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Foreign La1.guage
A Vital Role in the 
FederalGovertUUeut 

ARABIC•AUSTRAL•MAN X• LATIN 

RU SSIAN• GERMAN • JAPANESE 

BERBE R• ORAON • MONGOLIAN 

FRENCH• EN GLISH• PO RTUGESE 

DANISH• HAWAII AN• CASTILIAN : 

ETHIOPIAN•NORWEGIAN•GREEK 
I 

GVPSY•AVESTAN•MURMl•IRISH i 
- - I 

MANDARIAN • ZU LU• DUTCH• SWEDISH • EGYPTIAN• GAELIC 

I FLEMISH• TAHITIAN• SORBIAN •SUDANESE• KURDISH• TAMIL 
' SWAHI LI • PO LISH• ITALIAN• ESTONIAN• SLOVIC • AFGHAN 

CHINESE• AL BANIAN• MAGYAR• TAGALA• LIVONIAN • BIHARI 

SPANISH• LITHU ANIAN• FINNISH• CHAM• LAPP• TINO• KUKI 
BASQUE • GARO• SHAN• MALTESE• SOY OT• SCOTTISH• HEBREW 

During a speech in Poland in early 
1978. an in terpreter accidentally t0ld 
the Polish people that President Carter 
was "lusting" for them. Much was wri t
ten about this faux pas both humor
C'usly and critically. Improperly com
municating . however. 1s not a laughing 
matter, especially when dealing with 
foreign relations This is a prime 
example of the insufficient training of 
foreign languages in the United States. 
This example emphasizes the need for 
skilled foreign language employees by 
the U.S. Government. 

\'11at. C .a11 llaa11te11 
\l11en \ '011 Du11 •t lu1ow 
tJ1e lai1J(11agc~ 

In addition to President Carter's 
interpreter, the following examples 
will show how important 1t is to be 
skilled in communicating in a foreign 
language. These examples specifically 
affect !he daily lives and work of U.S. 
Government overseas operations. 
• A State Department consular offi
cer said he used an interpreter for at 
least 20 percent of Flis contacts with 
local nationals. most of whom are 
reluctant to deal tnrough an inter
preter. 
• During a congressional debate. 
lack of foreign language sk ills was 

blamed in part for the assassination of 
a U.S. ATl bassador in Afghanista1 ' and 
the take. •ver of the U.S. Embassy in 
Iran. 
• An lnttmat ional Communication 
Agency officer who is in a position 
requi ring a reasonable level of foreign 
language proficiency has none. Since 
50 percent of his contacts speak 
no English and he cannot read the 
local newspaper, he said he misses 
opportunities for dev~loping helpful 
contacts. 
• A Marine security guard answered 
'\n embassy telephone and failed to 
recognize a bomb threat because he 
could not speak the language. Pre• 
cious minutes were lost 1ocating some• 
one who understoo~ th~ language. 
(Fortunately , there was no bomb.) 

These examples show how critical it 
is for the L1.S. Government to have 
employees with fo reign language 
skills. 

Just what does the Federal Govern
ment need in terms of foreign lan
guage employees? How well is the 
Government able to meet those needs? 
How can the situation improve? These 
are some of the questions which GAO 
has addressed in reviewing various 
aspects of the U.S. Government's for
eign language needs and programs 
during the past 7 years. These reviews 
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have resul ted in several reports to the 
Congre:;s with numerour. recommen
dations • Within GAO. the Interna
ti onal O1v1s1on recogn izes the va lue of 
fo reign language sk ills at its overseas 
off ices and has provided training time 
and funds to its taff . 

During the most recent review (see 
10-80- 42 listed below). 11 was dis
covered that the U.S. Government has 
over 30,000 posItIons that requi re pro
f1c1ency in at least one of 45 foreign 
languages. More importantly. it was 
evident that t;, e educational and 
assignment systems are not meet ing 
the demands for sk illed bil ingual 
personnel. 

