
New Flagship Certification  
Raises Expectations for Proficiency

The Language Flagship continues to raise the 
bar for linguistic achievement by increasing 
minimum proficiency goals and requirements, 

offering certification for Flagship graduates that 
reflects even higher levels of proficiency, and 
implementing initiatives to demonstrate the 
capabilities of Flagship students.

Whereas the minimum speaking proficiency 
required for graduation from a Flagship program 
remains at Level 3 on the Interagency Language 
Roundtable (ILR) scale, the minimum proficiency 
levels for reading and listening have been 
increased to ILR 2+. This change will ensure that 
graduates with any Flagship certification have 
met or exceeded the new minimum proficiency 
requirement for graduation from the Defense 
Language Institute Foreign Language Center in 
Monterey, California (ILR 2+ in reading and 
listening and ILR 2 in speaking). In addition, 
because online proficiency assessments have 
been developed and implemented for reading and 
listening in all Flagship languages, proficiency can 
be measured objectively and standards applied 
across all languages. 

Starting in 2018, Flagship students who meet 
the minimum requirements for graduation but 
exceed minimum proficiency requirements (by 
scoring at least ILR 3 in speaking, reading, and 
listening) will be awarded the new Flagship 
Certification with Distinction. The directors of 
Domestic Flagship programs have expressed 
support for the new certification and what it 
means. Peter Glanville, director of the Arabic 
Flagship Program at the University of Maryland, 
College Park, says the new certification “represents 
a professional level of linguistic competence 
in both production and comprehension of a 
language, including the ability to understand 
and use cultural references.” He explains that 
Flagship Certification with Distinction  “indicates 
that a speaker is able to understand written 
texts produced for an academic or professional 
audience (which may contain cultural references) 

as well as lectures, speeches, and briefings that 
may involve sophisticated sentence structures and 
professional-level vocabulary.”

Karen Evans-Romaine, director of the Russian 
Flagship Program at the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, feels “enormously proud” of her 
association with The Language Flagship and the 
achievements of all students who have graduated 
with Flagship certification. “These talented, 
hard-working graduates will take their places 
in the next generation of global professionals, 
accomplish great things in the interests of U.S. 
national security and economic competitiveness, 
and inspire others.”

Flagship directors also believe that achieving 
ILR Level 3 proficiency in speaking, reading, and 
listening is not only possible but well within reach 
for Flagship students. Der-lin Chao, director of 
the Chinese Flagship Program at Hunter College, 
is confident that foreign language students who 
have achieved ILR 3 proficiency in speaking, 
reading, and listening (often shortened as 3/3/3 
proficiency) are well equipped to become genuine 
global professionals in today’s sophisticated and 
interconnected world. Achievement of 3/3/3 
proficiency is difficult for all students of a language 
in Category IV on the Defense Language Institute’s 

“The Flagship Certification with 

Distinction helps to define  

a global professional by signifying his 

or her ability to function in multiple 

professional settings, to understand 

sustained complex linguistic input,  

and to participate in high-level 

professional interactions.”
—Peter Glanville
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Flagship Alumnae 
Represent at Expo 2017

In June 2017, Clarissa Rodriguez exclaimed, “I 
am absolutely thrilled to go back to Kazakhstan 
this summer!” A graduate of the Russian 

Flagship Program at the University of California, 
Los Angeles, Rodriguez was just about to embark 
on a 3-month journey to Kazakhstan’s capital city 
of Astana.

From June 10 to September 10, Rodriguez 
joined a group of approximately 40 undergraduate 
students, graduate students, and recent graduates 
from across the country selected to represent 
the United States as USA Pavilion Student 
Ambassadors at Expo 2017: Future Energy. All 
proficient speakers of Russian, Kazakh, or both 
languages, the student ambassadors served as 
greeters, presenters, and VIP lounge hosts for an 
exhibit entitled The Source of Infinite Energy.

Also among the student ambassadors were 
two other Flagship alumnae: Vera Swanson from 
the Russian Flagship Program at the University 
of Wisconsin, Madison, and Grace Garrett 
from the Russian Language Flagship at Bryn 
Mawr College. Drawing on experiences from 
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Flagship alumna Vera Swanson, a USA Pavilion Student 
Ambassador at Expo 2017 in Astana, Kazakhstan, 
interprets an interview with former U.S. Energy 
Secretary Ernest Moniz for local media.
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scale (i.e., the highest level of difficulty for a 
native English speaker); however, Chao says 
that such an achievement is “extraordinary for 
students who have not studied the language 
before their postsecondary studies.”

