Students and their
parents should receive information about
the languages offered.  Allowing students
and parents to make informed decisions
and providing them with a choice of di-
verse languages are essential to forming
a well-educated citizenry, capable of com-

peting in the world marketplace.  The
implementation of a single foreign lan-
guage K-12 policy poses a great threat
to existing foreign language programs.
The national foreign language standards
urge a longer period of study, but do not
specifically mandate a K-12 sequence in
one language.

Many leading industrial nations do not
mandate K-12 instruction in a single sec-
ond language.  Most offer extended se-
quences beginning in elementary, middle
school, or junior high school, and usually
have students begin a third language af-
ter having studied a second one for three
to four years.  Not only should students
be offered a choice in the language they
are to study for several years, but they
should be strongly encouraged to begin
a third language in high school.  The study
of one language greatly facilitates the
achieving of competence in others.

The benefits of learning another lan-
guage and its culture(s) go far beyond
gaining linguistic proficiency and encom-
pass developing a better understanding
of other peoples’ ways of life as well as a
deeper understanding of one’s own cul-
ture and language.  We urge anyone
planning to institute an extended foreign
language program to support multilin-
gualism in the United States by offering
choice in the languages to be studied and
by providing students with information
upon which to base their selection as well
as multiple entry points for students who
want to begin a second foreign language
or switch to an entirely different language.

Unanimously approved by the AATF
Executive Council, July 22, 1998.  If you
would like a copy of this statement on
AATF letterhead, please contact National
Headquarters.


