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We are now in the midst of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution. The advent of digitization and technological 
innovations such as smart systems, 3-D printing, big data, 
cloud computing, and generative Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) have propelled us into this dynamic, changing world. 
Simultaneously, we are experiencing the disruptive forces 
of climate change, COVID-19, mass human migration, the 
breakdown of supply chains, an unstable global economy, 
and the yearning for social justice and a more diverse, 
equitable, and inclusive society. Our lives, work, and com-
munities have been, and continue to be, transformed. 

Human capacity development must respond to these pro-
found changes and proactively anticipate the needs of local 
and global economies and socio-cultural shifts. Nations 
are grappling with the ensuing demand for the develop-
ment of skill sets that are beyond our imagination and 
the enhancement, repurposing, and transformation of 
existing skill sets. This includes critical thinking, problem 
solving, communication, collaboration skills, openness for 
lifelong learning, and discipline/industry-specific knowl-
edge and skills. 

Building on the definition of global competence (Boix 
Mansilla & Jackson, 2023) and taking a language ecologi-
cal perspective, this paper proposes a new framework for 
situating Mandarin Language Education in today’s rapidly 
changing world and directs attention to the purpose (the 
why’s), process (the how’s), and product (the what’s) of 
language learning. This paper speaks primarily to school 
and education leaders and parents in local communi-
ties who, as grassroots decision-makers, are the drivers 
of educational programming across the United States. 
The New Framework for Mandarin Language Education 
includes the following: 

A. PURPOSE OF LEARNING 

1. For developing human capacity through 
learning the linguistic, socio-cultural, and 
social-emotional codes of another human 
communication system 

2. For self-discovery, exploration, and forming and 
affirming one’s fluid identity in different groups 
and contexts

3. For developing multiple literacies for being in 
and interacting with the world

4. For developing and enhancing cognitive skills 
and executive functions  

5. For connecting human beings as stewards of our 
shared planet

6. For securing a healthy, happy, and productive 
future for oneself amidst challenges and 
changing forces 

B. PROCESS OF LEARNING 

1. Recognizing the process of learning a language as 
a process of cognitive development

2. Fostering social-emotional development, positive 
relationships, empathy, and active listening skills 

3. Approaching the acquisition of Chinese 
characters via the route of cognitive skill 
development 

4. Understanding that linguistic skills and content 
knowledge between languages are reinforceable 
and transferable

5. Acquiring learning strategies and metalinguistic 
awareness about learning and developing an 
attitude for lifelong learning 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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6. Fostering a “can-do” attitude for growth and grit

C. PRODUCT OF LEARNING 

1. Attaining at least a functional level of 
proficiency and literacy in Mandarin for social 
communication

2. Earning the State Seal of Biliteracy or Global 
Seal of Biliteracy for proficiency in English and 
Mandarin 

3. Gaining knowledge of Asia, including its 
cultures and people 

4. Developing higher rates of biliteracy, educational 
achievement, and cognitive development

The framework applies to all World Language Education 
in the U.S. context. Although the discussion and strategies 
are Mandarin-specific, other languages may develop their 
own narratives. This paper also suggests ways of design-
ing and implementing Mandarin language programs in 
local communities. Strategic plans include:

1. Visioning

2. Employing Mandarin NOW as the Guiding 
Principles:  
N: Networking and Experience, O: Opportunity 
to Learn, W: World Applications 

3. Setting Goals

4. Leveraging Resources 

5. Prioritizing Actions 

The United States and China must collaborate with each 
other and other nations to ensure the planet’s peace, 
health, prosperity, and sustainability. One of the funda-
mental tools of engagement is to have the ability to com-
municate accurately, efficiently, and successfully. With AI 
and other technological advancements, the upper hand 
will be given to those who can decode languages and 
meanings and be agile in their responses. The decision 
to promote these skills and seize their advantages is one 
legacy that educators and policymakers can leave for chil-
dren in their local communities. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

We are now in the midst of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution. The advent of digiti-
zation and technological innovations such 
as smart systems, 3-D printing, big data, 
cloud computing, and generative Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) have propelled us into this 
dynamic changing world. Simultaneously, 
we are experiencing the disruptive forces 
of climate change, COVID-19, mass human 
migration, the breakdown of supply chains, 
an unstable global economy, and the yearning 
for social justice and a more diverse, equita-
ble, and inclusive society. Our lives, work, and 
communities have been, and are continuing 
to be, transformed. 

The development of human capacity must 
not only respond to these profound changes 
but also proactively anticipate the needs of 
local and global economies and socio-cul-
tural shifts. Nations are grappling with the 
ensuing demand for the development of skill 
sets that are beyond our imagination and the 
enhancement, repurposing, and transforma-
tion of existing skill sets. The following report 
reflects this need: 

By one popular estimate, 65% of chil-
dren entering primary school today will 
ultimately end up working in completely 
new job types that don’t yet exist. In 
such a rapidly evolving employment 
landscape, the ability to anticipate and 
prepare for future skills requirements, 
job content and the aggregate effect on 
employment is increasingly critical for 
businesses, governments and individuals 
in order to fully seize the opportunities 
presented by these trends—and to miti-
gate undesirable outcomes (The Future of 
Jobs, World Economic Forum, 2016, p.1).

The 2023 Future of Jobs Report (World 
Economic Forum Report, May 2023) provides 
detailed lists of core knowledge, skills, and 
abilities demanded by global labor markets in 
2023 and forecasted across the 2023-2027 time-
frame. The findings represent the perspective 
of 803 companies — collectively employing 
more than 11.3 million workers —across 27 
industry clusters and 45 economies from all 
world regions (p.5). While the “hard core skills” 
for specific industries vary, there is a consen-
sus on the “soft skills” across industries. 

In particular, across a wide range of 
research into the future of work by 
the World Economic Forum and other 
organizations, employers are not only 
signaling demand for creativity, critical 
thinking, problem solving and skills 
relating to the development and use of 
technology, but are placing more and 
more emphasis on interpersonal and 
socio-emotional skills. The latter include 
the ability to collaborate, coordinate and 
communicate effectively with others. 
The role of education should be to pre-
pare young learners for this future. 

With the growth in demand for these 
skills comes the need to adopt a holis-
tic learning approach that includes 
not only concrete skills for economic 
success, but attitudes and values that 
set individuals up for a lifetime of 
learning (p. 4, Defining Education 4.0: 
A Taxonomy for the Future of Learning, 
White Paper, January 2023, World 
Economic Forum).

