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Foreign Languages Fade
In Class — Except Chinese

Beijing Helps Spur a Contrary Trend

By SAM DILLON

WASHINGTON — Thousands
of public schools stopped teach-
ing foreign languages in the last
decade, according to a govern-
ment-financed survey — dismal
news for a nation that needs
more linguists to conduct its glo-
bal business and diplomacy.

But another contrary trend has
educators and policy makers
abuzz: a rush by schools in all
parts of America to offer instruc-
tion in Chinese.

Some schools are paying for
Chinese classes on their own, but
hundreds are getting some help.
The Chinese government is send-
ing teachers from China to
schools all over the world — and
paying part of their salaries.

At a time of tight budgets,
many American schools are find-
ing that offer too good to refuse.

In Massillon, Ohio, south of
Cleveland, Jackson High School
started its Chinese program in
the fall of 2007 with 20 students
and now has 80, said Parthena
Draggett, who directs Jackson’s
world languages department.

“We were able to get a free Chi-
nese teacher,” she said. “I'd like
to start a Spanish program for el-
ementary children, but we can’t
get a free Spanish teacher.”

(Jackson’s Chinese teacher is
not free; the Chinese government
pays part of his compensation,
with the district paying the rest.)

No one keeps an exact count,
but rough calculations based on
the government’s survey suggest
that perhaps 1,600 American pub-
lic and private schools are teach-
ing Chinese, up from 300 or so a
decade ago. And the numbers are
growing exponentially.

Among America’s approxi-
mately 27,500 middle and high
schools offering at least one for-
eign language, the proportion of-
fering Chinese rose to 4 percent,
from 1 percent, from 1997 to 2008,
according to the survey, which
was done by the Center for Ap-
plied Linguistics, a research
group in Washington, and paid
for by the federal Education De-
partment.

“It’s really changing the lan-
guage education landscape of
this country,” said Nancy C.

Rhodes, a director at the center
and co-author of the survey.

Other indicators point to the
same trend. The number of stu-
dents taking the Advanced Place-
ment test in Chinese, introduced
in 2007, has grown so fast that it
will likely pass German this year
as the third most-tested A.P. Jan-
guage, after Spanish and French,
said Trevor Packer, a vice presi-
dent at the College Board.

“We’ve all been surprised that
in such a short time Chinese
would grow to surpass A.P. Ger-
man,” Mr. Packer said.

A decade ago, most of the
schools with Chinese programs
were on the East and West
Coasts. But in recent years, many
schools have started Chinese pro-

China sendsteachers
here, and even helps
to pay their salaries.

grams in heartland states, includ-
ing Ohio and Illinois in the Mid-
west, Texas and Georgia in the
South, and Colorado and Utah in
the Rocky Mountain West.

“The mushrooming of interest
we’re seeing now is not in the
heritage communities, but in
places that don’t have significant
Chinese populations,” said Chris
Livaccari, an associate director
at the Asia Society.

America has had the study of a
foreign language grow before,
only to see the bubble burst.
Many schools began teaching
Japanese in the 1980s, after Ja-
pan emerged as an economic ri-
val. But thousands have dropped
the language, the survey found.

Japanese is not the only lan-
guage that has ‘declined. Thou-
sands of schools that offered
French, German or Russian have
stopped teaching those lan-
guages, too, the survey found.

To prepare the survey, the Cen-
ter for Applied Linguistics sent a

questionnaire to 5,000 American .

schools, and followed up with
phone calls to 3,200 schools, get-
ting a 76 percent response rate.

The results, released last year,
confirmed that Spanish was
taught almost universally. The
survey found that 838 percent of
elementary schools and 93 per-
cent of middle and high schools
with language programs offered
Spanish in 2008.

The overall decline in language
instruction was mostly due to its
abrupt decline in public elemen-
tary and middle schools; the
number of private schools and
public high schools offering at
least one language remained sta-
ble from 1997 to 2008.

The survey said that a third of
schools reported that the federal
No Child Left Behind law, which
since 2001 has required public
schools to test students in math
and English, had drawn re-
sources from foreign languages.

Experts said several factors
were fueling the surge in Chi-
nese. Parents, students and edu-
cators recognize China’s emer-
gence as an important country
and believe that fluency in its lan-
guage can open opportunities.

Also stoking the interest has
been a joint program by the Col-
lege Board and Hanban, a lan-
guage council affiliated with the
Chinese Education Ministry, that
since 1986 has sent hundreds of
American school superintend-
ents and other educators to visit
schools in China, with travel
costs subsidized by Hanban.
Many have started Chinese pro-
grams upon their return.

Since 2006, Hanban and the
College Board have also sent
more than 325 volunteer Chinese
“guest teachers” to work in
American schools with fledgling
programs and paying $13,000 to
subsidize each teacher’s salary
for a year. Teachers can then re-
new for up to three more years.

