
Developing professional-level language proficiency

This comprehensive book examines approaches to teaching students who aim
to make the leap from “Advanced” or “Superior” proficiency in a foreign
language to “Distinguished” or “near-native” ability. While there are copious
publications on classroom techniques and methods for lower levels of instruc-
tion, virtually nothing exists about this transition, which is vital for those who
intend to use foreign languages in high-level international arenas. Written by
leading practitioners in this area of foreign language teaching, this book aims
to fill the gap and assist those developing language programs that lead from
the “Advanced” to the “Distinguished” level.

� Divided into three parts which provide information on different aspects of
teaching at this level:
– theory of advanced language teaching
– nine sample programs
– description of highly advanced learners based on long-term experience

and empirical research
� Presents programs in seven languages – Arabic, Chinese, English, French,

German, Russian, Spanish
� Content is both theoretical and pragmatic

betty lou leaver is Director of the Center for the Advancement of
Distinguished Language Proficiency at San Diego State University. She has
published extensively in the area of foreign and second language acquisi-
tion (theory, teaching, learning, research), Russian culture and linguistics, and
general learning theory.

boris shekhtman is President of the Specialized Language Training
Center, and Lecturer in the Department of Modern Languages at Howard
University. He has more than fifteen years of experience in teaching Russian
to Superior-level students and has also lectured on methodology and area
studies. Among his publications are books for helping students to improve
their linguistic and sociolinguistic skills.

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521816572 - Developing Professional-Level Language Proficiency
Edited by Betty Lou Leaver and Boris Shekhtman
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521816572
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Developing Professional-Level
Language Proficiency

Edited by

Betty Lou Leaver
Center for the Advancement
of Distinguished Language Proficiency
San Diego State University

and

Boris Shekhtman
Specialized Language Training Center

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521816572 - Developing Professional-Level Language Proficiency
Edited by Betty Lou Leaver and Boris Shekhtman
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521816572
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


published by the press syndicate of the university of cambridge
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge, United Kingdom

cambridge university press
The Edinburgh Building, Cambridge CB2 2RU, UK
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 10011-4211, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia
Ruiz de Alarcón 13, 28014 Madrid, Spain
Dock House, The Waterfront, Cape Town 8001, South Africa

http://www.cambridge.org

C© Cambridge University Press 2002

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without
the written permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2002

Printed in the United Kingdom at the University Press, Cambridge

Typeface Times 10/12 pt System LATEX 2ε [tb]

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication data

ISBN 0 521 81657 2 hardback
ISBN 0 521 01685 1 paperback

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521816572 - Developing Professional-Level Language Proficiency
Edited by Betty Lou Leaver and Boris Shekhtman
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521816572
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Notes on contributors page vii
Foreword xi
richard d. brecht
Acknowledgments xiv

I Principles, practices, and theory

1 Principles and practices in teaching Superior-level language
skills: not just more of the same 3
betty lou leaver and boris shekhtman

2 Toward academic-level foreign language abilities:
reconsidering foundational assumptions, expanding
pedagogical options 34
heidi byrnes

II Programs

3 Contexts for advanced foreign language learning: a report on an
immersion institute 61
heidi byrnes

4 Bridging the gap between language for general purposes
and language for work: an intensive Superior-level
language/skill course for teachers, translators, and
interpreters 77
claudia angelelli and christian degueldre

5 Learning Chinese in China: programs for developing
Superior- to Distinguished-level Chinese language
proficiency in China and Taiwan 96
cornelius c. kubler

v

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521816572 - Developing Professional-Level Language Proficiency
Edited by Betty Lou Leaver and Boris Shekhtman
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521816572
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


vi List of contents

6 Developing professional-level oral proficiency: the Shekhtman
Method of Communicative teaching 119
boris shekhtman and betty lou leaver
with natalia lord, ekaterina kuznetsova,
and elena ovtcharenko

7 The LangNet “Reading to the Four” Project: applied
technology at higher levels of language learning 141
catherine w. ingold

8 In the quest for the Level 4+ in Arabic: training Level 2–3
learners in independent reading 156
elsaid badawi

9 Teaching high-level writing skills in English at a Danish
university 177
tim caudery

10 Heritage speakers as learners at the Superior level: differences
and similarities between Spanish and Russian student
populations 197
claudia angelelli and olga kagan

11 Teaching Russian language teachers in eight summer
Institutes in Russian language and culture 219
zita dabars and olga kagan

III Learners and users

12 Understanding the learner at the Superior–Distinguished
threshold 245
madeline e. ehrman

13 Preliminary qualitative findings from a study of the processes
leading to the Advanced Professional Proficiency Level (ILR 4) 260
betty lou leaver with sabine atwell

