
It started out as simply a good idea, a dream of what might 

be: The possibility of celebrating a “Year of Languages” in 

the United States to focus national attention on the impor-

tance of language learning.

Now that this whirlwind year is behind us, it is time to 

reflect on the many accomplishments of 2005: The Year of 

Languages—not as the end of something great, but rather 

as the beginning of something potentially even greater.

Clearly, 2005: The Year of Languages was unlike anything that had 
ever happened in the United States. 
Under the guidance and stewardship of ACTFL and with the enthu-

siastic involvement of thousands of individuals committed to language 
learning, 2005 was celebrated as the “Year of Languages” throughout 
the country in elementary and secondary schools and postsecondary in-
stitutions, as well as at events at the local, state, and national levels.

From an important summit bringing together language educators, 
government leaders, and business executives to establish a plan of 
action for a national language policy, to the opening of the NASDAQ 
stock market in New York’s Times Square, to the many “language 
ambushes” in Chicago, Atlanta, Denver, and other cities across the 
nation—every event, large and small, helped to promote the message 
that Americans should develop proficiency not only in English, but in 
other languages as well.

2005: The Year of Languages was designed—and certainly 
proved—to be the language community’s best opportunity to focus 
America’s attention on the academic, social, and economic benefits 
of studying other languages and cultures from around the world. The 
initiative sought to positively influence the full range of language 
programs in U.S. schools and communities and the students these 
programs were designed to serve. 

This innovative campaign aimed to capture the attention and 
interest of Americans with the involvement and assistance of teachers, 
administrators, state, local, and federal legislators and government 
officials, businesses, and parents. 

Without a doubt, it was through the creativity and commitment of 
language educators that this yearlong campaign achieved—and even 
surpassed—the success that was envisioned!

From 2005: The Year of 
Languages to Discover 
Languages—Building on 
a Successful Campaign to 
Create a Sustained Initiative 
for Promoting Languages

Sandy Cutshall
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On the streets of New York, in front of the Times Square marquee 
featuring the Year of Languages logo, ACTFL Executive Director Bret 
Lovejoy, ACTFL President Audrey Heining-Boynton, and President of 
the Committee for Economic Development Charles Kolb.
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It was an idea whose time had clearly 
come. The American version of the Year 

of Languages was the inspiration of ACTFL 
President Christine Brown during her term of 
office in 2002. According to Brown, learning 
about the success of Europe’s own “Year of 
Languages” campaign in 2001 led her and 
others to ask the question: Why couldn’t we 
celebrate such a year in our own way in this 
country?

Brown began discussing the idea with 
Marty Abbott, ACTFL 2003 President, 
members of the ACTFL Executive Council, 
the Joint National Committee on Languages 
(JNCL), and others throughout the language 
community. Everyone agreed that the initia-
tive could help to put the importance of 
studying foreign languages on the national 
agenda. When Bret Lovejoy came on board 
as ACTFL’s Executive Director in 2003, he 
also committed to making the success of 
2005: The Year of Languages a top priority 
for the organization, and set about planning 
its implementation.

A working committee was formed to craft 
the plans for the campaign [see box]. Com-
mittee members worked tirelessly to contact 
different individuals to lend their support, 
including politicians, entertainers, educa-
tion and business leaders, and ambassadors 
from throughout the world. Janine Erick-
son says the energy of the committee was 
“contagious.”

“I felt the powerful energy of the initia-
tive as it gained momentum via the support 
and involvement of those high-profile public 
figures,” notes Erickson. An Honorary Year of 
Languages Council was formed, co-chaired 
by Senators Thad Cochran (R-MS) and Chris-
topher Dodd (D-CT), and including many 
other prominent individuals who were en-
thusiastic about supporting the campaign.

For more than a year, ACTFL and collabo-
rating organizations were actively engaged 
in preparing for the launch of the national 
campaign. Some of the activities undertaken 
to prepare for the events of 2005 included:
• significant research into language poli-

cies and promotions in other countries;
• organization of national and state YOL 

committees comprised of language 
advocates and stakeholders wanting to 
encourage language proficiency; 

• creation of a national media and educa-
tional campaign through which Ameri-
cans could be exposed to the value of 
learning a foreign language for the 21st 
century; 

• publicity for local cultural events and 
educational programs that underscored 
the importance of multilingualism; and 

• planning for several big national events 
to serve as focal points for the effort.