The State Department has paid
for a smaller program to bring
Chinese teachers to schools here,
with each staying for a year.

In the first two years of its Chi-
nese program, the Jackson Dis-
trict in Ohio said it had provided
its guest teacher housing, a car
and gasoline, health insurance
and other support worth about
$26,000. This year, the district is
paying a more experienced Chi-
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A second-grade class at the Yu Ying charter school in Washington, where instruction in all subjects alternates daily between English and Chinese.

Experts attribute the surge in Chinese language classes to par-
ents’ belief that fluency can open opportunities down the road.

Growth in Chinese Language Courses

Despite an overall decrease in foreign language instruction in
American schools, more middle and high schools are offering
classes in Chinese, according to a national survey.
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nese guest teacher $49,910 in sal-
ary and other support, in addition
to the $13,000 in travel expenses
he receives from Hanban, bring-
ing his compensation into rough
parity with Ohio teachers.

Ms. Draggett visited China re-
cently with a Hanban-financed
delegation of 400 American edu-
cators from 39 states, and she
came back energized about Jack-
son’s Chinese program, she said.

“Chinese is really taking root,”
she said. Starting this fall, Jack-
spn High will begin phasing out
its German program, she said.

" Founders of the Yu Ying char-
ter school in Washington, where
all classes for 200 students in pre-
kindergarten through second
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grade are taught in Chinese and
English on alternate days, did not
start with a guest teacher when it
opened in the fall of 2008.

“That’s great for many
schools, but we want our teach-
ers to stay,” said Mary Shaffner,
the school’s executive director.

Instead, Yu Ying recruited five
native Chinese speakers living in
the United States by advertising
on the Internet. One is Wang Jue,
who immigrated to the United
States in 2001 and graduated
from the University of Maryland.

After just four months, her pre-
kindergarten students can al-
ready say phrases like “I want
lunch” and “I’'m angry” in Chi-
nese, Ms. Wang said.
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Big Benefits
Are Seen

From Eating

Less Salt

By PAM BELLUCK

In a report that may bolster
public policy efforts to get Ameri-
cans to reduce the amount of salt
in their diets, scientists writing in
The New England Journal of
Medicine conclude that lowering
the amount of salt people eat by
even a small amount could re-
duce cases of heart disease,
stroke and heart attacks as much
as reductions in smoking, obesity
and cholesterol levels.

If everyone consumed half a
teaspoon less salt per day, there
would be between 54,000 and
99,000 fewer heart attacks each
year and between 44,000 and
92,000 fewer deaths, according to
the study, which was conducted
by scientists at University of Cali-
fornia San Francisco, Stanford
University Medical Center and
Columbia University Medical
Center.

The report comes as health au-
thorities at federal, state and mu-
nicjpal levels are considering pol-
icies that would have the effect of
pressuring food companies to re-
duce salt in processed foods,
which are considered to be the
source of much of the salt Ameri-
cans eat.

Last week, New York City an-
nounced an initiative to urge food
manufacturers and restaurant
chains to reduce salt in their
products nationwide by 25 per-
cent over the next five years. Cal-
ifornia, according to an author of
the study, Kirsten Bibbins-Do-
mingo, an associate professor of
medicine and epidemiology at
University of California, San

Eating even slightly
less could have major
effects on health.

Francisco, is considering setting
salt limits on food the state pur-
chase for schools, prisons and
other public institutions.

A panel appointed by the Insti-
tute of Medicine, the widely re-
spected independent research
arm of the National Academies of
Science, is close to issuing a re-
port that will make recommenda-
tions about reducing salt intake,
including actions government
and manufacturers can take.

Dr. Bibbins-Domingo also said
the Food and Drug Administra-
tion was considering whether to
change the designation of salt
from a food additive that is gener-
ally considered safe to a category
that would require companies to
give consumers more informa-
tion alerting them to high levels
of salt in food. An F.D.A. spokes-
man was unable to say Wednes-
day whether such discussions
were taking place. “We are ac-
tively looking at how to improve
the nutrition content of the Amer-
ican content,” he said.

“For 40 years in this country
we’ve been trying to get individ-
uals to reduce amount of sodium
we consume and it hasn’t
worked,” said Cheryl A. M. An-
derson, an assistant professor of
epidemiology and international
health at Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity and a member of the Insti-
tute of Medicine panel.

“We need to collectively come
together and approach the prob-
lem with a combination of efforts,
including changing the food sup-
ply,” said Dr. Andersorn, who also
is a co-author of an editorial
about the study in The New Eng-
land Journal of Medicine. “This
type of evidence really helps us
support that movement toward
not just relying on the individual
to do something that is really dif-
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