This view on the importance of critical think-
ing, problem solving, communication, and 
collaboration, in addition to discipline-spe-

BY SHUHAN C.  WANG, PH.D. OCTOBER 2023

EDUCATION

AsiaSociety.org/Education  |  education22@asiasociety.org  |  @AsiaSocietyEDU          ©2023 The Asia Society. All rights reserved.

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/mckinsey-explainers/what-are-industry-4-0-the-fourth-industrial-revolution-and-4ir
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/mckinsey-explainers/what-are-industry-4-0-the-fourth-industrial-revolution-and-4ir
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_FOJ_Executive_Summary_Jobs.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_FOJ_Executive_Summary_Jobs.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2023.pdf?_gl=1*1x1z75u*_up*MQ..&gclid=CjwKCAjwpuajBhBpEiwA_ZtfhXG_eX3yFq85c_VUklRHgoU7lXKtQXvptJlNVflelZsHef40oAUooRoCtBUQAvD_BwE
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2023.pdf?_gl=1*1x1z75u*_up*MQ..&gclid=CjwKCAjwpuajBhBpEiwA_ZtfhXG_eX3yFq85c_VUklRHgoU7lXKtQXvptJlNVflelZsHef40oAUooRoCtBUQAvD_BwE
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Defining_Education_4.0_2023.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Defining_Education_4.0_2023.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Defining_Education_4.0_2023.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Defining_Education_4.0_2023.pdf
http://AsiaSociety.org/Policy


2A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR MANDARIN L ANGUAGE EDUCATION IN PREK-GRADE 12 SCHOOLS IN THE UNITED STATES

This paper speaks 
primarily to school 
and education 
leaders and parents 
in local communities 
who, as grassroots 
decision makers, 
are the drivers 
of educational 
programming across 
the United States. 

EDUCATION

cific knowledge and skills, is echoed by 
Partnership for 21st Century Skills. Similarly, 
in Educating for Global Competence: Preparing 
Our Students to Engage the World (2023, 2nd 
Ed), Boix Mansilla and Jackson argue that 
education must prepare students for a world 
on the move, environmental stewardship, 
unprecedented digital global connectivity, 
and the new global economy (pp. 10-20). They 
propose global competence as “a framework 
that puts needed skills to the service of nur-
turing every young person’s human poten-
tial and advancing more inclusive and sus-
tainable societies. Such a framework views 
students as prioritizing the kind of person the 
student might become” (pp. 21-22). 

Based on the OECD Global Competence 
Framework, they define the four dimen-
sions of global competence: (1) Examining 
local, global, and intercultural issues; (2) 
Understanding and appreciating the per-
spectives and worldviews of others; (3) 
Engaging in open, appropriate, and effective 
interactions across cultures; and (4) Taking 
action toward collective well-being and sus-
tainable development (pp. 23-27). Underlying 
the conceptual framework is the notion that 
global competence is evolving, dynamic, and 
humanistic. Its central concern is the con-
nection with and improvement of a human 
community and its condition. It invites all to 
participate in growing together.  

This paper speaks primarily to school and 
education leaders and parents in local com-
munities who, as grassroots decision makers, 
are the drivers of educational programming 
across the United States. 

Building on the definition of global com-
petence outlined above and taking a lan-
guage ecological perspective1 (Haugen 1972; 
Hornberger, 2003; Wang, 2008), this paper 
proposes a new framework for situating 

Mandarin Language Education in today’s 
rapidly changing world and directs atten-
tion to the purpose (the why’s), process (the 
how’s), and product (the what’s) of learning 
a language. It provides suggestions for devel-
oping a strategic plan to establish or enhance 
Mandarin programs. It also offers a set of 
guiding principles for rethinking the goals 
and characteristics of Mandarin language 
programs. The arguments and strategies are 
Mandarin-specific, but are applicable to all 
World Language Education (traditionally 
called Foreign Language Education) in the 
U.S. context. (See Agudo, April 6, 2021). 

2. PROPOSING A NEW 
FRAMEWORK FOR MANDARIN AND 
WORLD LANGUAGE EDUCATION

The prevailing language learning paradigm 
in the second half of the 20th century has 
focused on outcomes and economic util-
ity, i.e., learners’ proficiency or ability to 
speak, understand, and use the language to 
advance their studies or work. The new para-
digm we advocate for continues to value lan-
guage-learning products. Multilingualism 
is an essential tool for the workforce in the 
global economy to communicate and collabo-
rate. It is a critical component in global com-
petence because many of the actions in the 
four domains — examining issues, under-
standing multiple perspectives, exchanging 
ideas, and developing an action plan — can 
only be carried out with an effective commu-
nication tool. Machine translation is a click 
away but cannot replace human agency in 
these interactions. 

On the other hand, taking an ecological view 
of learning, the new paradigm advocates for 
valuing the purpose and process of language 
learning, as well. Learners need to have clear 
purposes and goals to situate learning in the 
service of developing their human potential 

1 In the field of language planning 
and policy, Haugen first proposed 
a comprehensive framework of the 
“ecology of language” (1972, p. 205), 
which he defines as “the study of 
the interactions between any given 
language and its environment 
(1972, p. 325).” Hornberger (2003) 
synthesized the three themes 
related to language ecology; i.e., 
environment, evolution, and 
endangerment. A language eco-
logical perspective calls attention 
to the environments and the 
evolutionary processes in which a 
language interacts with different 
groups and players, policies, 
languages, cultures, powers, and 
societies in which it is situated. See 
Wang, 2008; 2011 for details about 
the ecology of Chinese Language 
Education.   

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED519462.pdf
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and advancing a more equitable and just 
society, as Boix Mansilla and Jackson (2023) 
have argued. Learners must also value and be 
intentional of the learning process through 
which they develop cognitive and social-emo-
tional skills, empathy, and intercultural 
competence, in addition to linguistic ability. 
Putting the three pillars of learning together, 
learners enjoy the benefit of multilingual lit-
eracy and develop the habit for lifelong learn-
ing. The three pillars of Language Education 
Framework, including those of Mandarin, are 
shown in the graphic. 

The three pillars – the purpose of learning, 
the process of learning, and the product of 
learning – are intertwined and mutually 
influential to one another. The framework 
applies to all languages. The discussions and 
examples here are Mandarin-specific, but 
other languages may develop their argu-
ments under each pillar. 

3. THE NEW FRAMEWORK 
FOR MANDARIN LANGUAGE 
EDUCATION EXPLAINED

Mandarin is a logical world language choice 
for PreK- Grade 12 students in the United 
States because of its implications for the 
purpose, process, and product of learning in 
these shifting times.

A. Purpose of Learning
1. For developing human capacity through 

learning the linguistic, socio-cultural, 
and social-emotional codes of another 
human communication system. 
Machine translation is highly accessible, 
but it cannot yet connect human 
beings in a nuanced or emotional way. 
With multilingual global competence, 
individuals are more able and willing 
to engage with one another with their 
minds and hearts. 