IH!llit.orleal Vl'-'W 0 11 

IA11tJtna,te Nced!lli 
The need to communicate and con

duct U.S. foreign affairs in other lan
guages has been recognized as impor
tant since the early days of ou r Nation. 
Benjamin Franklin was the U.S. repre
sentative in Paris during the Revolu
tionary War and he complained tha: he 
could not speak or even understand 
French very wel l. Over a century 
passed before the language problem 
was recognized and attempts were 
made to reach a solution . An in itial 
step was taken in 1924 when an inde
pendent. nonpolitical Foreign Service 
was established. Following World War 
11 , Foreign Serv ice officers began deal
ing with more people in foreign coun
tries on a wide range of postwar pro
grams. However. language continued 
to be a problem Ariother step was 
taken in solv ing the language problem 
when the Foreign Service Institute 
(FSI) and its School of Language 
Studies opened on November 13, 
1946. 

During the next 30 years, events 
continually reinforced the need for 
U.S. personnel to have fore ign lan
guage abilities. During the 1970's, 
independence and interdeµendence 
among all nations grew to the poini 
where no nation cou ld survive alone. 
Diplomacy has changed and has 
become more complex than wt en 
Benjamin Frankl in voiced his com
plaint about language needs. Today 
the Un ited States operates embassies 
and consulates in many countries 
around the world. Many languages 
other than English are spoken , and 
U.S. personnel must deal with such 
diverse issues as economics. agricul
tural assistance. trade. energy, military 
affairs. foreign diplomacy, anJ inter-

US 

nat ional terrorism. Unfortunately. Mr 
Frankl in 's complaint Is still too fre
quently appl icable today 

t~etleral .t\Jfenele!1it 
l.an,, .. ageNeed~ 

In the Un ited States the Federal 
GovP.rnment is the largest employer of 
people with foreign language skills. In 
fiscal year 1979, about 30,000 posi
tions requ ired the ski ll in at least one of 
45 fore ign languages. During that 
same year. Federal agencies spent 
over $39 million training nearly 11 ,000 
people in foreign languages, or only 
about $3,500 per person. 

Table 1 shows the numbers of posi 
tions in the Federal Government, ex
cluding most intelligence positions, 
wh ich require language competence. 

The three foreign affairs agencies
Department of State (S!ate) , Agency 
for International Development (AID), 
and International Communicat ior 
Agency (ICA)- are the only agencies 
required by law to designate overseas 
officer positions that requ: re a "useful 
knowledge" of a foreign language. 
Although not required by law. several 
other agencies also have language
designated positions. 

The FSI has developed a 5-point 
scale to measure speaking and read
ing capabilit ies. The five levels are 
1. elementary proficiency, 

2. limi ted working proficiency. 
3. professional profic iency, 
4. distinguished proficiency, and 
5. native or bilingual profi~iency 

Many agencies use tl'le FSI prof1-
cIency scale to designate language 
requirements for positi ons overseas. 
For example, an agency determines 
that a certain pol itical officer posi tion 
requires a proficiency Speaking-3/ 
Reading-3. Th is means that whoever 
holds that posit ion should have 
received that score on FSl's profi
ciency test and should be able to 
speak and read with profess ional pro
ficiency. This type of position is called 
a language-designated or language
essentia l position . Depending on their 
needs, agencies use various ombina
tions of the FSI speaking and reading 
sk ill levels. For example, State and ICA 
have defined "useful knowledge" as 
having speaking and reading ability at 
the 2 or 3 proficiency level. AID, on the 
other hand, requires only speaking 
abi lity al the 2 or 3 proficiency level. 

Table 2 shows the number of Federn.! 
Government positions which require 
knowledge of a specific language. The 
languages are divided into 2 groups: 
"world" for primari ly the Western 
Eu ropean languages, and "hard" for all 
other languages. "Hard" usually means 
the degree of difficulty involved in 
learning or mastering the language. 

