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Language is not a college requirement,  

it is an enviable life skill. 

 

Language isn’t a “credit for graduation to check off,”  

but a skill that “checks you in” to future opportunity. 

Why the Seal? 

It is both Incentive and Recognition. 
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Context 

 42 of 50 states have no World Language graduation requirement 

 

 In 7 states and D.C. where there are World Language graduation 

requirements, the maximum obligation is two years of coursework 

beginning in high school.  

 

 

 

(O’Rourke, Zhou, & Rottman, 2016) 



Participating States 





Variations in policy across the U.S. 
• World Language proficiency requirements 

 
• English language proficiency requirements 

 
• Requirements for English learners 

 
• Tiers of seal 

 
• College credit 

 
• Accepted forms of evidence 

 
• Types of schools allowed participation 

 
(Davin & Heineke, 2017) 



The  Illinois  Experience 

The State Seal of Biliteracy certifies attainment of a high level of proficiency, 

sufficient for meaningful use in college and a career, by a graduating public high 

school pupil in one or more languages in addition to English. 

Illinois Senate Bill 1221 
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Illinois Senate Bill 1221, Section 1. 

 Legislative intent 

 
 

    (a) It is the intent of the legislature to encourage excellence for all 

pupils, and the legislature wishes to publicly recognize pupils for 

exemplary achievements in academic studies. 

 

    (b) The study of languages other than English in elementary and 

secondary schools should be encouraged because it contributes to a 

pupil's cognitive development and to our national economy and 

security. 

 

    (c) Proficiency in multiple languages is critical in enabling this 

State to participate effectively in a global political, social, and 

economic context and in expanding trade with other countries. 
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 Per legislation: 

The purposes of the Illinois State Seal of 

Biliteracy are as follows: 

 

 (1) To encourage pupils to study languages. 
 

 (2) To certify attainment of biliteracy. 
 

 (3) To provide employers with a method of identifying people with language biliteracy skills. 
 

 (4) To provide universities an additional method to recognize applicants seeking admission. 
 

(5) To prepare pupils with 21st century skills. 
 

(6) To recognize the value of foreign language and native language instruction in public 

schools. 
 

(7) To strengthen intergroup relationships, affirm the value of diversity, and honor the 

multiple cultures and languages of a community. 
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“Language 

learning is not 

a nice to have, 

it’s an 

essential.” 
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•  2015 graduates:  High School Recognition - transcripts/diploma/ceremonies 
 

•  2017 graduates:  College entrance requirements - especially for ELLs 
 

•  2017 graduates:  Advanced Placement credit - by legislative action state     

 university coursework is aligned to proficiency levels 
 

•  Student scholarship and internship opportunities   

2014        Lincoln-Way #210 District Pilot 
 

2015         18 districts / 494 Seals 
 

2016         59 districts / 2630 Seals 
 

2017        72 districts /  # Seals not yet available

  

The Illinois Experience  
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How is Proficiency measured? 

• World Language: 

– AP Language & Culture Exam (4+) 

– IB Language Exam 

– AAPPL  (Intermediate High) 

– STAMP Exam (Avant Assessment)  (7+) 

– CEFR  (B2) 

 

• English Language  

– WIDA (4.8) 

– SAT (waiting for cut score for 2017-18) 
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Align Curriculum, Instruction, Assessments and 

Celebratory Recognition to reflect proficiency  

Goals at each level of language learning. 
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Lincoln-Way’s New Focus on Languages 

“Language skills are 

increasingly valuable 

in today’s global 

economy,” said State 

Superintendent of 

Education 

Christopher A. Koch. 

“The seal will help 

promote and 

acknowledge the 

great value and many 

benefits that come 

with being 

multilingual and 

multicultural.” 

 

2016     2630 Seal 

recipient  (only 1% 

of Illinois HS 

graduates) 

 

LW Class of 2017 – 

6% Awardees 

 

30% increase in upper 

level language 
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Research Questions 

 
 

• How are schools putting the Seal of Biliteracy into practice?  
 

• What do students, teachers, and administrators perceive as successes 
to implementing the Seal of Biliteracy? 

 

• What do students, teachers, and administrators perceive as challenges to 

implementing the Seal of Biliteracy? 