LANGUAGE
EDUCATION FRAMEWORK

Purpose of
Learning

Process of
Learning

Product of
Learning
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2. For self-discovery, exploration, 
and forming and affirming one’s 
fluid identity in different groups 
and contexts. While learning 
about “others,” one’s language, 
culture, ideology, emotions, values, 
perspectives, and identity are concrete 
reference points. As the Mandarin 
language and Chinese culture are 
vastly different from those of the 
United States, learners have the 
opportunity to explore their identities 
while comparing and contrasting both 
languages and cultures. 

3. For developing multiple literacies 
for being in and interacting with the 
world. While learning Mandarin and 
Chinese cultures, learners become 
aware of the cultural perspectives 
beneath the achievements or products 
(the big C Culture) and practices of 
everyday life and special events (the 
small c culture) (World-Readiness 
Standards for Learning Languages, 
ACTFL). They understand what it 
means to be Chinese for native and 
non-native Chinese speakers and 
affirm their understanding and 
appreciation of what it means to be 
American. Other literacies developed 
through studying Mandarin include 
biliteracy/multilingual and content-
area literacy (such as math, science, 
technology, arts, social studies, and 
so on), especially if the program is 
immersion2.

4. For developing and enhancing 
cognitive skills and executive 
functions such as long-term and 
short-term memory, reasoning and 
logic, analyzing, creativity, problem-
solving, multitasking, and prioritizing. 
As the World Economic Forum 

(WEF) reports explain, cognitive 
skills and creativity have become an 
education premium. Nevertheless, 
we have continued to undervalue the 
relationship between language and 
learning. As Michael Halliday says, 
“[A]ll learning — whether learning 
language, learning through language, 
or learning about language — involves 
learning to understand things in 
more than one way” (Halliday, 1993, 
p. 112). Learning multiple languages 
expands the linguistic parameters 
and reinforces the understanding of 
meaning cumulatively. Brain research 
provides evidence of the relationship 
between language and learning 
and demonstrates that proficient 
bilinguals have higher cognitive and 
executive functions than monolinguals 
(Bialystok, 2015; Giovannoli, et al., 
2020). (Also see Process of Learning 
below.) 

5. For connecting human beings as 
stewards of our shared planet. We 
face unprecedented challenges at 
local, regional, and global levels, such 
as war, health insecurity, climate 
change, mass human migration, food 
scarcity, unequal access to quality 
education, and social inequality and 
injustice. As world superpowers, the 
United States and China are expected 
to provide leadership in international 
coordination and collaboration. 
Language proficiency and global 
competence are the essential tools to 
effect change. 

6. For securing a healthy, happy, 
and productive future for oneself 
amidst challenges and changing 
forces. Young people worldwide need 
multilingual and global competencies 

2 In the K-12 education sector of the 
United States, Mandarin language 
programs may be Mandarin as 
a World Language or Mandarin 
immersion programs. The latter 
can be further divided into 
general immersion (with different 
percentage of instructional time 
in Mandarin) or dual language 
immersion (50 percent of instruc-
tional time is in English and the 
other in Mandarin). See Wang, 
Harvey, & Peyton, 2021, p.2 for 
details.

https://www.actfl.org/uploads/files/general/World-ReadinessStandardsforLearningLanguages.pdf
https://www.actfl.org/uploads/files/general/World-ReadinessStandardsforLearningLanguages.pdf
https://www.actfl.org/uploads/files/general/World-ReadinessStandardsforLearningLanguages.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK84224/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/
https://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/JuneJuly05/HallidayLangBased.pdf
https://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/JuneJuly05/HallidayLangBased.pdf
https://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/JuneJuly05/HallidayLangBased.pdf
https://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/JuneJuly05/HallidayLangBased.pdf
https://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/JuneJuly05/HallidayLangBased.pdf
https://lchc.ucsd.edu/mca/Paper/JuneJuly05/HallidayLangBased.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4442091/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7573143/#:~:text=The%20bilingual%20advantage%20theory%20claims,functions%20and%20specifically%20executive%20functions
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7573143/#:~:text=The%20bilingual%20advantage%20theory%20claims,functions%20and%20specifically%20executive%20functions
https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/1B.%20Preschool%20CELIN%20Brief.Formatted.120921_0.pdf
https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/1B.%20Preschool%20CELIN%20Brief.Formatted.120921_0.pdf
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to live and work in the global economy. 
We should see to it that American 
youth are not left behind. 

B. Process of Learning
Here, we suggest ways to study 
Mandarin to cultivate and reap the 
cognitive, school-subject-matter, 
social-emotional, and cultural ben-
efits of language learning. Effective 
Mandarin language programs, includ-
ing those in an immersion setting, 
honor the following processes: 

1. Recognizing the process of learning 
a language as a process of cognitive 
development. As discussed above, 
language manifests human cognition. 
So far, the language education field 
has focused on the product of learning, 
not calling enough attention to the 
process and the deep benefits of 
language learning on the human 
brain. With the availability of AI and 
many other digital and technological 
tools, the efficacy of human language 
and cognitive development in formal, 
informal, self, school, and virtual 
contexts may be enhanced. Likewise, 
the more we can understand how 
language is learned, used, and created, 
the more this can contribute to the 
development of the AI field.  

2. Fostering social emotional 
development, positive relationships, 
empathy, and active listening 
skills. Through activities such as 
brainstorming, role plays, interviews, 
opinion polls, and skits, learners build 
interpersonal relationships while 
making and negotiating meaning 
through viewing, listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing in Mandarin. 
In a safe environment, learners are 

encouraged to explore and take risks 
(Center on the Developing Child, 
Harvard University). In this age of 
digital technology and AI, having 
positive human interactions and 
experiences is more critical than ever.  

3. Approaching the acquisition of 
Chinese characters (hanzi)3 via the 
route of cognitive skill development. 
It is well known that hanzi are the 
source of lament and challenge for 
many learners and teachers. Instead 
of copying and memorizing hanzi 
endlessly, learners should be taught 
to approach it from an analytical 
perspective, because hanzi actually 
embed numerous codes of human 
intelligence. For example, hanzi 
is designed under six principles: 
pictograph 象形, simple indicatives 
指事, compound indicatives 会意, 
phono-semantic compounds 形声, 
associative transformation 转注, and 
borrowing 假借 (Zhou, 2014). Although 
the development of hanzi does not 
adhere strictly to these principles, it 
indicates how Chinese people, as do 
all human beings, connect with the 
natural world and one another through 
their interpretations, representations, 
and ways of communication. As Zhou 
explains, hanzi provides a window 
for learners to peek into the cognitive 
process of Chinese speakers (2014). In 
her book, Kingdom of Characters: The 
Language Revolution That Made China 
Modern, Tsu (2022) details spellbinding 
stories of how the cracking of hanzi 
codes helped China enter the modern 
technological revolution and global 
economy.