According to Chao, the fact that Flagship 
graduates have been able to attain 3/3/3 
proficiency is “significant” and “indicates that the 
proficiency-based program design and the unique 
teaching methodology of Flagship programs are 
working.” She suggests, “The Language Flagship 
might conduct case studies of students who have 
achieved 3/3/3 proficiency to better understand 
their strategies for language learning and to 
identify the specific factors that enabled them 
to attain superior proficiency in each modality. 
On the basis of study findings, Flagship domestic 
and overseas programs might review and 
refine their current curricula in an attempt to 
increase the number of students who achieve 
3/3/3 proficiency.”

In addition, two new Flagship initiatives are 
under way to define and highlight the professional 
and cultural performance of Flagship students 
and graduates. First, the Flagship Video Project 
is being launched this year to create a new 
rubric for analyzing the performance of students 

with professional foreign language proficiency in 
various settings. Videos of students in rehearsed 
and spontaneous academic and professional 
interactions will be viewed by a panel that 
comprises Flagship directors and other experts. 
The panel will analyze the students’ performance 
with consideration of what it means to be a 
global professional.

Second, the Flagship Culture Initiative is 
developing an open-source online culture 
curriculum across Arabic, Chinese, and Russian 
p rog rams  tha t  suppor t s  r eg ion- spec i f i c 
and general cultural awareness materials for all 
Flagship language programs. Students will use 
these materials to prepare for participating in the 
Flagship Overseas Capstone. The initiative seeks to 
identify gaps in cultural preparation for students 
with advanced foreign language proficiency in 
domestic and overseas Flagship programs who 
will be pursuing academic study, professional 
internships, and host family experiences overseas.

These pioneering initiatives in U.S. higher 
education will help to define and demonstrate 
the capabilities of all graduates with Flagship 
certification, even beyond the documented 
language proficiency.

Der-lin Chao suggests conducting case studies of 
Flagship students who have reached IRL 3 proficiency in 
speaking, reading, and listening in an effort to increase 
the number of students who achieve such proficiency.
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Karen Evans-Romaine is sure that all graduates with 
Flagship certification will join the next generation of 
global professionals.
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Calling all current and former  
Flagship students on LinkedIn!

Connect with Flagship alumni for networking and sharing  
career advice in The Language Flagship Alumni—Official Group:

www.linkedin.com/groups/8621206

New Flagship Certification ... (from page 1) Word from 
Flagship

Sam Eisen 
Director 

The Language Flagship
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Intentional program design and assessment are 
hallmarks of The Language Flagship program; 
they also inform current and future plans 

and initiatives. 
As featured in the lead article of this issue, 

we set professional-level proficiency requirements 
for Flagship graduates, then design programs 
(e.g., K–12 articulation, domestic undergraduate 
curricula, and overseas immersion programs) that 
enable students to achieve professional proficiency 
by graduation. The development of online tools 
for the assessment of reading and listening 
proficiency across all the Flagship languages has 
enabled the implementation and demonstration 
of the same high standard across all the Flagship 
languages as a foundation for careers in 
government and other sectors. 

Proficiency assessment results and the related 
Language Flagship Proficiency Initiative described 
by Fernando Rubio in the Op-ed provide feedback 
to strengthen instruction and align domestic and 
overseas Flagship programs toward clear goals. 
These goals are in line with the highest levels of 
global competency outlined in the January 2017 
Framework for Developing Global and Cultural 
Competencies to Advance Equity, Excellence and 
Economic Competitiveness published by the U.S. 
Department of Education. 

Recognizing that results of proficiency 
assessments alone do not represent all of the 
competencies that Flagship graduates achieve, 
two initiatives have been launched to flesh out this 
picture. First, the Flagship Video Project will allow 
Flagship directors and other experts to examine 
rehearsed and spontaneous academic and 
professional interactions of students completing 
their Flagship Overseas Capstone, then analyze 
what it means to be a global professional. 
Second, the high-level Flagship Culture Initiative 
will help students identify areas of strength and 
weakness in cultural interactions and provide 
self-assessment as well as formal assessment 
to identify areas that require work to improve 
cultural knowledge and skills. 

The Language Flagship is breaking new ground 
in fostering and documenting the skills that fit the 
broad definition of a global professional.
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“The amazing job that our  

USA Pavilion’s Student Ambassadors 

did in paving a new path for how 

public diplomacy is done reminded  

me that the future of global  

diplomacy for America is bright.”

