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The last year has been an incredible journey for me. I have 

travelled to ten states and this ACTFL 2019 in Washington DC 

marked my 14th conference in 12 months. This includes a rough 

estimate of 14,000 miles by air, train, and car. As my hotel rooms 

and parking spots began to blend together, I learned to take a 

picture of what number room I had and where I had left my car. 

When I was named Teacher of the Year, a former Teacher of the 

Year said “You better get a good suitcase”. I actually thought the 
suitcase I had was fine, until a wheel fell off and I had to drag it 

awkwardly the rest of the way through the airport in New 

Orleans.  

 

In February, I narrowly escaped a major snowstorm in 

Connecticut and participated in the JNCL-NCLIS Language 

Advocacy Day in Washington DC. Language teachers from across 

the country met with congressional representatives to advocate 

for legislation that will increase funding for language learning in 

the U.S. Our primary lobbying points were based on the role of 

languages in improving our nation’s global economic 
competitiveness, defense, and diplomacy. While this may be what 

resonates with legislators, we also need to do more to develop a 

citizenry that is culturally competent and able to respectfully 

interact in globalized communities. Currently, only 15-20% of people in the U.S. speak more than one language, 

compared to 56% of Europeans. Travelling as the national language teacher of the year has made me hyper-focused 

on the languages around me, and how woefully behind we are in the U.S.  

 

On my flight leaving ACTFL 2018 in New Orleans, I eavesdropped on a conversation between two strangers who 

were negotiating their seats in English. In town for the same neurobiology conference, they soon realized they were 

both from Spain, and the conversation slipped from English to Spanish. As a further coincidence, they both worked 

in Budapest, and shared their struggles with learning to speak enough Hungarian to get by. When I arrived in 

Cleveland, OH for the Central States Annual Conference, I caught a ride from a Haitian Uber driver. After I exchanged 

my limited Haitian Creole with him, basically “I’m sorry, I don’t speak Creole”, he went into a long discourse about 
the relationship between the U.S. and Haiti. While attending the NNELL Summer Institute in Chicago, my Indian Uber 

driver spoke four languages. He also volunteered that he did not learn any English through the grammar-focused 

lessons in school, but instead through real-world interactions. My Lyft driver when I arrived in Washington, DC for 

ACTFL 2019 was from Morocco. His native languages were French and Arabic, but he also spoke English fluently, and 

knew a bit of Spanish. In contrast to these stories of multilingual immigrants, a worker in my hotel in Fort Worth 

Texas, who, after asking me what I was in town for, lamented that she had never learned another language. She said 

that being monolingual meant that fewer jobs were available to her and she earned 20% less than those who could 

speak another language.  

 

In February and March I travelled to each of the four regional language conferences: NECTFL, Central States, 

SWCOLT, and  SCOLT. At these conferences, I had the opportunity to attend meetings with delegates from each of 

the states in the region. Overwhelmingly, states all across the country identified access to quality professional 

development, a lack of qualified language teachers, and new teacher support and retention as major hurdles to 

overcome. Thirty-eight states, including Connecticut, have now passed a Seal of Biliteracy, yet many states still 

struggle with providing access to all students and ensuring that the criteria for earning a Seal continue to be rigorous. 



Many times, these conversations felt like the hurdles we face in developing a more multilingual and globally 

competent citizenry are insurmountable.  

 

As I travelled those 14,000 miles though, something else really struck me. Everywhere, there are countless educators 

playing countless roles in improving our practice and advocating for language learning and intercultural 

competencies. At each state, regional, and national conference, thousands of teachers spend hours preparing 

sessions, and thousands more come to listen and learn on their Saturdays. Teachers sit on language association 

boards at the local and national level, taking time away from their families and personal lives in order to discuss 

policies, professional development, and advocacy for language learning. They spend hours planning every last detail 

to organizing a conference, down to the menu, keeping it cost effective for attendees, and ensuring the best possible 

learning experiences. Through the advocacy teachers do for the Seal of Biliteracy, not only is language learning 

becoming more valued, but heritage speakers no longer need to obliterate their first language and are instead are 

recognized for it. Language teachers across the country write journal articles, magazine articles, blogs, and social 

media posts. They mentor new teachers, write curriculum, and guide language programs. Language teachers spend 

countless hours, beyond what they do in the classroom, to promote language learning and developing cultural 

competencies in the U.S. 

 

After travelling the country over the last year, I am moved beyond words, with the sheer human capital that is going 

into promoting language learning in the United States. We all have a role to play - for some of us it is taking the 

public stage, but there is also so much more that goes on behind the curtains. I am deeply grateful for all that the 

countless language educators do to ensure that our students are prepared for a 21st century, global, multilingual 

world. I am going to keep my now not-so-new suitcase ready for what comes next, and I invite you to get involved 

as well! 

 

 

 
 