“When I first heard “Year of Languages,” I felt excited about a national focus on world 
languages. One person, one institution, or even one state aren’t enough to bring attention 
to the importance of world languages today. Therefore, ACTFL’s leadership in this initia-
tive was critical. People, institutions, and states could align their efforts and activities 
with YOL and, collectively, achieve a greater, more effective impact.” 

— Deborah Baldini, University of Missouri-St. Louis Associate Dean of Arts  
& Sciences Continuing Education and faculty member in the Department  
of Foreign Languages

2005: The Year of What?

We salute the hard-working members 

of the YOL Working Committee who 

made 2005: The Year of Languages 

possible:

Marty Abbott, Co-Chair
ACTFL Director of Education

Christine Brown, Co-Chair
Assistant Superintendent for Instruction
Glastonbury Public Schools (CT)

Bret Lovejoy
ACTFL Executive Director

Steve Ackley
ACTFL Director of Communications

Keith Cothrun
ACTFL Past President
Teacher of German
Las Cruces High School (NM)

Dan Davidson
CEO, American Council on the Teaching of 
Russian
Bryn Mawr College

Janine Erickson
Teacher of Spanish
Horizon High School (CO)

Carrie Harrington
Foreign Language Supervisor
Fort Worth ISD (TX)

Audrey Heining-Boynton
ACTFL President (2005)
Professor, The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill

Elizabeth Hoffman
Nebraska Department of Education

Janis Jensen
Supervisor of World Languages
New Jersey Department of Education

Catharine Keatley
National Capital Language Resource Center

Yu-Lan Lin
Director of Foreign Languages
Boston (MA) Public Schools

Barbara Lindsey
Multimedia Language Center
University of Connecticut, Storrs

Lynne McClendon
Executive Director
Southern Conference on Language Teaching 
(SCOLT)

Lynn Sandstedt
(Formerly) Interim Executive Director
American Association of Teachers of Spanish 
and Portuguese

Helene Zimmer Loew
Executive Director
American Association of Teachers of German
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Of course, it is simply impossible to detail everything that happened 
across the country during 2005: The Year of Languages.

Needless to say, the campaign surpassed virtually everyone’s 
expectations—particularly those who wondered how an idea this big 
could possibly work with a modest budget in a country where foreign 
language learning has never made it very high on the priority list.

The short answer is that two factors really came together to 
ensure success: first, the ability of a national organization like ACTFL 
to launch the effort on a large scale, and second—and certainly most 
important—the active grassroots involvement of so many individuals 
who took ownership of the campaign and discovered how they could 
make it work in their schools and communities.

ACTFL helped to provide many of the tools that were made available 
to regional, state, and local organizations, language-specific organi-
zations, schools, and individuals. Director of Communications Steve 
Ackley worked to coordinate printed materials that would support 
the effort and to develop a line of logo products to help market the 
campaign. A public relations firm was also employed to help develop 
public service announcements (PSAs) and other materials and ideas for 
promotion, including the innovative concept of oral pop quizzes known 
as “language ambushes” which were really events where language edu-
cators and students would stop people on the streets of an American 
city to “grade” their foreign language abilities.

The first language ambush took place in Chicago in November 
2004 at the kick-off of 2005: The Year of Languages and it was a 
huge success, garnering major television and newspaper coverage. 
Others followed throughout the year. Individuals got the PSAs placed 
in media outlets in their local areas and in a few states—South Caro-
lina and Virginia in particular—large billboards went up publicizing 
the Year of Languages.

ACTFL members went to work on having proclamations passed 
in their states, cities, counties, schools and universities, and other 
organizations. The Senate and House of Representatives both passed 
resolutions recognizing 2005 as the “Year of Foreign Language Study” 
as well.

The Year of Languages Web site at http://www.yearoflanguages.
org was a hub of activity all year long, keeping members up to date 
on the latest happenings with a bulletin board, a picture gallery, 
and significant amounts of information to help advocate for foreign 
languages and publicize the campaign.

