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Educational technology consultant Alan November is

fond of telling a story about a conversation he once had with

a senior executive at a global investment bank.

During the course of their discussion, November asked

the executive: What’s the most important skill for today’s

students to learn, so they are prepared to succeed in the new

global economy?

“Empathy,” the executive replied—the ability to under-

stand and respect different cultural points of view.

Most of today’s companies do business with customers all

over the world, and several also have branches in multiple

countries. Chances are good that when students enter the

workforce, they’ll be working with—or at least doing busi-

ness with—someone from another nation, with its own cul-

ture and its own unique perspective, at some point in their

career.

It’s not hard to find employees who are smart, the execu-

tive told November. What are hard to find are employees

who can empathize with, and be sensitive to the needs of,

people from other countries.

Learning another language is an important way to develop

this cultural empathy. That’s why a growing number of K-12

leaders believe that exposure to world languages and cul-

tures—even at a very early age—is critical for students’ suc-

cess in the 21st century. 
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But learning another language isn’t

just an important workforce skill; it’s

also integral to becoming a more

responsible global citizen. 

In a Nov. 2012 document called

“Succeeding Globally Through

International Education and

Engagement,” the U.S. Department of

Education wrote, “In today’s globalized

world, an effective domestic education

agenda must … aim to develop a glob-

ally competent citizenry.” 

The document continues: “Students

will need to have the substantive knowl-

edge and understanding to address issues,

phenomena, and catastrophes that cut

across borders. … They also will need to

be able to communicate and work collab-

oratively with international peers to

address these global challenges.”

“The world is becoming more and

more internationally connected,” said

Megan Dunnigan, coordinator for the

Provo, Utah, School District’s eSchool

program, which uses an online curricu-

lum from Middlebury Interactive

Languages to teach foreign languages to

students.

She added: “Learning another lan-

guage gives students more opportunities.”

A crucial life skill
That’s a belief shared by Delaware

Governor Jack Markell, a Democrat,

who in 2012 created a program to bring

foreign language instruction to the

state’s elementary schools.

“World language capacity is crucial

… to maintain and strengthen our state’s

economy,” Markell said in a statement.

“We want students in Delaware to have

the challenge and the opportunity to

learn another language before they

reach high school.”

Funded by a federal Race to the Top

grant, Markell’s World Languages

Expansion Initiative aims to bring

immersion programs in either Spanish

or Mandarin Chinese to 10,000 students

in grades K-8 by 2022.

“The ability to speak another language

is a life skill that is becoming crucial in

the global job marketplace and to our

growing state economy,” Markell said,

noting that in Asia and Europe, children

typically begin learning additional lan-

guages as early as five years old. 

As of press time, the program was in

place at 12 elementary schools in

Delaware. Students are taught academic

content in English and a foreign lan-

guage, with a focus on building profi-

ciency. 

Kindergarteners entering the pro-

gram will be able to continue their

immersion study into middle school and

earn Advanced Placement credit in

ninth grade. In high school, they’ll be

encouraged to study an additional lan-

guage, as well as continue their immer-

sion study through dual-credit offerings.

Learning another language in the

early grades often results in the devel-

opment of native or near-native pronun-

ciation and intonation, research sug-

gests. That’s why the American Council

on the Teaching of Foreign Languages

recommends that students “be provided

the opportunity to learn a second lan-

guage as early as possible in school.”

Other benefits to learning another

language in the early grades include

“strengthening of literacy in students’

first language, raising standardized test

scores in other subject areas, and devel-

oping comfort with cultural differ-

ences,” the organization says.

How technology can help
Delaware is using federal funding to

support classroom-based instructors for

its language immersion programs, but

not all schools have this luxury—espe-

cially at the elementary level. To reme-

dy this problem, many schools are turn-

ing to online language instruction.

One Michigan school district has

taken a unique approach by establishing

a “virtual foreign exchange program” so

that students can take classes from

teachers in other countries.

Oxford Community Schools’ virtual

exchange program allows American and

Chinese students to take online classes

taught by teachers on the other side of

the globe. Students from three Oxford

sister schools in China are learning

English from the district’s teachers, and

in turn, Oxford students are learning

Mandarin language and Chinese culture

from teachers at the Chinese schools.

As the program grows, the district

anticipates establishing similar virtual

partnerships with other sister schools in

countries such as Mexico and Spain, said

William Skilling, superintendent of

Oxford Community Schools and a 2012

winner of the Tech-Savvy Superintendent

Awards from eSchool Media.