 



Data Sources 

Interview 
– World Language (WL) & ESL Department chair at 3 districts 

– Approximately 4-8 WL and ESL teachers at one high school in each district 

 
Survey 

– WL & ESL teachers at each school 

– 23-question survey of 10th & 12th graders at one high school in each district 

 

Focus Groups 

– Focus groups with: (a) 12th graders pursuing the seal and (b) 12th graders not 
pursuing the seal at one high school in each district  



Context: District A 
4th year of implementation 

7,110 students 
97% graduation rate 
 
 



District A: Implementation Logistics 

Assessment Options • Students can take the STAMP in February on a Saturday 
• Students can take the AP exam at the end of the semester 
 

Advertising • Teachers advertise in their classes 
• WL Coordinator visits all upper level language classes 
• Describe at parent night 

 

Recognition • Awards night in April for those expected to earn Seal of 
Biliteracy 

• Sticker placed on diploma 
• Line on transcript 



Context: District B 

2nd year of implementation 

4,726 students 
95% graduation rate 
 
 



District B: Implementation Logistics 

Assessment Options • Students can take the AAPPL in February during school day 
• Students can take the AP exam at the end of junior/senior 

year 
 

Advertising • Email blast to all seniors 
• Letter mailed home to students meeting English 

requirements and enrolled in year 4 or 5 of World Language 
study 

• Letter delivered in homeroom to students meeting English 
requirements and enrolled in year 4 or 5 of World Language 
study 
 

Recognition • Sticker placed on diploma 
• Line on transcript 



Context: District C 

3rd year of implementation 

3,978 students 
95% graduation rate 
 
 



District C: Implementation Logistics 

Assessment Options • Students can take the AAPPL after school once in fall and 
once in spring (STAMP for Hebrew) anytime during H.S. 

• Students can take the AP exam at the end of year 
 

Advertising • Teachers advertise in their classes 
• Email blast to all students 

 

Recognition • Seal printed on diploma for students who qualified via AP 
exam as juniors or through AAPPL as seniors 

• Noted on transcript 



Findings: Successes of Implementation 



Success: Motivating for Students 

 

96% felt it was important to 

know more than one language 

 

81% felt that the Seal of 

Biliteracy would benefit them 

 

“For me, my Spanish 2 teacher told me 

about it and the scholarship opportunities 

and I was just like, ‘Hey that sounds like a 

pretty good way to get easy money.’ So, 

that was my motivation for the Seal of 

Biliteracy” (Focus Group; School A) 

 

“It gives you a motive to finish. Before I 

was like why am I in this class? [Kids are] 

really busy with extra curricular or other 

studies. And as seniors we're doing 

applications for colleges, or we're getting 

our transcripts in and we're getting 

scholarships” (Focus Group School B) 

 



The extent to which you feel each item is a benefit of the Seal of Biliteracy? 

     Strongly    Strongly 

     Disagree   Agree 

  

Future employment opportunities  4%     5% 14% 23% 54% 

Future career use     5%     3% 14% 25% 54% 

Additional seal on transcript   7%     3% 18% 25% 48% 

College credit     6%     3% 16% 28% 46% 

Ability to travel abroad    8%     7% 17% 25% 43% 

Appreciation of diversity    7%     7% 20% 26% 41% 

Ability to speak to others    9%     12% 22% 26% 31% 

Stronger analytical skills    14%     12% 29% 22% 24% 

Ability to speak to family    27%     17% 22% 12% 22% 

Higher ACT/SAT     34%     15% 28% 11% 12% 

Better grades     31%     21% 26% 12% 11% 

Success: Motivating for Students 



Success: Washback on Instruction 

 It’s a nice award…you put the sticker on the diploma and…you honor students for the skill. But 

as a department you take on the responsibility to get the kids to that level… we really had to 

shift our curriculum to be sure that all of our teachers knew [that] by the end of level one, 

those students should be solidly at novice mid and approaching novice high…You don’t just go 

teach and then just have your fingers crossed that they’re there because in a four-year set up 

like ours it’s got to be pretty aggressive to get them to intermediate mid or intermediate high… I 

have to say I was a little blind to the amount of changes to the curriculum that it would 

take. And I think that’s why I’m particularly proud of these numbers. (Department Chair; School 

A) 

 

 Some [teachers] are very grammar driven that’s been…the reality…And as we have 

conversations about moving towards more proficiency and testing for what students 

can do versus what they can’t do, that’s been a big shift. We have articulation meetings 

twice a year where we talk about some of those issues moving forward. (Department Chair; 

School B) 



Success: Washback on Instruction 
 56% of teachers indicated that the Seal of Biliteracy has changed their instruction 

 
 69% of teachers indicated that the Seal of Biliteracy has changed their assessment 

 
 To what extent has implementation of this award changed your instruction and 

assessment? 
 
 31% Use the Can Do Statements more 
 34% use the ACTFL standards more 
 38% of 29 Use the ACTFL proficiency guidelines more 
 41% include more instruction with speaking and listening 
 38% of 29 Include more instruction with reading and writing 
 48% indicated that assessment is more proficiency-based 

 
*In the other category, 3 of 29 teachers wrote in comments such as, “My changes to a proficiency-based 
curriculum occurred independently of the Seal of Biliteracy”. 