—Joshua W. Walker, CEO  
and president of the USA Pavilion  

(Three Things That I Learned from the World 
Expo 2017. HuffPost, Sept. 11, 2017)

Flagship Alumnae ... (from page 1)

their Flagship Overseas Capstone in Almaty 
(Kazakhstan’s largest city and former capital), 
the three Flagship graduates interacted with 
hundreds of thousands of visitors, business 
leaders, and  high-level government officials in 
Russian and Kazakh. Volunteering as student 
ambassadors offered a unique opportunity to 
apply linguistic and cultural skills learned in the 
classroom to real-life interactions with diverse 
people in a truly global, professional setting.

“As a student ambassador at the USA Pavilion, 
I have been gifted the privilege and responsibility 
of being a representative of [the United States],” 
Swanson said, just before departing Astana in 
September. She added, “Without The Language 
Flagship, I can confidently say I would not be 
here on a world stage such as the Expo. I couldn’t 
have imagined that my 4 years of Russian 
language study at the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison, would lead to trips to Kazakhstan 
for continued language immersion and would 
ultimately conclude with my participation in such 
an influential, international venue.”

In return for their participation in Expo 2017, 
USA Pavilion Student Ambassadors received 
round-trip airfare between their place of residency 
and Astana, free housing throughout the duration  
of the exposition, a monthly stipend, and two 
study abroad credits. However, for the entire 
group, perhaps the greatest benefit of the 
experience was the opportunity to use Russian 
skills daily, explore Kazakh culture and traditions, 
and engage with professionals from 115 countries 
and 22 international organizations.

Tech Center Reports on Mobile Microlearning Pilot Study
In partnership with the Advanced Distributed Learning Initiative at the U.S. Department of Defense, 
the Flagship Technology Innovation Center (Tech Center) led a 2-week pilot study in July 2017 
to explore mobile microlearning for highly proficient students of Mandarin. Eleven students from 
nine Chinese Flagship programs as well as students from the Defense Language Institute Foreign 
Language Center in Monterey, California, installed SRI International’s Pervasive Learning System 
(PERLS), a content-agnostic adaptive platform, on their personal mobile devices. The Flagship 
students used PERLS to review flash cards, watch videos, and take quizzes that were designed 
to prepare them for the Chinese Flagship Overseas Capstone. Then, Tech Center researchers 
conducted 30-minute interviews to ascertain students’ experiences with PERLS. 

Overall, feedback was overwhelmingly positive. Participants reported that the short learning 
units could be completed in 5 to 10 minutes, enabling them to learn on the go, whenever 
convenient (e.g., while riding a bus, standing in line, or eating). The topics that students enjoyed 
most were language facts and life skills, followed by the links to relevant YouTube videos and 
short quizzes. Given the enthusiastic response to this approach and student requests for additional 
content delivery via PERLS, the Tech Center plans to conduct a more robust second pilot study.

Op-ed:
Curricular and Pedagogical 
Benefits of the Language 
Flagship Proficiency Initiative
Fernando Rubio
Director, UOnline Curriculum Enhancement and Innovation, University of Utah

Even though proficiency tests often are used for certification 
and, to some extent, for placement, few language programs 
in the United States are built and articulated on the basis of 

empirical data about student proficiency. In other words, because 
of the disconnect between teaching and testing, one doesn’t know 
whether students enrolled in a second-year, intermediate-level course are intermediate-level language 
users and whether that proficiency target is reasonable.

From 2014 to 2017, the Language Flagship Proficiency Initiative funded the introduction of 
proficiency assessments (and evaluation of the impact of such testing practices on teaching and 
learning) to established language programs at three postsecondary institutions: the University of 
Minnesota, Michigan State University, and the University of Utah (UU). The UU Second Language 
Teaching and Research Center (L2TReC) assessed the proficiency levels of first- through fourth-year 
undergraduate students of Arabic, Chinese, Korean, Portuguese, and Russian at UU and Salt Lake 
Community College (SLCC) in speaking, reading, and listening. Assessment results were supplemented 
with an analysis of detailed classroom observations to determine baseline proficiency levels for each of 
the courses tested. After sharing and discussing results with the relevant language programs, L2TReC 
worked with language departments at both institutions to develop a plan for common proficiency 
goals for each level of instruction and the curricular and pedagogical adjustments required to reach 
those goals.

The main result of the initiative is a shared understanding of proficiency across languages and levels 
of instruction: Proficiency goals can be realistic only when based on empirical data and attainable via 
proficiency-based pedagogies. The data also reflect how proficiency in the different skills grows over 
the course of a student’s program and which external factors (e.g., length of study, learning context, 
proficiency in other languages) play a role in the rate of progress and the ultimate proficiency level 
attained. These findings are informing curricular adjustments and encouraging educators to rethink 
proficiency expectations at all levels of instruction.