References 280
Index 296

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521816572 - Developing Professional-Level Language Proficiency
Edited by Betty Lou Leaver and Boris Shekhtman
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521816572
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Notes on contributors

claudia angelelli (Ph.D., Stanford University) is Assistant Professor at
San Diego State University. Earlier she was a Lecturer in Spanish at Stanford,
and Assistant Professor at the Graduate School of Languages and Educational
Linguistics and Visiting Professor of Translation and Interpretation at the
Monterey Institute of International Studies. She has also taught in Argentina,
Peru, and Puerto Rico.
Her e-mail address is claudia.angelelli@sdsu.edu.

sabine atwell (MA, University of Nevada) is Director of Tester Training
and Education at the Defense Language Institute. Prior to that, she held
positions as a teacher of German, curriculum developer, faculty developer,
and language program manager. She earlier taught French and German at the
University of Nevada, Reno.
Her e-mail address is atwells@pom-emh1.army.mil.

elsaid badawi (Ph.D., London University) is Professor and Director of
the American Language Institute (ALI) and Co-Director of CASA at the
American University in Cairo. A member of the Presidential Council for
Higher Education and the Higher Council for Arts and Literature in Egypt,
he is advisor to many international organizations. His publications include
Levels of Arabic in Egypt and Dictionary of Egyptian Arabic.
His e-mail address is badawi@aucegypt.edu.

richard brecht (Ph.D., Harvard University) is Director of the National
Foreign Language Center, Professor of Russian at the University of Maryland,
and Visiting Professor at Bryn Mawr College. He has authored numerous
books and articles and has received awards from a number of national and
international organizations in the language field.
His e-mail address is rdbrecht@nflc.org.

heidi byrnes (Ph.D., Georgetown University) is Professor of German/
Linguistics at Georgetown University. Her research focus is the acquisi-
tion of academic literacy by adult instructed learners. Her department has

vii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521816572 - Developing Professional-Level Language Proficiency
Edited by Betty Lou Leaver and Boris Shekhtman
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521816572
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii Notes on contributors

implemented an integrated content-oriented and task-based curriculum, using
literacy and genre as constructs. She is currently writing a book on principles
and practices for curriculum construction.
Her e-mail address is byrnesh@georgetown.edu.

tim caudery (Ph.D., University of Aarhus, Denmark) is Associate Professor
at the University of Aarhus, where he has taught in the English Department
since 1988 and where his main research interests are in the area of ELT.
Previously, he taught English to adults in Sweden, and served as Director of
English Studies at The English Institute, Nicosia.
His e-mail address is engtc@hum.au.dk.

zita dabars (Ph.D., Indiana University), now retired, was Director of the
Center of Russian Language and Culture (CORLAC), Friends School,
Baltimore. She also was the Project Director and Co-Director of NEH/
CORLAC Institutes in Russian Language and Culture. Among her pub-
lications are a book on culture and three textbooks with accompanying
workbooks (3) and videotapes (4).
Her e-mail address is zitad@aol.com.

christian degueldre (MA, Université de l’État à Mons, Belgium) is Pro-
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Foreword

In nations around the world, the study of a second or third language is the norm,
often beginning in elementary school and continuing through secondary school
and into the university. The result is that by the time they graduate from the
system students often reach a degree of functional competence that enables them
to use the language – often English – in their personal and professional lives.
By contrast, in English-speaking countries like the United States, the study
of Languages Other Than English (LOTEs) does not occupy a central place
in the educational system, nor does it typically result in usable competence.
The education system in the United States often struggles simply to justify and
then provide instruction in LOTEs since the need for such competence is less
obvious to US educational policy makers and to the general citizenry in light
of the perceived status of English around the world.

Developments in recent times seem to be changing the situation in English-
speaking countries, where globalization and immigration have produced a sea
change with regard to language use and learning. If one takes the USA as an
example, the need for language competence in the public and private sectors
is dire, as demand is exploding and the supply is patently inadequate.1 The
problem is that the US educational system is simply not structured to meet
current – let alone anticipated – language demand, as too few students study a
LOTE for long enough to reach any level of functional competence (Brecht and
Rivers, 2000). While a strategic solution to this problem is obviously warranted,
the immediate need in the USA is for programming in schools, colleges, and
universities capable of producing high-level language competency across a
range of critical languages and relevant professions with a growing global
practice. However, language educators in US schools, colleges, and universities
have almost no experience in such programming, given the fact that to this
point they have not enjoyed the luxury of working in a system that has students
spending years studying one language. Nor are language educators in non-
English-speaking countries necessarily of much assistance in this regard, for
traditionally they have been able to rely upon an early start and rich extramural
1 Examples of current shortfalls in language expertise in the USA were recently chronicled in a

front-page article in the New York Times (Schemo, April 16, 2001).
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xii Foreword

exposure to produce competency in, say, English without needing to develop
rigorous models of instruction and learning at the highest levels of proficiency
(Theo van Els, personal communication, April 19, 2001).