TAILE 'IB 

Overseas: 

U.S. Government P-osi~s Requiring 
Foreign Languagl;Skills 

Number of 
Peraonnel 

Oe~artment of Defense . ... . .... . . . . ~. . . • • . . . . . . . . . . . . • • . . . . 13.597 
Peace Corps • ... • .... • . . . . .. .. ••. . . ~ .. •• .. .... .. .• ... •. . .. .• 7,072 
Department lJf Stale . .• .... . ..•. ••.. - ..•• . .. . . ... ••• .. •• ... •• 1,320 
Agency for International Devetopmenm ..•.. . .. . .. . .• .. . ., . . •.• . 687 
lntemc1tk>nal t:ommunicatlon Agency = .... ..... .. ............. . 421 
Drug Enforcemfln!_ Administration . . • ~ • .. .... . .. . . . .. . ..•... . •• . 204 
Int rnal Revenue Service . ..... . .... ~ . . .... .. . .... .. .. . . .. .. .. 168 
Animal and PJant ~ealth lnspectlo" 58¥ice • . . . .... . .•.. . .... .. • . 112 
Foreign Agr,cultuml Service .. .. .. . .. .. ..... .. .... ., ..... ... ... . 60 
Other . r .. . ... .. ... . ... ... ... .. ... .. -= ...... ... .... ..... = . . . ........Ji:! 

Total .. . dfl . .. ch . .... .. .. . . . ..... -c . .... . ... .. ... .. HH • • 23,782 

Dome tic: 
lmmigr11tion and luturallzation Sen,iCB[ •.. . ... . . .... ••• .. •• ... . • 4,000 
Libtary ~, Cangr111. . .. . . . . . . . . .. . . • ~ ..•• .. ..... . •. .. . = . . .•• 1,284 
Voice of Ammtca ~ .. ,- ... . .... ... .. ~~ .. .... .. ............ . ,u. 564 
Federal Bur&u cwlnvestigation ... .. - .... .... .. . ,._ ........ F .. 226 
Generat Se~• Administration .••. . -. . .•• ... ... .. •. ... .,, . .... 1'lB 
Foreign-Serwce li:mtitute ... .. .. ·· -· . - .... .... . .. ..... ·-· .... .. 65 
OJher '" · ""' •· ·: •....• . . . ...• H •• • ~ •• ••••• • ••• • ... ·•u••·~ 

Total • ... ""'' . . q, .. .. . . . .. . . . d • • ~ . .... . .. ... .... . ·~· ••• ~ 6,497 
Total angoage.Eaentlat Pititlmt ... .. .. .. . . .. .. . ~ . . . 301279 -
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TABLE 2 

Authorized Language-Designated Positions' 

Languages 

World Languages 
Danish 
Dutel'! 
French 
German 
Italian 
Norweigan 
Portuguese 
Spanish 
Swedish 

Harj Languages: 
Afrikaans 
Amharic 
Arabic 
Bengali 
Bulga, ian 
Burmese 
Chinese 
Czech 
Finnish 
Greek 
Hebrew 
Hindi 
Hungarian 
lcelani:lic 
Indonesian 
Japanese 
Korean 
Lao 
Macedonian 
Malay 
Nepali 
Persian (Afghan) 
Persian (Iranian) 
Pilipina 
Polish 
Romanian 
Russian 
S'3rbQ-aCroatian 
Sloveman 
Swatli!J 
Thai 
Turk1sti 
Urdu 

Sample Countries 

Sout:1 Africa 
Ethiopia 
Egypt. Saudi Arabia 
Bangladesh. India 
Bulgaria 
Burma 

Israel 
India 

Lao 
Yugoslavia, Greece 
Malaysia 
Nepal 
Af-ghanistan 

Philippines 

Yugoslavia 
Yugoslavia 
Kenya, Tanzania 
Thailand 

Pakistan 

Language
Designated 
Position-a 

9 
12 

814 
1ll3 

81 
10 

126 
1.2-28 

10 

1 
1 

83 
2 
7 
8 

l1 
11 
7 

21 
6 
3 ,, 
1 

62 
44 
T3 
2 
1 
3 
2 
5 

12 
6 

33 
18 
67 
31 

1 
7 

46 
41 
9 

·c,epa,tmenl ;,I Oelense lang uage !l-Qsl!1on s_ ate not included 

o~·en;eas La11~110J!e 
PosltJou!lli Not 
Adcc111atel,· Fillt.:d 

The Federal Government has not 
sat isfied its overseas foreign language 
requ irements. Overseas language-