Furthermore, learners should be taught 
hanzi in a way that helps them develop 

3 Here our focus is on the acquisi-
tion/learning/memorization of 
hanzi. In fact, there are three layers 
of hanzi in terms of learning and 
using them. The most fundamental 
one is what the author calls as 
the “foundational layer,” which is 
equivalent to the pre-literacy level. 
Learners begin to view, experience, 
and play with hanzi components 
and listen to picture books and 
stories written in hanzi. They are 
called to pay attention to the shape/
form of hanzi, the strokes, and the 
stroke order of writing them. The 
second layer is the “acquisition 
layer,” in which learners begin to 
formally learn, recognize, analyze, 
memorize, and hand-write hanzi. 
The third layer, the “communi-
cation layer,” is equivalent to the 
reading and writing skill develop-
ment that is commonly discussed 
in English literacy development. 
Learners view, read, comprehend, 
type, write, and compose texts for 
meaning-making, information, 
pleasure, and communication 
purposes (Wang, 2023). The discus-
sion here focuses on the acquisition 
layer, but it is applicable to all three 
layers of Chinese literacy develop-
ment. Developing Initial Literacy in 
Chinese by Everson, Chang, & Ross 
(2016) is an excellent reference for 
teaching hanzi to beginners.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/
http://www.flr-journal.org/index.php/sll/article/viewFile/4968/5993#:~:text=Traditionally%2C%20Chinese%20characters%20have%20been,Borrowing%20(Zuo%2C%202005).
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higher-order thinking skills. For exam-
ple, with radicals, learners can detect 
meaning and recurring patterns  
(女in妈妈, 姐姐, 妹妹, radical for female 
as in mother, older sister, and younger 
sister). Learners can also analyze hanzi, 
looking for clues for how and why dif-
ferent components are put together  
(木, 林, 森, 琳, 淋) or engage in classifi-
cation or sorting either by components 
(木 in all the sample hanzi above) or 
radical/meaning (related to wood as in 
木/wood, 林/woods, and 森/forest), or 
phonetic (sounding like lin for 林, 琳 
and 淋). They can also look for details 
about how look-alike hanzi are the same 
or different (e.g., 人, 大, 太, 天, 夭, 夫). 
The constant attention to and process in 
comparison, contrast, and analysis are 
essential cognitive skills for life, study, 
and work.

4. Understanding that the learning 
processes, certain linguistic skills, 
and content knowledge between 
languages are reinforceable and 
transferable. Research shows 
strong evidence that language 
skills (speaking, listening, reading, 
writing, and viewing) learned from 
different languages are transferable, 
despite there being language-specific 
features to address. Sensory-motor 
skills, common writing system 
features, comprehension strategies, 
organization of thought processes, 
study skills, habits, and attitudes for 
learning are transferable (e.g., Cloud 
et al., 2000; Thomas & Collier, 2012; 
2017). Time spent in Mandarin benefits 
English-language development and 
vice versa. Similarly, learners come 
to understand that the same feelings, 
thoughts, concepts, and content 

knowledge can be expressed in any 
language, albeit in different linguistic 
and socio-cultural codes and ways of 
communication. 

5. Acquiring learning strategies and 
metalinguistic awareness about 
how to learn and developing an 
attitude for lifelong learning. 
Learning Mandarin is best when 
the process taps into the theory of 
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1999) 
and Bloom’s Taxonomy of Cognition 
(Bloom, 1956; Krathwohl, 2002), to 
name two well-known examples 
in education. Learners are better 
served when they can reflect with 
metalinguistic awareness, i.e., think 
about how they learn a language or any 
content, employ different methods, 
and make associations to learn 
Mandarin. Through the process, their 
curiosity and imagination are aroused. 
This habit of learning will develop 
into an openness and willingness for 
lifelong learning.  

6. Fostering a “can-do” attitude for 
growth and grit. Support learners to 
develop a “growth mindset,” valuing 
progression over time instead of 
focusing on one-shot outcomes. 
Encourage them not to give up, and 
let them know they are not alone in 
trying their best (Dweck, 2016). This 
growth mindset is especially critical 
for learning Mandarin. As categorized 
by the Defense Language Institute, 
Chinese is a Category 4 language for 
English speakers to learn. Although 
the listening and oral aspects of 
the Chinese language are not more 
difficult for English speakers to 
acquire than Spanish or French, the 

https://www.ausa.org/articles/dlis-language-guidelines
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reading and writing of hanzi and the 
huge amount of literary and cultural 
references are where the challenges 
lie. Precisely for this fact, learners 
with a growth mindset will develop 
grit and perseverance (Duckworth, 
2018) to make greater effort, take 
responsibility, and become more 
resilient in learning Mandarin. These 
skills and mindset are exactly what 
students need for success in life.

C. Product of Learning
For PreK-Grade 12 students, language 
proficiency and recognition of that pro-
ficiency, cultural knowledge, intercul-
tural and global competence, cognitive 
skills, and school achievements are the 
main products of learning. They are 
summarized here.  

1. Attaining at least a functional level of 
proficiency and literacy in Mandarin 
for social communication. Educators 
should set this goal and devote 
sufficient time for learners to develop 
proficiency in Mandarin at the ACTFL 
Intermediate-Mid Level, where they 
can communicate in regular social 
situations (ACTFL Proficiency Guide, 
2012; also see Bai, Lien & Spring, 2016). 
Learners can take advantage of the 
real or virtual Mandarin programs 
both in and outside regular schools 
or a combination of the two. As long 
as their language proficiency can be 
assessed based on internationally 
recognized scales, students do not 
need to be enrolled in PreK-Grade 
12 programs for consecutive years. 
(See Bai, Lien & Spring, 2016, p. 8 for 
internationally recognized proficiency 
scales and available assessments in 
Mandarin language.)

2. Earning the State Seal of Biliteracy 
or Global Seal of Biliteracy 
for proficiency in English and 
Mandarin. Each Seal program has 
its credentialing systems in the 
target language and English, but the 
Intermediate-Mid and above is the 
widely accepted level of proficiency, 
which is also the level needed to 
prepare for the College Board’s 
Chinese AP course and exam in high 
school. These Seals are also portable 
worldwide because they are based on 
internationally recognized language 
scales and assessments. 