The year began with a major event when a National Language Pol-
icy Summit was convened in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, in January. 
The brainchild of ACTFL 2005 President Audrey Heining-Boynton, the 
Summit, hosted by The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 
gathered together more than 35 leaders representing academic, busi-
ness, government, and humanitarian organizations to set priorities 
and establish a plan of action for U.S. language policy for the coming 

What a Year It Was!

Left: At the Summit, the 
business group discusses the 
need for language policies 
in the corporate world. 
ACTFL President Audrey 
Heining-Boynton is shown 
facilitating the discussion with 
representatives from business 
and government. 

Right: Bernard Spolsky of 
Bar-Ilan University addresses 
the participants at the National 
Language Policy Summit with 
teachers from East View Middle 
School in White Plains, NY, 
tuning in to participate.
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decade. In addition to the onsite participants, thousands more took 
part in the summit by videoconference or Web cast. The result was 
the Blueprint for Action on Language Education, which laid out 
concrete next steps towards a national language policy [available on 
http://www.yearoflanguages.org].

Another exciting highlight of the year took place in August when 
ACTFL leadership opened the NASDAQ Stock Market in Times Square, 
New York. Surrounded by middle school students from Herricks School 
District on Long Island, ACTFL President Audrey Heining-Boynton, 
ACTFL Executive Director Bret Lovejoy, and President of the Commit-
tee for Economic Development Charles Kolb rang the opening bell 
after giving remarks regarding the importance of knowing languages 
and understanding other cultures in the business world. The 2005: 
The Year of Languages PSA also ran on the marquee in Times Square. 
Joining the celebration were Matilda Cuomo, Year of Languages Hon-
orary Council, Lori Langer de Ramirez and Scott Wilkolaski, language 
teachers from Herricks School District, and ACTFL Director of Educa-
tion Marty Abbott.

2005: The Year of Languages was the subject of many newspaper 
editorials and radio talk shows, and was even featured on air in Ken-
tucky during coverage of the NCAA basketball tournament. A series 
of short audio programs—”Talkin’ About Talk”—was also created by 

At the 2005 ACTFL Assembly of Delegates, attendees 
were asked a simple question to learn more about what 
their involvement in the campaign meant in their schools, 
organizations, and communities.

Q: What impact did you see as a result of your participation 
in 2005: The Year of Languages? 

“Legislation for international education was passed in our state.”
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“I developed a great relationship with local news reporter who now 
contacts me when she needs ideas for stories.”

—HIGH SCHOOL FRENCH TEACHER, OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“Our state is considering requiring a world language in middle 
school.” 
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“The Year of Languages gave us more visibility in the community.”
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“We forged a closer connection with the business community.”
 —OFFICER OF REGIONAL ORGANIZATION

“This effort brought the K–16 language educators together in  
our state.” 
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“The Year of Languages was an entrée to many previously reluctant 
sources. We gave YOL pins and buttons to politicians and they 
wore them!”
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“The Year of Languages brought recognition to the importance 
of maintaining our middle school program and moving it from a 
program only for gifted students to one that is open to all students. 
Our School Board is now aware of and interested in world  
language study.”
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION; DISTRICT SUPERVISOR

“The Year of Languages gave us the framework to strengthen our 
Board and energize the membership toward a common purpose.”
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION

“We found students in our school requesting to take a language—
even students we never thought would enroll.”
 —MIDDLE SCHOOL SPANISH TEACHER, NADSFL MEMBER

“We are now dialoguing with more organizations and have 
included Latin, Classics, and Portuguese in our annual conference.”
 —OFFICER IN STATE ORGANIZATION

“This effort has really united and renewed excitement in our 
profession.”
 —OFFICERS OF STATE ORGANIZATIONS

“We were able to revitalize a number of defunct chapters through 
Year of Languages ideas.”  
 —OFFICER OF LANGUAGE-SPECIFIC NATIONAL ORGANIZATION

“Increased emphasis on advocacy in our state organization.” 
 —OFFICER OF STATE ORGANIZATION



Rick Rickerson at the College of Charleston 
and widely distributed to help publicize 
language issues. 

Student involvement was very important 
to the year’s effort, with teachers finding 
exciting ways to get their classes involved. 
Poster, calendar, and essay contests, poems 
and art projects, and even the creation of 
an online crossword puzzle by one individual 
—these were just a few of the ways students 
showed their support. Schools and universi-
ties held special events and, in many places, 
2005: The Year of Languages was “tied in” 
to existing community events and cultural 
celebrations.