< i .\0 Hc,;.:-w, Svrinl,! HIX I 

designated positions are often slatted 
by persons who do not nave the 
required foreign language qualifica
tions . For example, in 1979 the State 
Departmt!nt had 29 percent or over 350 
of its langvage-des1gnated positions 
filled by persons who did not have the 
requ ired forei gn language qualifica-

tIons AID had 27 perc nt or nearly 150 
of its posit ions not properly filled, and 
ICA had 30 percen t or 120 pos,t1ons 
The Departm nt o f De f nse. w,th tt1 
largest numb r o f language pos,l!ons. 
had 32 perc nt o f thei r posH1ons 
inadequately filled Alth ugh these 
figures appear sev r . th y do not give 
a complete picture Th y do not 
account for ( 1) personnel In non
language-des1gnated po ItI ons who 
know the local language. (2) outdated 
test scores which may not accurately 
reflect current ab11itIes. and (3) per
sonnel in language-designated pos i
tion with some knowledgt: of the 
required language. 

Agenc ies cite many reasons why 
they have difficulty in adequately f1l
l1ng their language-designated posI 
tIons. One reason in particular is the 
pressure to frll vacancies quickly 
because o f uncontrollable events such 
as medical emergencies . retirements, 
and chang ing cond1t1ons in the host 
country . . Agencies have little control 
over these types of problems because 
of the lim itations of money and posi
tions. However. many personnel poli 
cias over which the agencies do have 
some control also contribute to inade
quately filled positions. Among these 
personnel policies are: mandatory rota
tion every 2 to 4 years . waivers o f Ian· 
guage tra ining prior to report ing to a 
new assignment, lack of career en
hancement through language capabil
ities in some job categories. numerous 
disincentives to study hard languages. 
and monetary incentives to learn and 
mainta in language capabilities. 

Agencies have greater difficulty fil
ling language-designated posit ions in 
the hard langua£eS. The world lan
guages are technically easier for 
Amer icans to learn and are more likely 
to be used again in a career. For exam
ple. the standard FSI course to teach 
an individual Spanish for a Speaking-3/ 
Reading•3 proficiency level takes 20 
weeks. but it takes almost 2 years to 
reach the same level in Japanese. 
Furthermore, there are many more 
jobs wh ich require Spanish than Jap
anese. The State Dernrtment has over 
400 Spanish positions in 20 countri es. 
compared to only 21 Japanese posi
trons-al: in Japan. 

Sol11tlo11s wad 
l:011elu8lo118 

As international cooperation con
tinues to grow in importance. so too 
does the necessity to commun icate in 
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other languages. We cannot continue 
to assume or expect that all others 
should speak English. 

The Federal Government has made 
great strides in improving its language 
capabilities. More changes are needed 
in such areas as (1) training more peo
ple in foreign languages before assign
ment overseas (i .e., spending more 
money on training and maybe to hire 
more people) , (2) assigning the right 
person to the right job, and (3) offering 
incentives to employees to acquire 
and, more importantly, maintain their 
foreign language skills. 

Although a 100-percent occupied 
rate of language-designateci positions 
with fully trained personnel is the ulti
mate goa!, it is at the same time unreal
istic. Continued improvements and 
small gains toward that 1Cl0 percent, 
though, will help eliminate Ben Frank
lin's 200-year-old complaint. 

''"Need to Improve Language Training Pro
grams and Assignments for U.S. Gov
ernment Personnel Overseas'" (B-176049. 
Jan. 22. 1973); "Improvement Needed in 
Language Training and Assignments for 
U.S. Personnel Over&eas" (10-76- 10, 
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June 16, 1976): '"Need to Improve Foreign 
Language Training Programs and Assign
ments for Department of Defense Per
sonnel" (10-76-73, Nov. 24, 1976); "'Study 
of Foreign Languages and Related Areas: 
- Federal Support - Administration -

Need·· (10-78- 46, Se,:,t. 13. 1978): "More 
Competence in Foreign Languages 
Needed by Federal Personnel Working 
Overseas" (10-80- 42, Apr. 15, 1980). 