3. Gaining knowledge of Asia, including 
its cultures and people. Learning 
Mandarin is like signing up for an 
academic “buy-one-get-one free” 
program. Through learning Mandarin 
and Chinese cultures, learners 
develop a deeper understanding of 
the geography, history, and people of 
the Chinese-speaking regions such 
as China, Hong Kong, Singapore, 
and Taiwan. Meanwhile, they gain 
knowledge of Asia. While China and 
Asia have become critical in the world’s 
geopolitics, the curriculum of PreK-
Grade 12 schools in the United States 
has continued to address China and 
Asia superficially in a few chapters in 
select World Geography and World 
History courses. 

Asia is not monolithic. It is massive and 
complex, where diverse groups have 
interacted with one another and outside 
groups over thousands of years. Asian 
arts, architecture, cuisines, languages, 
literature, medicine, science and tech-
nology, philosophy, trade, and religions 
have widespread influence on the 
world. The creativity, interrelationships, 

https://www.actfl.org/educator-resources/actfl-proficiency-guidelines
https://www.actfl.org/educator-resources/actfl-proficiency-guidelines
https://asiasociety.org/files/uploads/522files/2016-celin-brief-mapping-chinese-language-learning-outomes-in-grades-k-12.pdf
https://sealofbiliteracy.org/
https://theglobalseal.com/international-landing


8A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR MANDARIN L ANGUAGE EDUCATION IN PREK-GRADE 12 SCHOOLS IN THE UNITED STATES

While China and Asia 
have increased their 
significance on the 
world stage, future 
leaders and workers 
will f ind linguistic 
proficiency in an 
Asian language and 
cultural knowledge 
of Asia invaluable 
to their lives and 
careers. Domestically, 
the knowledge 
and acceptance of 
Asian and Pacific 
communities enhance 
diversity, harmony, 
and inclusion  
in the American  
social fabric. 

EDUCATION

collaborations, conflicts, and impacts 
created by historical and current con-
tacts or clashes cannot be easily deci-
phered only through a Western lens. 
For engagement or conflict resolution, 
we must understand the socio-cultural 
and historical contexts and worldviews 
that Chinese and Asians have developed 
based on their individual and collective 
experiences. 

The four ancient Chinese inventions 
-- compass, gunpowder, papermaking, 
and printing -- changed world history 
(Needham, 1956; Temple, 1986). Modern 
scientific and technological innovations 
are advancing by leaps and bounds, 
including but not limited to AI, chips, 
big data, renewable energy, and bio-
medical discoveries. Amid the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution and a changing 
planet, Asia must be considered a seri-
ous partner in solving global challenges. 

Mandarin language programs should 
guide students to explore Chinese 
and Asian cultures beyond celebrating 
Chinese New Year with lion dances and 
dumpling-making. While China and 
Asia have increased their significance 
on the world stage, future leaders and 
workers will find linguistic proficiency 
in an Asian language and cultural 
knowledge of Asia invaluable to their 
lives and careers. Domestically, the 
knowledge and acceptance of Asian and 
Pacific communities enhance diversity, 
harmony, and inclusion in the American 
social fabric. Asians are not “strangers” 
just because they came “from a different 
shore” (Takaki, 1989). According to the 
2020 Census, 20.6 million people iden-
tify as Asian, Native Hawaiian, or Other 
Pacific Islander (not in combination 

with another race), making up 6.2% of 
the nation’s population. Mandarin lan-
guage programs should afford learners 
with opportunities to learn about Asia 
and what it means to the United States 
and the world. 

4. Developing higher rates of biliteracy, 
educational achievement, and 
cognitive development. Research has 
shown that high-quality multilingual 
and language-immersion education 
promote the following:   

• Higher academic achievement

• The potential for higher biliteracy, 
building on the foundation of 
childhood bilingualism 

• The development of cross-cultural 
and cognitive skills

• Critical consciousness for equitable 
access and social justice 

• Enhanced creativity and innovation 
in thinking and practice 

 (e.g. Collier & Thomas, 2004, 2017, 
2018; Genesee, 2007; Padilla, et al., 
2013; Palmer, et al., 2019; Steele, et 
al., 2017; Thomas & Collier, 2012, 
2017; Wang, Harvey, Wong & Peyton, 
2022)

Summary 
Thus far, we have discussed the key points of 
the new framework for Mandarin language 
learning in the United States. Educators and 
policymakers are advised to expand beyond 
the narrow view that language learning is pri-
marily for securing employment with a mul-
tinational company. While this view is still 
honored as a Product of Learning, the new 
framework suggests additional emphasis on 
the Purpose of Learning and the Process of 

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-census/decade/2020/2020-census-main.html
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/data/redistricting-supplementary-tables/redistricting-supplementary-table-01.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/data/redistricting-supplementary-tables/redistricting-supplementary-table-02.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial/2020/data/redistricting-supplementary-tables/redistricting-supplementary-table-02.pdf
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Learning. Building on this framework, lan-
guage programs are encouraged to expand 
learners’ purposes for learning a language 
and to create meaningful processes that 
foster learners’ cognitive skills, cultural and 
global competence, and consideration of how 
to apply their learning products to real life. 

4. DEVELOP A STRATEGIC PLAN 
TO ESTABLISH AND EXPAND YOUR 
MANDARIN LANGUAGE PROGRAMS

As we have argued, education needs serious 
rethinking and redesign to survive the cur-
rent and future industrial revolutions. Five 
steps for establishing or sustaining Mandarin 
language programs are suggested: visioning, 
employing guiding principles, setting goals, lever-
aging resources, and prioritizing actions. 

A. Visioning 
While developing a vision is a local decision, 
a committee might find it helpful to keep 
one fact in mind: most nations have realized 
that the ability to interact successfully on the 
human level is more necessary than ever. This 
is particularly true because AI and big data 
can be practical tools for solving many global 
issues or advancing the global economy. The 
deployment of AI and big data, however, 
continues to rely on effective human natu-
ral language and communication systems. 
Many nations have thus invested heavily in 
language and cultural education, in addition 
to STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
and mathematics) education, with the hope 
of growing globally, linguistically, ethically, 
and technically competent human capital. At 
present, about 43% of the people in the world 
are bilingual (Gration, 2023). 

English and Mandarin are two prominent 
examples of commonly taught languages. 
More than 140 non-English speaking nations 
have compulsory English language educa-

tion policies for their students (Countries 
in which English Language is a Mandatory 
or an Optional Subject, Global English 
Education Policy, University of Winnipeg). 
In those countries, learning English is the 
route to success because English is the global 
language (Niesner, 2020). In China alone, 
English is mandated by the national curricu-
lum beginning in Grade 3 and is a test subject 
for the national college examination, Gaokao. 
This policy translated to 260 million4 Grade 3 
-Grade 12 English language learners in China. 

