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LESS-COMMONLY TAUGHT LANGUAGES IN THE U.S.
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And many more…
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DR. AMANDA LANIER | LANIERLINGVISTA.ORG

Foreign Languages 

in the U.S.

• Diminishing numbers overall

• Teacher shortages

• Demand for critical languages

MLA Report 2016

(Looney & Lusin, 2019; Commission on Language Learning, 2017)
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LESS-COMMONLY TAUGHT LANGUAGES IN THE U.S.



Go to https://www.mla.org/Resources/Research/MLA-Language-Map, scroll down, and click the map
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LESS-COMMONLY TAUGHT LANGUAGES IN THE U.S.

Low 

Enrollments 

but Many 

Speakers

https://www.mla.org/Resources/Research/MLA-Language-Map
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WHAT DO LCTLS HAVE IN COMMON?
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Low Enrollments

Relative to Other Languages
_

_ _

Most LCTLs 
in the U.S.



WHAT LCTLS HAVE IN COMMON

ACTFL 2023 | November 18Dr. Amanda Lanier | lanierlingvista.org

• Critical languages

• Heritage languages

• Local traditions

• International appeal

Source: Language Connects Foundation (Lead With Languages)

When LCTLs are offered, there are specific reasons:

https://www.languageconnectsfoundation.org/programs-initiatives/research/making-languages-our-business


WHAT DO LCTLS HAVE IN COMMON?
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Enrollments Difficulty
Linguistic Distance

_ _

Most LCTLs 
in the U.S.



LCTL COMMONALITIES > DIFFICULTY?
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Very approximate! 
Linguists can spend entire 

careers arguing about 
how far apart these 

languages are. 



For all 

languages?
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LCTL COMMONALITIES > DIFFICULTY?



WHAT DO LCTLS HAVE IN COMMON?
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Enrollments Linguistic Distance

_ Critical Languages

Most LCTLs 
in the U.S.



Arabic Azerbaijani Chinese Hindi Indonesian Japanese Korean

Persian Portuguese Russian Swahili Turkish Urdu

ACTFL 2023 | November 18Dr. Amanda Lanier | lanierlingvista.org

LCTL COMMONALITIES > CRITICAL LANGUAGES

Also see: Department of Defense Strategic Languages List

https://dlnseo.org/sites/default/files/2022%20DEPARTMENT%20OF%20DEFENSE%20STRATEGIC%20LANGUAGE%20LIST.pdf
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Enrollments Linguistic Distance

Heritage Learners Critical Languages

Most LCTLs 
in the U.S.



LCTL COMMONALITIES > HERITAGE LEARNERS

Prior proficiency 
(usually from 

parents)

Heritage => 
cultural 

identification

Learner => 
incomplete 
acquisition
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HLLs
Non-HLLs



LCTL COMMONALITIES > HERITAGE LEARNERS
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LOW

HLLNon-HLL?

Maybe HLL?Non-HLL

Adapted from “Reconceptualization of heritage and non-heritage learners of LCTLs” (Lee, 2005)



LCTL COMMONALITIES > CRITICAL AND HERITAGE

Like many LCTLs with relatively large numbers of learners in the U.S., Arabic is both a 

prominent heritage language and designated as a critical language. 

As a critical language, proficiency in Arabic is considered desirable for geopolitical 

reasons, so that speakers can contribute to U.S. diplomacy, security, and trade. 

As a heritage language, proficiency in Arabic is the means for learners to 

communicate with their immediate or extended family members, a lynchpin for 

constructing and maintaining cultural identity, and, for some parents, viewed as a 

sacred obligation. 

Those two views of the value of language learning are not entirely incompatible, but they 

do imply very different goals for language learning. 

“World Readiness for a World in Conflict” 
Lanier (2023) in Language Magazine
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LCTL COMMONALITIES > CRITICAL AND HERITAGE
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Differentiating for Learner Backgrounds

“I have a mixed group of learners in my classes. 

How do I place them in different levels? How do 

I find out their different needs? How do I address 

their different needs to keep them motivated? 

How do I address different skills and proficiency 

levels that heritage and non-heritage learners 

bring to class?”



IMPLICATIONS

FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
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WHAT DO LCTLS HAVE IN COMMON?
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Enrollments Linguistic Distance

Heritage Learners Critical Languages

Most LCTLs 
in the U.S.
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nlrc.msu.edu/vivid-project

Article in Fall 2023

The Language Educator
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ACTFL Standards for 

Proficiency-Based Instruction

https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-manuals 

 Emphasis is on PROFICIENCY not 

PERFORMANCE

 Define competencies and learning targets 

related to real-world use of language

 Already designed for any language

 Relevant across states and contexts

 Aligned with standardized assessments

IMPLICATIONS FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR PD

https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-manuals


FRAMEWORKS AND FOUNDATIONS FOR LCTL PD
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TELL Project
Teacher Effectiveness for Language Learning

