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Foreign Language Instruction: 
Implementing the Best Teaching Methods
From preschool parents to Pentagon chiefs, people are calling for more
foreign language instruction.1 Factors driving the demand include China’s
economic growth, which has prompted the College Board to add Chinese
to its list of Advanced Placement tests. 
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The implication of the research is not so much that
one should start language teaching early — say, age 6
— and expect spectacular results, but rather that the



Reaching Language Proficiency at All Ages

Adults Need Varying Amounts of



What Should Policymakers Do? 
First, recognize that simply starting early does not guarantee that

a language will be learned. 

Second, support age-appropriate foreign language teaching — a
total immersion program for young children, moving toward a more
explicit focus on structure for adolescents and adults. 

Third, be realistic with students and parents about how much for-
eign language skill a few hours a week of instruction can generate,
especially for preschool and elementary school learners. Such limited
instruction will not lead to mastery, but it may build motivation and a
“taste” for language learning.

Fourth, recognize that for almost everyone, high proficiency in a
foreign language will develop outside the classroom, through conver-
sations with native speakers made possible by the skills acquired in
the classroom.
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