In contrast, the investment in World 
Language Education in the United States 
pales compared to that in China. The United 
States had only 400,000 students in the K-16 
education system learning Mandarin at the 
peak of the Mandarin growth period (Wang, 
Everson & Peyton, 2016). Mandarin Chinese 
is an official language in China, Hong 
Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan, all critical to 
our national interests, world trade, peace, 
and stability (National Security Language 
Initiative). It is also gaining a higher global 
presence, as more than 76 nations have begun 
to introduce Mandarin into their compulsory 
and higher education systems. 

The question that policymakers and educa-
tional leaders in the United States must ask 
ourselves is, “To prepare for and deal with the 
challenges of this current wave and future 
industrial revolutions, why aren’t the educa-
tion systems in the United States investing in 
and cultivating a multilingual citizenry with 
global competence, especially in Mandarin?” 

A good starting point may be the develop-
ment of a high school (or whatever end level) 
graduate profile, listing the essential ele-
ments, core knowledge, skills, disposition, 
and worldview of a successful graduate, and 
the preparatory paths that can lead learn-
ers to match this profile. Another beneficial 

4  The total number of K-12 students 
in China is 290 million. Because 
English instruction begins at 
Grade 3, we removed the estimated 
number of students in K-Grade 2 
from the total, yielding approx-
imately 260 million students in 
Grade 3 to Grade 12. 

https://preply.com/en/blog/bilingualism-statistics/#:~:text=There%20are%20approximately%203.3%20billion,to%20learn%20in%20the%20US.0
https://preply.com/en/blog/bilingualism-statistics/#:~:text=There%20are%20approximately%203.3%20billion,to%20learn%20in%20the%20US.0
https://www.uwinnipeg.ca/global-english-education/countries-in-which-english-is-mandatory-or-optional-subject.html
https://www.uwinnipeg.ca/global-english-education/countries-in-which-english-is-mandatory-or-optional-subject.html
https://www.uwinnipeg.ca/global-english-education/countries-in-which-english-is-mandatory-or-optional-subject.html
https://www.uwinnipeg.ca/global-english-education/countries-in-which-english-is-mandatory-or-optional-subject.html
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2006/58733.htm
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2006/58733.htm
http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2022/54618/mtbd/202206/t20220629_641889.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2022/54618/mtbd/202206/t20220629_641889.html
http://www.moe.gov.cn/fbh/live/2022/54618/mtbd/202206/t20220629_641889.html
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/china-education#:~:text=China%20has%20the%20largest%20state,(The%20Ministry%20of%20Education
https://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/china-education#:~:text=China%20has%20the%20largest%20state,(The%20Ministry%20of%20Education
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resource for establishing new or updating 
existing Mandarin language programs is the 
guiding principle of Mandarin NOW 5. 

B. Employing Mandarin NOW as the 
Guiding Principle for Your Mandarin 
Language Programs
Mandarin NOW guides the design and imple-
mentation of a Mandarin language program 
with the new framework incorporating the 
Purpose of Learning, Process of Learning, 
and Product of Learning. The NOW princi-
ples refer to N: Networking and Experience, 
O: Opportunity to Learn, and W: World 
Applications. These principles highlight char-
acteristics of a language program that aims 
at developing globally competent leaders 
and workers who possess the core skill sets 
demanded by disruptive forces and unfore-
seen changes. 

N: Networking and Experience. A vision-
ary Mandarin language program will have 
a strong sense of purpose. As a starter, 
Mandarin Chinese has the largest number 
of native speakers in the world and is the 
second most valuable business language, 
after English (Startupr Hong Kong Limited, 
10 Most Important Business Languages 
in Global Market, Oct 4, 2018; Lauerman, 
Mandarin Chinese most useful business lan-
guage after English, 2011). Mandarin Chinese 
is also not “foreign” in the United States 
because it is widely used in the daily life of 
many ethnic or local communities. An excel-
lent Mandarin program will ensure that local 
and global engagements are made. Program 
staff and students will network with their 
counterparts via real or virtual exchange, 
study abroad, or partnership programs. 

Such a program will also emphasize the Process 
of Learning by creating ample opportunities 
for students to experience and explore Chinese 

language and cultures, not just in the classroom 
but also with Chinese-speaking communities. 
Via experiential learning, students develop 
critical thinking and research skills between 
the two languages, cultures, and STEAM 
curricula (Science, Technology, Engineering, 
Arts, and Math). Through these meaningful 
engagements, students apply their learning 
outcomes in Chinese and teach others about 
English and American cultures. All of these 
engagement activities are fundamental in 
developing students’ global competence. 

O: Opportunity to Learn is the hallmark of 
this new framework in practice. Educators 
must ensure that all students have oppor-
tunities (Lo Bianco & Peyton, 2013) to learn 
another language besides their native lan-
guage. Linguistic and global competence are 
powerful equalizers, providing increased 
economic access and social mobility and 
uplifting individuals, groups, and nations. 
This is true not just for the United States 
but for all nations, which is why so many are 
investing in developing high multilingual 
capital, as mentioned earlier. Bilingualism 
is a highly marketable skill that often com-
mands a higher salary, earning bilingual 
individuals 5%-20% more per hour than those 
who speak only one language. The number of 
bilingual and multilingual jobs is also rising 
(Why It Pays to be Bilingual). 

Children in urban, rural, or any underserved 
communities or socio-cultural groups should 
be able to learn Mandarin. This point is 
especially poignant for language minorities 
and young newcomers. By default, they are 
already equipped with their home language, 
which differs from English. By learning 
Mandarin while also acquiring English in 
school, these children are truly multilingual 
learners (Yankelowitz, A move towards mul-
tilingual: why this term is better than others 

5 In 2020, Robert Davis, Cleopatra 
Wise, Xinyi Wu, and Shuhan C. 
Wang co-presented a session at the 
C.R.E.D. Conference organized by 
Global Seal of Biliteracy (virtual, 
December 2-3, 2020). The title 
of our panel was Why & How to 
Study Chinese NOW: Networking, 
Opportunities, Worlds. I applied 
this concept, but revised and 
expanded the ideas more fully here. 

https://medium.com/swlh/10-most-important-business-languages-in-global-market-17b49b7cf2d2
https://medium.com/swlh/10-most-important-business-languages-in-global-market-17b49b7cf2d2
https://medium.com/swlh/10-most-important-business-languages-in-global-market-17b49b7cf2d2
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2011-08-30/mandarin-chinese-most-useful-business-language-after-english-1-#xj4y7vzkg
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2011-08-30/mandarin-chinese-most-useful-business-language-after-english-1-#xj4y7vzkg
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2011-08-30/mandarin-chinese-most-useful-business-language-after-english-1-#xj4y7vzkg
https://financialpost.com/personal-finance/business-essentials/bilingual-employees-can-earn-more-money-per-hour-than-those-who-speak-one-language
https://www.languagetesting.com/blog/why-it-pays-to-be-bilingual/#:~:text=In%20the%20increasingly%20globalized%20and,than%20those%20who%20aren't
https://multilinguallearner.org/a-move-towards-multilingual-terms/
https://multilinguallearner.org/a-move-towards-multilingual-terms/
https://theglobalseal.com/cred-2020-088
https://theglobalseal.com/cred-2020-088
https://theglobalseal.com/cred-2020-088
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[for now], February 2023).