The relative insufficiency of programming experience at the highest levels of
proficiency has resulted in a significant dearth of knowledge about learning and
teaching at these levels. The current volume begins to fill this void by providing,
for the first time, a record of the literature on the subject of learning and teach-
ing at the Superior/Distinguished level in ILR/ACTFL2 terms, together with
clear examples of best practice of the relatively few efforts in this area.3 Such
information is particularly valuable for program managers who are attempting
to meet the unprecedented demand for high-level language programming in-
stead of being concerned exclusively with beginning and intermediate levels of
instruction, where significant experience and a growing body of research does
already exist.

Indeed, researchers in second language acquisition (SLA) have focused
mainly on classroom learning and learners at the beginning and intermedi-
ate levels and have devoted some attention to somewhat more advanced levels
in immersion environments. Such research concentrations are understandable,
given the fact that these environments and levels are where the students and the
data are. However, the literature on SLA contains very little, if anything, about
learners and learning at the highest, Superior/Distinguished level. Experience,
though, tells us that, outside of the extraordinary, like the programs described in
this volume, the few students who manage to reach true, high-level functional
proficiency do so mostly on their own, with relatively little programmatic assis-
tance and usually on the basis of a protracted stay in the country where the target
language is spoken. The challenge, then, is to actually build language programs
in our schools, colleges, and universities that can be relied upon consistently
to produce students with this level of competence, whether the learning is in
the classroom, in the study-abroad environment, or in a distributed education
mode where learners are responsible for management of their own growing
knowledge and proficiency.

Such programming involves unprecedented research and development chal-
lenges in learner diagnosis, in specification of learning tasks, in flexible and
responsive programming especially for small classes and individual learners,
and in assessment of attained competence. The current collection of chapters by
authors with actual experience at this level is a necessary first step in providing
teachers and program managers with emerging and fundamental information

2 The commonly accepted metric in the USA is the Interagency Language Roundtable / American
Council on Teaching Foreign Languages standard.

3 In these chapters one can see instances of practice that is capable of such high-level program-
ming, whether in government agencies, in private language instruction providers, in study-abroad
programs, or in the extraordinary university language program.
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Foreword xiii

they need to begin to understand the issues and to design and build such
advanced-level programming. This volume also presents to the SLA scholarly
community new directions for research aimed at meeting the need for empirical
evidence concerning performance at this level and the learning tasks involved
to reach it.

In spite of the growing acute need for expertise at the ILR/ACTFL Superior
(and even higher) level, most language programs even in US colleges and uni-
versities are content to settle for ILR/ACTFL Advanced as a reasonable goal
for students in their program. This is not surprising; it is even reasonable, given
the fact that most students have had only a year or two of language before they
arrive on campus and most will take little, if any, more before they graduate.4

Nevertheless, it is time to raise the bar, to aim for higher levels of proficiency
among graduates reliant primarily on formal educational systems. Such raised
attainment is actually possible even in the USA because of the large numbers
of heritage language learners enrolled in these institutions and in their lan-
guage courses; because of the growing numbers of students with opportunity
to study and work abroad; and because of the improvement of language pro-
gramming particularly at the school level. These factors suggest that programs
can in fact plan to build upon the proficiency of entering students and provide
them by graduation with truly functional language skills. The current volume
can begin to show the way, as well as serve to encourage the belief that the
Superior/Distinguished level is attainable and even programmable in a formal
educational system.5

If this volume indeed provides the information that managers, teachers, and
learners need in order to pursue higher levels of language competence, and
if it serves as a call to raise the bar in language programs, then it can render
a vital service to the language profession, particularly in the USA and other
English-speaking countries. I believe it does, and I believe it can.

National Foreign Language Center richard d. brecht

4 See the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) and the American Council
on Education (ACE) for the latest accounts of language, taking in US schools, colleges, and
universities (Wirt [2001]).

5 In the USA, the National Security Education Program in collaboration with the National Foreign
Language Center has recently launched a national effort to establish a small set of university
“flagship” language programs that are capable of graduating students in critical languages at the
Superior Level.
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