According to Janine Erickson, member of 
the YOL working committee, “This campaign, 
in many ways, changed the way of thinking 
about the immeasurable role learning and 
becoming proficient in another language af-
fects people in all walks of life.” She notes, 
“Our efforts to raise the public’s awareness 
of the important work we do in the class-
room will benefit our programs for years to 
come.” 

Director of Education Marty Abbott notes 
that there were a number of decisions made 
by states, regions, and school boards in 
2005 that indirectly pointed to the impact 
of the Year of Languages initiative. For 
example, Fairfax County (VA) Public Schools 
School Board voted to implement elemen-
tary foreign language programs in all 140 
elementary schools over the next six years. 
The Board had been invited to Year of 
Languages events throughout the school 
year and so one might infer a connection 
between the effort to promote the awareness 
of the importance of language learning and 
the Board’s subsequent decision. The state 
of Kentucky is also considering a high school 

Thank You to Supporters
ACTFL extends a sincere Thank You 
to all the individuals, organizations, 
and companies that have provided 
support for 2005: The Year of 
Languages. There are many benefits 
to providing support for this 
initiative, but none more important 
than helping to expand opportunities 
for language learning in our schools 
across the country. One hundred 
percent of every dollar contributed to 
the Year of Languages went directly 
to support the nationwide campaign.

All donors are listed on the ACTFL 
web site at http://www.actfl.org

We would like to particularly 
recognize:

Sponsor  ($100,000)
The University of North Carolina  

at Chapel Hill 

Co-Sponsor  ($50,000)

The College Board 

Patrons  ($25,000)
McDougal Littell 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston 

Contributors  ($5,000–$15,000)
The Alcon Foundation, Inc. 
Center for Advanced Study of 

Language (CASL)
Federation of Alliances Françaises, 

USA, Inc.
First Data Western Union 

Foundation
New Visions in Action (NVIA)
Pearson Prentice Hall Publishers
Teachers of English to Speakers of 

Other Languages (TESOL)
SCOLA

Standards Collaborative Board

requirement for language proficiency, which 
would be the first in the country. For even 
more evidence of the impact of 2005: The 
Year of Languages, see the sidebar to this 
article where officers from state, regional, 
and language-specific organizations, as well 
as district supervisors and language educa-
tors, reported their own experiences.

Many of those involved credit the fact 
that so many language educators embraced 
the campaign as the biggest reason for its 
success. It was their infectious excitement 
about languages that got others excited as 
well.

“This year showed that our grassroots 
support is huge,” says Christine Brown. “I 
think what we saw was unbridled enthusiasm 
for language learning across the country—
not just from our members, but also from 
those students—and potential students—
that we reached with our efforts.”

“The Year of Languages really gener-
ated a lot of camaraderie in the language 
profession,” notes Lynne McClendon, member 
of the YOL working committee. “There was 
collaboration in different regions and states, 
and across languages, across levels . . . in 
ways that had never been seen before.” She 
believes that there is more that can be done 
by continuing to collaborate for language 
advocacy and promotion. 

“This has been just the tip of the iceberg; 
we know that this is not over and done 
with,” McClendon notes.

To stay on top of the latest happenings with 
ACTFL’s Discover Languages campaign, be 
sure to visit the new Web site (http://www.
discoverlanguages.org) regularly.

Sandy Cutshall is Editor of The Language Educator 

and Managing Editor of Foreign Language Annals. 

She is based in Mountain View, California, where 

she also teaches English as a second language to 

adults.

KWMU listeners call in to St. 
Louis on the Air to discuss the 

importance of learning a for-
eign language with host Steve 
Potter; Laura Terrill, Coordina-
tor of Foreign Languages and 

English as a Second Language 
at Parkway School District; 

Marty Abbott, ACTFL Director 
of Education; and Deborah 

Baldini, UM-St. Louis Associate 
Dean of Arts & Sciences  

Continuing Education and  
faculty member in the Depart-

ment of Foreign Languages.
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How Do We Get There?
“While we have very clear results from the impact of 2005: The Year of Languages in the many proclamations and celebrations around 
the country, we are also seeing indications of more subtle impact, such as decisions made by local and state school boards that have a posi-
tive effect on language education. This is why continuing the effort through the Discover Languages campaign is so important.