This principle serves as a guidepost for edu-
cators and parents to consider what kinds 
of programs to offer youngsters in their 
communities (See Footnote 2 for program 
types). There is a solid knowledge base and 
infrastructure for traditional world language 
or Chinese immersion programs in PreK-
Grade 16 settings, STARTALK is a prominent 
example. The CELIN Brief, Key Features of 
Effective Chinese Language Programs: A 
CELIN Checklist (Wang & Peyton, 2018), and 
Guiding Principles for Dual Language Education 
(Howard, et al., 2018) are excellent resources 
for a local committee to establish or evaluate 
a Mandarin /world language program.   

Besides formal in-school programs, there are 
many Chinese heritage language programs 
offered by Chinese families (e.g., National 
Council of Associations of Chinese Language 
Schools [NCACLS]; Chinese School Association in 
the United States [CSAUS]; National Coalition of 
Community-Based Heritage Language Schools). 
These weekend or afterschool programs can 
be tapped into as partners for Mandarin lan-
guage programs. Another option is collab-
orating with nearby community colleges or 
universities to offer Mandarin programs. A 
wide range of digital or virtual learning pro-
grams or platforms are available, both in and 
outside the school day. Nowadays, as long as 
educators have the vision and will to offer 
Mandarin language instruction, there is a 
corresponding programming option that will 
meet their needs. 

Finally, opportunity refers to recognizing the 
outcomes of students’ learning. As discussed 
earlier, internationally recognized proficiency 
scales and assessments are available, and the 
State Seals of Biliteracy and the Global Seal 
of Biliteracy can certify students’ proficiency 
levels in English and the target language. 

These recognitions will certainly increase stu-
dents’ incentives to learn Mandarin. 

W: World Applications is the ultimate goal 
for learning a language and culture. Equipped 
with functional and higher Mandarin lan-
guage proficiency, cognitive skills, and global 
competence as part of their expertise reper-
toire, students can collaborate with others 
to advance their study and work and become 
stewards for world peace and prosperity, pre-
pared to confront global challenges and affect 
change. A Mandarin program designed with 
this new Mandarin NOW principle will ensure 
students can apply their learning in real life 
and understand that language is not simply a 
school subject but a valuable tool for authen-
tic communication, collaboration, and pro-
fessional advancement and contribution.

C. Setting Goals
Each local school board or school must set 
goals for their Mandarin programs. It is cru-
cial that all stakeholders, such as educators, 
parents, students, policymakers, leaders of 
private and public sectors, foundations, for-
profit or non-profit organizations, and the 
community at large, collaborate to set goals 
and support the programs. Some example 
goals may be as follows: 

1. All students will have the opportunity 
to learn Mandarin language and 
Chinese cultures through formal, 
informal, community-based, 
in-person, or virtual language and 
study abroad programs. 

2. All students will develop a functional 
level of proficiency and literacy (ACTFL 
Intermediate-Mid Level) through their 
Mandarin language study. 

3. The U.S. PreK-16 (including tertiary 
level) education system will have 
relevant and rigorous Mandarin 

https://multilinguallearner.org/a-move-towards-multilingual-terms/
https://www.startalk.info/educators/
https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2018-celin-key-features-effective-chinese-language-programs-celin-checklist.pdf
https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2018-celin-key-features-effective-chinese-language-programs-celin-checklist.pdf
https://asiasociety.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/2018-celin-key-features-effective-chinese-language-programs-celin-checklist.pdf
https://www.ncacls.net/
https://www.ncacls.net/
https://www.ncacls.net/
http://www.csaus.net/about_english.asp
http://www.csaus.net/about_english.asp
https://heritagelanguageschools.org/coalition
https://heritagelanguageschools.org/coalition
https://ncssfl.org/resources/seal-of-biliteracy/
https://theglobalseal.com/international-landing
https://theglobalseal.com/international-landing
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language programs available for 
students who desire to study language, 
culture, and content knowledge in 
Mandarin. 

4. All learners will have access to earning 
the State or Global Seal of Biliteracy.  

5. A comprehensive teacher pipeline 
system will be strengthened and 
sustained to ensure the supply and 
support of quality language teachers 
for PreK-16 settings (See Harvey & 
Silva, 2018; Lyon, 2018; Wang, 2009; 
2014; Wang & Wong, 2018 for building 
and expanding Mandarin teacher 
pipelines.) 

6. All stakeholder individuals and groups 
will have access to share, retrieve, and 
exchange information, strategies, 
materials, and resources via a robust 
digital platform and various multi-
media channels.  

D. Leveraging Resources
As mentioned earlier, the Chinese language 
field has built a solid infrastructure and 
numerous resources for learning and teach-
ing Mandarin from PreK to higher education 
over the past few decades. Any entity that 
desires to establish or expand a Mandarin 
language program can leverage these 
resources instead of starting from scratch. 
Some examples are listed below, and much 
more can be found at the Asia Society site.  

• Asia Society Education and the 
Chinese Early Language and 
Immersion Network (CELIN) at Asia 
Society. The CELIN Brief Series and 
numerous academic and practical 
resources for programs, teachers, and 
parents, including databases that list 
student and teacher programs, are 
research-based and field-generated. 

• The Chinese Advanced Placement (AP) 
Course and Exam, College Board 

• The National Security Language 
Initiative offers STARTALK summer 
programs for students and teachers, 
NSLI-Y study abroad programs for 
youth, Teachers of Critical Language 
Programs, and Language Flagship 
Programs in 21 universities for critical 
languages, such as Arabic, Chinese, 
Korean, Persian, Portuguese, and 
Russian.  

• Language-related professional 
organizations such as the American 
Council for the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL), the Chinese 
Language Association of Secondary-
Elementary Teachers (CLASS), 
the Chinese Language Teacher 
Association, USA (CLTA), the Joint 
National Committee for Languages 
(JNCL-NCLIS), national language 
resource centers, and numerous 
others are invaluable.  