Environment
The Learning 
Experience

Collaboration

Planning
Performance & 

Feedback
Professionalism

Learning Tools

TELL Framework

Creative Commons licensed materials 

at www.tellproject.org 

http://www.tellproject.org/


VIVID PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT | NLRC 
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Learning 

Management 

System
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1 | Foundations and Frameworks

2 | Aiming for Proficiency

3 | Using Comprehensible Language

4 | Facilitating Communication

5 | Promoting Literacy

6 | Motivating and Engaging Learners

7 | Integrating Culture

8 | Learning Your Learners

ViVID Project 
Professional Development Content

• Selected and sequenced for 

LCTL instructors 

• Grounded in widely-recognized 

standards and frameworks

• Language agnostic (general)

• Appropriate for a range of 

pedagogical training and 

experience 

IMPLICATIONS FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR PD



Demonstrate your teaching and get 

detailed feedback when an in-person 

classroom visit would be impossible

Engage with the materials and the 

group from any location and at 

convenient times

Get more input to help you grow, 

provided by fellow teachers who 

can relate to your needs and efforts

Video 

Annotation

27

Virtual 

Participation

Peer 

Observation

ViVID Design: 

How and Why?

IMPLICATIONS FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR PD
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Enrollments Linguistic Distance

Heritage Learners Critical Languages

LCTL
Instructors

IMPLICATIONS FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR PD

Respond 

to the Poll
What PD content would you prioritize?

https://pollev.com/discourses/daKV8UuRRIJrr7ZJox4pT/respond


Incorporate Learner Identity
Align Curriculum with Learner Goals

Enhance Teacher Methods

Improve Materials Design

Reduce Isolation

Increase Program Vitality

Address Political Dimensions

Use Interdisciplinary Content 

and Justifications
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Enrollments Linguistic Distance

Heritage Learners Critical Languages

LCTL
Instructors

IMPLICATIONS FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR PD
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THANK YOU
FOR PARTICIPATING!
Dr. Amanda Lanier - Michigan State University

LanierLingvista.org > amanda@lanierlingvista.org

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/program-director
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ACTFL – American Council for Foreign Language Teaching – Guidelines & Manuals
https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-manuals

American Councils for International Education
https://www.americancouncils.org/language-research-fle-state-language-us

Language Connects Foundation 
https://www.languageconnectsfoundation.org 

LCTL Instructors Site and Group | Humanities Commons
https://lctlinstructors.commons.msu.edu 

Modern Language Association of America
https://www.mla.org/Resources

National LCTL Resource Center
https://nlrc.msu.edu/vivid-project 

PEARLL > TELL Project (Teacher Effectiveness for Language Learning)
https://www.tellproject.org/ 

Global Competence – California Global Education Project
http://calglobaled.org/global-competence/

Dr. Amanda Lanier | lanierlingvista.org ACTFL 2023 | November 18

RESOURCES > USEFUL LINKS

https://www.actfl.org/publications/guidelines-and-manuals
https://www.americancouncils.org/language-research-fle-state-language-us
https://www.languageconnectsfoundation.org/
https://lctlinstructors.commons.msu.edu/
https://www.mla.org/Resources
https://nlrc.msu.edu/vivid-project
https://www.tellproject.org/
http://calglobaled.org/global-competence/
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RESOURCES > BOOKS, ARTICLES, AND REPORTS

https://www.americancouncils.org/language-research-fle-state-language-us
https://nsuworks.nova.edu/tqr/vol24/iss9/15/
https://www.proquest.com/llba/docview/1520313933/813E9D2E4A7A4878PQ/3
https://www.mla.org/Resources/Guidelines-and-Data/Reports-and-Professional-Guidelines/Teaching-Enrollments-and-Programs/Enrollments-in-Languages-Other-Than-English-in-United-States-Institutions-of-Higher-Education
https://www.actfl.org/resources/ncssfl-actfl-can-do-statements
https://doi.org/10.1111/flan.12320
https://www.thelanguageeducator.org/actfl/library/item/fall_2023/4142590/


Are you a 

instructor?

LCTL

nlrc.msu.edu/vivid-project
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
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DEPARTMENT OF ONE:

HOW ISOLATED TEACHERS

CONNECT AND COLLABORATE

• Presentation at CSCTFL 2022

• With Jaime Danks 
(Spanish teacher in Minnesota)

sites.google.com/msu.edu/department-of-one-csctfl2022

ECOLOGY AND VITALITY OF 

LANGUAGE PROGRAMS:
ADVOCATING FOR JAPANESE FLT

Presentation at 

ACTFL 2021

With Betty Brown, 

Yoshiko Himata 

Paris, and Tracie 

Whiting Kipper

(Japanese 

teachers in 

Arkansas, Virginia, 

and Missouri)

RECENT PRESENTATIONS

https://sites.google.com/msu.edu/department-of-one-csctfl2022
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• https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/pd-posts/2022/opening-language-silos/

Opening the Silos:
How to Coordinate Planning 
and PD across Languages

RECENT PRESENTATIONS

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/pd-posts/2022/opening-language-silos/
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RECENT PRESENTATIONS

maflt.cal.msu.edu/lctl-instructors 

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/lctl-instructors/
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Inquiry