Students in the virtual foreign

exchanges have 24-7 access to course

content. The classes themselves are syn-

chronous, however, despite the 12-hour

time difference: American students attend

their classes early in the morning, and

Chinese students log on late at night.

At the Provo eSchool, an online pro-

gram that serves 1,100 K-12 students

from all over Utah, students in third

through 12th grade have access to

Spanish, French, German, Latin, and

Chinese courses from Middlebury

Interactive Languages (MIL), an off-

shoot of Middlebury College and its

renowned Language Schools.

While students at the Provo eSchool

are not required to take a foreign lan-

guage, “about a quarter of the students

do,” Dunnigan said. Offering foreign

language instruction online, she added,

“gives students a wider variety of

options to choose from; not every

school can have a teacher who’s certi-

fied in Chinese.”

The MIL curriculum is based on

principles that studies show to be effec-

tive in language instruction, such as the

use of authentic materials and experi-

ences. For instance, Middlebury faculty

have recorded real interactions between

native speakers in different countries. 

“We’ve built language learning

activities using these videos, as well as

authentic written resources such as

newspapers,” said Aline Germain-

Rutherford, chief learning officer for

MIL and director of the French School

at Middlebury College.

The use of authentic materials helps
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students learn not just the language, but

also the culture. When watching videos

of people greeting each other in Spain,

compared to Argentina, “students can

see the cultural differences between the

two,” she explained. “It’s not just about

the words and the structures.”

Meaningful interaction
Another principle of the MIL cur-

riculum is that, to learn a new language,

“students must interact and negotiate in

a meaningful way,” Germain-

Rutherford said. Toward that end, the

curriculum includes task-based activi-

ties rooted in a real-life purpose, such as

ordering in a restaurant.

To recreate this kind of interaction

online, the curriculum embeds audio

inputs within the dialog, and there are

also opportunities for students to inter-

act asynchronously or in real time with

a certified online instructor.

Provo eSchool chose MIL as its

provider of online language instruction

because of Middlebury College’s repu-

tation as a “great language school” and

because of the level of interaction the

courses offer, Dunnigan said.

While all of Provo eSchool’s instruc-

tion is delivered online, that’s not the

case at UMS-Wright Preparatory

School in Mobile, Ala. 

An independent day school with

about 1,200 students in kindergarten

through 12th grade, UMS-Wright has

enlisted MIL’s curriculum so students

can take languages such as Chinese and

German as electives.

“In the global world we live in, stu-

dents need opportunities to become

knowledgeable in world cultures and

languages,” said Keith Rice, academic

dean.

UMS-Wright begins its language

instruction with Spanish in kinder-

garten, and this instruction continues

throughout the Lower School. In sixth

grade, students study Latin. In the sev-

enth and eighth grades, they can choose

either French or Spanish, and starting in

the ninth grade, they must take two con-

secutive years of a language.

Until recently, students could choose

either French or Spanish, but last year

UMS-Wright added online language

curriculum from MIL and the Florida

Virtual School to give students more

choices, Rice said.

Students take these online courses in

the school’s Virtual Learning Lab, and

lab coordinator Cristin Skidmore is on

hand to guide them. The online option

“lets us provide these opportunities in a

way we couldn’t before,” Skidmore

said.

Rice, who said he envisions having

“more students moving to this model”

as a way to expand the school’s enrich-

ment opportunities, told the story of one

former student who recently came back

to visit. This UMS-Wright graduate had

taken part in a Chinese language immer-

sion program while enrolled in a gradu-

ate business degree program. 

“He said he wished he’d had this

opportunity in high school,” Rice said.
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“Middlebury Interactive’s language 
courses have been transformative 
to our school and our community.”

 —Christina Johnston, Principal, Weybridge Elementary

*Advanced Placement and AP are registered trademarks of the College Board, which 
was not involved in the production of, and does not endorse, this product.

Visit MiddleburyInteractive.com or call 800.596.0910 to learn more.

Digital World Language 
Course Solutions for K-12

Online world language courses developed 
exclusively for the education market.

Middlebury Interactive, the recognized leader in 
digital world language education, provides access 
to superior online programs that prepare students 
with the language skills and cultural understanding 
to compete in the 21st Century global marketplace.

Interactive courses:

comparisons and communities at varying levels 
of immersion.

used fully online, in a blended model or as 
supplemental material.

practices, tasks and assessments.