• Chinese heritage language programs 
and organizations, and the Coalition 
of Community-Based Heritage 
Language Programs.

• Curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment resources: 

• Guides for program establishment 
and evaluation

• Internationally recognized language 
proficiency and literacy scales

• Curriculum

• Instruction

• Assessment

• State/Global Seal of Biliteracy

• Credit by examination

https://asiasociety.org/education/chinese-language-learning
https://asiasociety.org/education
https://asiasociety.org/education/chinese-early-language-and-immersion-network
https://asiasociety.org/education/chinese-early-language-and-immersion-network
https://asiasociety.org/education/celin-briefs-chinese-language-learning-and-teaching
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2006/58733.htm
https://2001-2009.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2006/58733.htm
https://www.startalk.info/
https://adventuresofalaowai.wordpress.com/study-abroad-program-info/national-security-language-initiative-for-youth-nsli-y/#:~:text=What%20is%20NSLI-Y%3F%20NSLI-Y%20stands%20for%20National%20Security,a%20summer%20or%20year%20for%20intensive%20language%20study.
https://adventuresofalaowai.wordpress.com/study-abroad-program-info/national-security-language-initiative-for-youth-nsli-y/#:~:text=What%20is%20NSLI-Y%3F%20NSLI-Y%20stands%20for%20National%20Security,a%20summer%20or%20year%20for%20intensive%20language%20study.
https://tclprogram.org/#:~:text=What%20is%20TCLP%3F,world%20languages%20in%20U.S.%20schools.
https://tclprogram.org/#:~:text=What%20is%20TCLP%3F,world%20languages%20in%20U.S.%20schools.
https://www.thelanguageflagship.org/
https://www.thelanguageflagship.org/
https://www.actfl.org/
https://www.actfl.org/
https://www.actfl.org/
https://www.actfl.org/
https://www.classk12.org/#:~:text=Chinese%20Language%20Association%20of%20Secondary%2DElementary%20Schools%20(CLASS)%20is,from%20elementary%20to%20secondary%20schools.
https://www.classk12.org/#:~:text=Chinese%20Language%20Association%20of%20Secondary%2DElementary%20Schools%20(CLASS)%20is,from%20elementary%20to%20secondary%20schools.
https://www.classk12.org/#:~:text=Chinese%20Language%20Association%20of%20Secondary%2DElementary%20Schools%20(CLASS)%20is,from%20elementary%20to%20secondary%20schools.
https://www.clta-us.org/
https://www.clta-us.org/
https://www.languagepolicy.org/
https://www.languagepolicy.org/
https://www.heritagelanguageschools.org/coalition
https://www.heritagelanguageschools.org/coalition
https://www.heritagelanguageschools.org/coalition


13A NEW FRAMEWORK FOR MANDARIN L ANGUAGE EDUCATION IN PREK-GRADE 12 SCHOOLS IN THE UNITED STATES

The interrelationships 
between AI and 
human language 
are more intimately 
woven and 
consequential than 
ever. This fact also 
speaks to the need 
for human beings to 
become biliterate  
or multi-literate  
to work with AI at  
a deeper level. 
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• Online/virtual learning platforms in 
and outside of school 

• Print and digital materials  

• Games and entertainment

E. Prioritizing Actions
Establishing effective language programs 
takes a long time, not to mention funding; 
recruitment, professional development 
for, and credentialing of qualified teachers; 
research on pedagogy for teaching and learn-
ing Mandarin; and developing instructional 
materials and multi-media/digital resources 
to support learners and families. Once local 
decision-makers develop a plan, they must 
prioritize actions to implement it. The jour-
ney might be arduous, but the rewards will 
benefit students and the community.  

5. CONCLUSION 

The world has transitioned into the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, which impacts all 
aspects of life, including how we “do” educa-
tion. In this paper, we analyze the core knowl-
edge, skills, and attitudes that children grow-
ing up in this time must possess, namely, the 
multilingual and global competence, inter-
cultural competence, and cognitive and com-
municative skills needed to collaborate with 
people all over the world, serving as stewards 
of the planet, and the disposition for lifelong 
learning. 

As Artificial Intelligence and digital technol-
ogy continue to advance, the need for human 
beings to develop and use language skills 
is more urgent than ever. As it stands now, 
humans remain the only living entities that 
can create language. Machine translation 
is increasingly accessible, but humans are 
the ones to ensure accuracy and decode the 
socio-cultural meanings intertwined within 
text and subtext. The interrelationships 

between AI and human language are more 
intimately woven and consequential than ever. 
This fact also speaks to the need for human 
beings to become biliterate or multi-literate to 
work with AI at a deeper level. 

Building on this notion, we argue that the 
traditional view of language education is too 
narrow, focusing mainly on the outcome of 
learning and its economic utility. We propose 
a new framework for Mandarin and World 
Language Education that focuses on the 
Purpose of Learning, Process of Learning, 
and Product of Learning. This new frame-
work honors the importance of language 
learning outcomes (products) but calls atten-
tion to the value of the purposes and pro-
cesses of learning. This framework connects 
language education with the demands for 
new core knowledge, skills, and dispositions 
in the AI age. That is, when learning another 
language, students are simultaneously 
acquiring cognitive skills, global competence, 
and a habit for lifelong learning, all critical 
elements of human resources in the global 
community. In addition, Mandarin learners 
develop a more profound knowledge of Asia, 
which is only superficially taught in American 
PreK-Grade 12 schools. 

We also suggest ways of designing and 
implementing Mandarin language pro-
grams in local communities. Strategic plans 
should include (1) Visioning, (2) Employing 
Mandarin NOW as the Guiding Principles, (3) 
Setting Goals, (4) Leveraging Resources, and 
(5) Prioritizing Actions. 

The United States and China must collaborate 
with each other, along with other nations, to 
ensure the planet’s peace, health, prosperity, 
and sustainability. One of the fundamental 
tools of engagement is to have the ability to 
communicate accurately, efficiently, and suc-
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With AI and other 
technological 
advancements, 
the upper hand 
will be given to 
those who can 
decode languages 
and meanings and 
be agile in their 
responses.
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cessfully. While the United States may con-
tinue to expect people of diverse languages 
and cultures to communicate in English, 
much is lost in translation, with or without 
machines. With AI and other technological 
advancements, the upper hand will be given 

to those who can decode languages and 
meanings and be agile in their responses. 
The decision to promote these skills and seize 
their advantages is one legacy that educators 
and policymakers can leave for children in 
their local communities.
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