Another important result is increased collaboration within and between institutions. SLCC is the 
main source of transfer students into UU, so one project goal was to develop a common proficiency-
based student placement system to facilitate transfers. Faculty from two institutions rarely have the 
opportunity to work together; a shared understanding of proficiency enabled them to establish common 
goals and a shared vision for their common languages.
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Arabic
Indiana University, Bloomington
University of Arizona
University of Maryland,  

College Park
University of Oklahoma
University of Texas, Austin
Arab–American Language 

Institute in Morocco1 
Moulay Ismail University, 

Morocco1

Chinese
Arizona State University
Brigham Young University 
Hunter College
Indiana University, Bloomington
San Francisco State University 
University of Hawai’i, Mānoa
University of Minnesota
University of Mississippi 
University of North Georgia2

University of Oregon
University of Rhode Island
Western Kentucky University
Nanjing University, China 3

Beijing Union University, China1

Korean
University of Hawai’i, Mānoa
Korea University, South Korea

Persian
University of Maryland, 

College Park

Portuguese
University of Georgia, Athens
Federal University of São João 

del-Rei, Brazil 

Russian
Bryn Mawr College
Portland State University
University of California, 

Los Angeles
University of Wisconsin, Madison
Al-Farabi Kazakh National 

University, Kazakhstan1

Turkish
Indiana University, Bloomington
Azerbaijan University of 

Languages, Azerbaijan1

African Flagship Languages 
Initiative

University of Florida
The West African Research Center, 

Senegal1

Universidade Eduardo Mondlane, 
Mozambique1

MS-Training Center for 
Development Cooperation, 
Tanzania1

South Asian Flagship Languages 
Initiative

University of Wisconsin, Madison
American Institute of Indian 

Studies, Jaipur and Lucknow, 
India1

1 Overseas Flagship Center managed by American Councils for 
International Education

2 ROTC Flagship Program
3 Overseas Flagship Center managed by Brigham Young University and 
American Councils for International Education

The Flagship Mission
The Language Flagship leads the nation in designing, supporting, and 
implementing a new paradigm for advanced language education. Through 
an innovative partnership among the federal government, education, and 
business, The Language Flagship graduates students who will take their place 
among the next generation of global professionals, commanding a superior 
level of proficiency in one of many languages critical to U.S. competitiveness 
and security. 

What Do We Do?
Flagship Centers offer students intensive language instruction to enhance 
their academic degrees, graduating students with professional-level language 
proficiency. Programs include periods of rigorous language and cultural 
immersion at Overseas Flagship Centers. The Language Flagship also funds a 
select number of pilot K–12 programs designed to provide an articulated path 
of language instruction for students from elementary school through college.

Flagship graduates leverage their superior language and cultural skills in 
various careers, offering an intercultural perspective to employers in the federal 
and state governments, global businesses, and nongovernmental organizations.

Contact Us
The Language Flagship
4800 Mark Center Drive
Suite 08F09-02
Alexandria, VA 22350

 
Tel.: 571-256-0702 
Fax: 703-692-2615 
E-mail: info@thelanguageflagship.org 
Web: www.thelanguageflagship.org

An initiative of the National Security Education Program

Flagship Centers

To receive copies of Discourse as they are published, simply email your name 
and mailing address to info@thelanguageflagship.org with  
“Add me to the Discourse mailing list” in the subject line. 
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Boren Flagship Scholar Focuses on International Trade

Always passionate about languages, Danica Harvey enrolled in Arizona State University (ASU) to study Spanish 
but considered studying Arabic or Chinese, too. “Learning about the [ASU Chinese Language] Flagship Program 
made that decision an easy one,” Harvey says. “The intensive coursework and multiple opportunities to go 

abroad … would be an invaluable opportunity to learn Mandarin.” Harvey excelled in her domestic studies and 
completed her Flagship Overseas Capstone as a Boren Flagship Scholar.

In China, Harvey studied at Nanjing University for one semester, then interned in Suzhou at a social enterprise 
focused on improving the livelihoods of workers in Chinese factories. After completing the internship and graduating 
from ASU with bachelor’s degrees in Chinese and economics, Harvey was hired full time by the same enterprise and 
spent a year and a half working in China. Most days, she operated entirely in Mandarin, leading project designers and 
interacting with a team of salespeople who did not speak English. She credits The Language Flagship for preparing 
her so well and says she is “proof that it truly does create global professionals.”

Harvey fulfilled the federal service requirement for her Boren Scholarship at the U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security in Washington, D.C., where she worked on a diverse portfolio of international trade issues as a special 
assistant to the executive assistant commissioner, Office of Trade. Now in her first year at Harvard Law School, Harvey 
looks forward to a future that brings together all of her interests—so far.

Chinese Flagship alumna Danica Harvey
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