Success: Growing Programs 

  2016 2017 

  # of graduates Seal Commendation # of 
graduates 

Seal Commendation 

District A 1848 
  

4% 3% 1711 4% 2% 

District B  1220 1% 2% 1153 3% 4% 

District C 927 18% 3% 925 22% 4% 



Languages Awarded 

District A District B District C 

Chinese 

French 

German 

Spanish 

Chinese 

French* 

German* 

Hebrew 

Spanish 

Chinese 

French 

German 

Hebrew 

Italian 

Japanese 

Latin 

Polish** 

Russian 

Spanish 

*Commendations 
**Via the portfolio option 



Success: Growing Programs  

2015 2016 2017 

N 
Average 

Score N 
Average 

Score N 
Average 

Score 
Chinese Language 0 1 3 4 1.5 
French Language 14 2.6 22 2.7 17 3.1 
German Language 15 2 23 3.1 20 3 
Spanish Language 98 3.4 144 3.5 227 3.4 
Spanish Literature 21 3.1 16 2.8 10 3 
Latin 3 2.7 1 2 1 2 

Total Tests 151 207 279 

Increase 



Findings: Challenges to Implementation 



Challenge: Advertising the Award 

• “I feel like it would have been more helpful to 
know freshman year. Like, if you want to study 
language, you have the potential of learning 
the Seal of Biliteracy, so that would probably 
get students more motivated to actually focus 
hard and work hard on learning that language” 
(Focus Group, School B) 

• “My teacher last year… was just like, yeah go to 
this website and take this test. Everyone was 
kind of like, ‘okay’, but didn't know what it was 
or where it was or how it was being offered or 
anything” (Focus Group, School C) 

48% of sophomores were 
unaware of the Seal of 
Biliteracy 

 

23% of seniors were unaware 
of the Seal of Biliteracy 

 



Challenge: Assessment Availability, Funding and 
Timing 

What do you see as barriers to 
all students earning the Seal of 
Biliteracy in this district? 

 

• 45% of seniors saw the cost of 
the assessment as a barrier 

 

• 22% of seniors saw the lack of 
availability of WL assessments 
as a barrier 

“That was a really busy time though if I think 
about it. In all my AP classes it was really busy in 
February. That's probably one of the reasons I 
didn't take it. There was a lot going on” (Focus 
Group; School B) 

 
“Where a lot of the struggles come from, like 

we’ve got a core group of Tagalog speakers and 
we really want to do the portfolio, but we don’t 
necessarily have the capacity to…we have four 
Syrian speakers…we don’t have the capacity 
here to, to support those students. We don’t 
have any, any of our staff or faculty speak that 
language” (Department Chair; School C) 

 

 



Challenge: Extended Sequence of Study 

What do you see as barriers to 
all students earning the Seal of 
Biliteracy in this district? 

 

• 56% of teachers indicated that 
students do not begin studying 
a WL early enough 

 

• 50% of students indicated that 
students do not begin studying 
a WL early enough 

 
• “If they start learning [Hebrew] their freshman year, 

we now understand that they are not able to reach 
[Intermediate High] in the senior year because of the 
research of 700 hours in general needed…to achieve 
that level…in terms of our experience we saw those 
students who began learning the language freshman 
year…are not able to obtain the seal of biliteracy.” 
 

• “It seems like our curriculum puts them on a pretty 
good path for [the seal].  At least for Spanish and 
French and German.  Mine is a little bit different 
because… Chinese is one of the most difficult 
languages. I don’t want that to be an excuse for the 
kids, but I do tell them, in order to learn Chinese 
fluently, you need to be in China for a good amount of 
time.  But I still say go for it and try it.” 
 



Why must we advocate? 

“Foreign language is the most important education I've ever had. The ability to 
communicate with people that otherwise I can't communicate with. Like, I can't tell you 
how many times I've been out in the world in general and someone is struggling with 
speaking English and I jump in and I'm like, ‘I got you.’ And I be their translator and people 
are just so thankful for it. And to have that opportunity to be that buffer and they just 
kind of think, oh look at you, you can't speak Spanish, and I'm just like, ‘Hold up.’ And I 
surprise people. It's the best ... I have absolutely no regrets about taking Spanish or 
continuing Spanish.” (Focus Group; School A) 



“In my very life, even with my parents, because there's a language 
barrier, sometimes there's misunderstandings and we get into 
fights. I think that knowing languages fluently is one of the most 
beneficial things to people because it reduces conflicts and you can 
understand each other better.” (Focus Group; School C) 

And… 





Thank you!! 

To colleagues and graduate students who have been instrumental in data 

collection and coding, including: 

 
Amy Bedford 

 

Todd Bowen 

 

Peg Bobber 

 

Justin Fisk 

 

Cornelia Okraski 



    

Linda L Egnatz 
 

lindaegnatz@gmail.com 

@miprofeAP 

www.lindaegnatz.com 
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