Development

Virtual

Video-Based

Instructorfor

• nlrc.msu.edu/vivid-project



Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4 Category 5

Expected time to 

ACTFL Superior
23-24 weeks 

(575-600 hours)

30 weeks 

(750 hours)

36 weeks 

(900 hours)

44 weeks 

(1100 hours)

88 weeks 

(2200 hours)

Afrikaans

Danish

Dutch

French

Italian

Norwegian

Portuguese

Romanian

Spanish

Swedish

German Indonesian

Malaysian

Swahili

Amharic

Armenian

Azerbaijani

Bengali

Burmese

Croatian

Czech

*Estonian

Greek

Hebrew

Hindi

*Hungarian

Icelandic

Khmer

Lithuanian

*Mongolian

Nepali

Pashto

Persian (Dari, 

Farsi, Tajik)

Polish

Russian

Sinhala

Slovenian

Tagalog

*Thai

Turkish

Urdu

*Vietnamese

Zulu

Arabic

Cantonese 

(Chinese)

Mandarin 

(Chinese)

*Japanese

Korean

As found at http://www.effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-guide/language-difficulty 

Advanced in 

4-5 years?

Foreign Service Institute – Intensive Study for Adults

(about 25 hours 
per week)

Advanced in 

12-15 years?

Years of Study
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LCTL COMMONALITIES > DIFFICULTY?

http://www.effectivelanguagelearning.com/language-guide/language-difficulty


ACTFL 2023 | November 18Dr. Amanda Lanier | lanierlingvista.org

Over 3600 
Immersion Programs

Almost 500 
teach LCTLs

LESS-COMMONLY TAUGHT LANGUAGES IN THE U.S.



LCTL COMMONALITIES > LINGUISTIC DISTANCE

Logographic

Chinese

Japanese 
kanji

Syllabic

Cherokee

Japanese 
hiragana

Alphabetic

English

Russian

Consonantal

Hebrew

Arabic

Writing Systems
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LCTL COMMONALITIES > CRITICAL LANGUAGES

AMHARIC ARABIC BURMESE CHINESE FRENCH GEORGIAN GERMAN HAUSA HEBREW 

HINDI INDONESIAN ITALIAN JAPANESE KOREAN KURDISH MALAY 
PERSIAN-
AFGHAN 

(DARI) 

PERSIAN-
IRANIAN 
(FARSI) 

POLISH PORTUGUESE PUNJABI 
PUSHTU-
AFGHAN 

ROMANIAN RUSSIAN SOMALI SPANISH SWAHILI 

TAGALOG THAI TURKISH UKRAINIAN URDU VIETNAMESE

ACTFL 2023 | November 18Dr. Amanda Lanier | lanierlingvista.org

Department of Defense Strategic Languages List

https://dlnseo.org/sites/default/files/2022%20DEPARTMENT%20OF%20DEFENSE%20STRATEGIC%20LANGUAGE%20LIST.pdf


LCTL COMMONALITIES > CRITICAL AND HERITAGE
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Language proficiency

HIGH

Socio-psychological 

need for cultural 

identification

LOW

Socio-psychological

need for cultural 

identification 

HIGH

Language proficiency

LOW

HLLNon-

HLL?

Maybe HLL?Non-HLL

What 

language 

proficiency?

Identification 

with what 

culture?

Adapted from “Reconceptualization of heritage and non-heritage learners of LCTLs” (Lee, 2005)



IMPLICATIONS FOR LCTL INSTRUCTOR PD
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Lack of LCTL-Oriented PD Options

Minimal Supervision and Feedback in Local Contexts

Teaching Already Demands a Lot of Time and Effort

Locations across the U.S. - Geographic Distance and Isolation

Wide Variation in Participants’ Prior Training – Novice to Expert

Multilingual Participants with Varying Target Languages

Challenges for LCTL Teacher Development



VIVID PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT | NLRC 
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tinyurl.com/connect2maflt 

https://www.tinyurl.com/actfl23maflt


ACTFL 2023 | November 18Dr. Amanda Lanier | lanierlingvista.org

Inquiry

Development

Virtual

Video-Based

Instructorfor

• nlrc.msu.edu/vivid-project



VIVID PROJECT FACILITATORS = MAFLT CORE FACULTY
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Dr. Frederick Poole Dr. Bruna Sommer-FariasDr. Amanda Lanier

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/faculty

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/faculty


• Language learner since 1993

• Language teacher since 2002

• Language teacher educator since 2005

• Graduate program instructor since 2013

• Program director since 2018
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L1 English

L2 

French
L3 

Czech

L4 

Serbian
L5 

Arabic

L6 

Portuguese
My LCTLs

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR LCTL INSTRUCTORS



PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR LCTL INSTRUCTORS
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Special Topics 
Offerings vary 

by semester

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/courses 

Courses in the MSU MAFLT Curriculum

https://maflt.cal.msu.edu/courses
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