“We can’t lose the incredible momentum that has been building during the Year of Languages.”
  —ACTFL Director of Education Marty Abbott

Where Do We Go Now?
“We have experienced a 21% increase in ACTFL membership over the past year and I believe we can attribute at least two thirds of that 
increase to the publicity generated by 2005: The Year of Languages.

“By taking a leadership role in this campaign, ACTFL has helped to further unite the language teaching profession and inspire more 
individuals to advocate on behalf of languages. Now that we have attracted and engaged the membership in a new way, we want to see how 
Discover Languages can keep up the excitement about language learning in the United States.”
  —ACTFL Executive Director Bret Lovejoy

For anyone lamenting that 2005 has ended 
and wondering “So, what happens next?”—
not to worry, there is an answer! 

What comes next is Discover Languag-
es—a new sustained campaign begun this 
year by ACTFL as a follow-up to the great 
success of 2005: The Year of Languages. 
Discover Languages will not be tied to a 
single year or event; rather it will be a long-
term and sustained initiative through which 
we will build lasting support for language 
education in the United States. 

The distinctive red and black logo will 
certainly become very familiar to everyone 
as the national campaign goes forward. The 
Discover Languages logo will be built into 
ACTFL events, publications, and products and 
will come to signify our joint promotional 
effort to bring national attention to the 
importance of language education for all 
students. 

The new campaign was unveiled by 2005 
ACTFL President Audrey Heining-Boynton 
before the nearly 6,000 attendees at the An-

nual Meeting and Exposition last November. 
She urged them to get involved with promot-
ing the Discover Languages campaign, just 
as they had gotten involved with activities 
over the past year.

“2005: The Year of Languages was just 
the launch pad for a sustained effort to build 
public support for language education at all 
levels,” Heining-Boynton said. “Our long-
term goal is to instill an understanding of 
why languages are important to America.”

In order to maintain the excitement of 2005: 
The Year of Languages, it will be vital for 
even more language educators to take on 
leadership roles in advocacy, public relations, 
and special event planning—discovering a 
variety of ever more creative ways to gener-
ate enthusiasm about language learning.

Discover Languages information will 
be made available at the new Web site: 
http://www.discoverlanguages.org. While the 
Year of Languages Web site will continue to 
exist for some time, eventually it will be fully 
incorporated into the new site.

Truly, everyone’s involvement will be criti-
cal to the success of the Discover Languages 
campaign—something that can begin right 
now by spreading the word that February 
has been designated the official Discover 
Languages Month. 

You may want to publicize that designa-
tion in an online newsletter or listserv, and 
within your school or department, or by 
planning a special event or student assign-
ment in your classes this month. Items are 
available from ACTFL to help you promote 

your language programs. You may want to 
share this article with colleagues and admin-
istrators and direct them to the Web site for 
more information. You could write a letter to 
the editor of your local newspaper about the 
importance of language learning. Or, at the 
very least, you might send an e-mail message 
to everyone in your address book wishing 
them a “Happy Discover Languages Month!”

As was often done with 2005: The Year 
of Languages, the easiest way to promote 
the new campaign is to “tie in” the idea 
of Discover Languages with previously 
established efforts—by adding the logo to 
publications or incorporating the concept 
into an existing event, for example. [Note: 
Guidelines for the use of the Discover Lan-
guages logo by individuals and organizations 
will be made available at ACTFL’s Web site. 
You need to consult these guidelines before 
you use the logo.]

Products, including clothing and other 
items, featuring the Discover Languages 
logo were first made available at the 2005 
Annual Meeting and will also be offered for 

purchase online. Proceeds from these sales 
will go to support the Discover Languages 
campaign. 

2005: The Year of Languages has been 
a natural lead-in to this sustained initia-
tive. As Audrey Heining-Boynton told the 
attendees to the 2005 Annual Meeting, “the 
momentum is building and it won’t stop!”

“There is no ending point for Discover 
Languages,” says ACTFL Executive Director 
Bret Lovejoy. “It’s something we hope to see 
continue far into the future.”
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