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Soldiers from the U.S. Army John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School speak with indigenous role-players during the Psycholog-
ical Operations Qualification Course at Camp Mackall, North Carolina, on 16 June 2021. The soldiers were trained in culture, language,
social sciences, civil analysis, and planning in complex ambiguous environments to carry out psychological operations and succeed in the
special operations community. Training in Mandarin Chinese is deemed among the highest priority languages for special operations forces.
(Photo by K. Kassens, U.S. Army)

Army SOF’s Chinese
Language Challenge

1st Lt. Alexander Mosher, U.S. Army

he 2022 National Defense Strategy declared language gap is among the U.S. military’s most alarm-

that the “[People’s Republic of China] remains  ing deficiencies, precluding it from fulfilling the 2022

our most consequential strategic competitor”  National Defense Strategy. This roadmap not only rep-
and rightly affirmed the Department of Defense’s rimanded the DOD’s present failure to meet current
(DOD) renewed focus in the Far East."' As recognized  language proficiency standards but also charged lead-
by the deputy secretary of defense in A Roadmap for ers to heighten those standards.” Both directives apply
Cultivating and Managing Skilled Language, Regional to Army special operations forces (SOF), who require
Expertise, and Cultural Talent (LREC), the critical Chinese speakers with urgency. Unfortunately, as
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West Point Cadet Christopher Clarkin (left), a Chinese language ma-
jor, observes and engages with members of the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA) during the thirteenth annual U.S.-China Disaster Man-
agement Exchange that took place 16-19 November 2017 at the Or-
egon National Guard’s Camp Rilea Armed Forces Training Center in
Warrenton, Oregon. U.S. Army Pacific hosted the exchange with the
PLA to foster mutual trust and understanding while sharing lessons
learned to enhance disaster response in the Pacific region. This year
marked first time U.S. Military Academy West Point cadets partici-
pated in the event. (Photo by Sgt. Tyler Meister, 115th Mobile Public
Affairs Detachment)

documented by a 2023 report from the Government
Accountability Office (GAO), SOF fails to produce
personnel who maintain elementary Chinese or who
reach working proficiency.’ Due to the present and
overwhelming importance of the Chinese language,
this article will exclusively assess Chinese language
acquisition among Army SOF. Specifically, this
article proposes two recommendations to address
the shortcomings of SOF’s current Chinese language
education program. First, the DOD should enhance
language programs directed at ROTC cadets, thereby
increasing the pool of Chinese speakers for SOF to
recruit from. Second, SOF recruiters should utilize a
forthcoming LREC database to target those already
proficient in Chinese.*
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Why Special
Operation Forces
Require Language
Proficiency

SOF plays a key role in
assignments below declared,
armed conflict and in high-risk
missions where unconven-
tional warfare is preferred to
conventional practice. This
unique problem set requires
both foreign language proficien-
cy and cross-cultural fluency.®
Specifically, Special Forces’ mis-
sions of unconventional warfare
(i.e., directing an insurgency
against an occupying power),
foreign internal defense, and
special reconnaissance; psycho-
logical operations’ mission of
military information support
operations and deception; and civil affairs’ partnership
with government agencies and foreign militaries to
secure U.S. diplomatic ends, all require foreign language
proficiency.® Besides a necessity for mission success,
language proficiency has other positive second and
third order effects. SOF personnel with language ability
strengthen relationships with foreign partners and can
communicate with local populations to meet day-to-
day needs.” SOF language requirements are determined
by theater special operations commands. Theater
special operations commands consider both current
language needs as well as future contingencies when
creating language capability requirements.®

The fruits SOF provides conventional forces
cannot be overstated if SOF personnel are qualified
to carry out their mission with foreign language
proficiency. History provides no better example of
this than T. E. Lawrence, also known as Lawrence
of Arabia. Although the term “special operations”
had yet to be coined, Lawrence’s career as a British
officer during and after the First World War spanned
psychological operations, irregular warfare, and civil
affairs. Beginning while an undergraduate at Oxford
and continuing after graduation, Lawrence took
extensive expeditions to the Middle East on archeo-
logical surveys while studying Arabic.” His language
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ability combined with his position directing Arab
workmen meant he became “thoroughly conversant
with the intricacies of their tribal and family jealou-
sies, rivalries and taboos ... [along with a] remarkable
ability to identify with the feelings and personal pri-
orities of individual Arabs ... that enabled Lawrence
to win the confidence and acceptance of the Arab
people’’® After the advent of the First World War,
Lawrence returned to the Middle East to advise and
direct an Arab revolt against the Ottoman Empire."
Lawrence’s Bedouin irregulars committed constant
and deep attacks against Turkish rail and communi-
cations infrastructure, forcing the Turks to disperse
their troops and enabling conventional British forces
to take the offensive, which culminated in the capture
of Damascus.” This episode is a textbook example of
SOF acting as a force multiplier. With little invest-
ment of men or material, an advisor-driven campaign
of unconventional warfare delivered decisive results.
However, foreign language proficiency was and will be
a nonnegotiable precondition of success.

A Brief Explanation of the
Interagency Language Roundtable
Scale
The federal government, including the DOD and

SOF, use the Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR)
scale to measure foreign language ability."”> A cursory
understanding of this scale is necessary to understand
SOF’s Chinese language deficiencies. The scale has
six “base” levels starting at 0 and ending at 5. A score
of 0 means no proficiency and a score of 5 indicates
native proficiency. A “+” indicates an ability more ad-
vanced than the base level to its left but less advanced
than the subsequent level (e.g., 2+ is more advanced
than 2 but less advanced than 3).!* The Defense
Language Proficiency Test (DLPT), which measures
reading and listening comprehension, and the Oral
Proficiency Interview (OPI), which measures speak-
ing ability, are the most common tests to use this
scale.”” Most second language learners will remain
between levels 1 and 3, namely:
¢ Level 1 Survival Proficiency: One can exchange

greetings, introduce oneself, and understand simple

questions and commands.
¢ Level 1+ Elementary Proficiency: One can dis-

cuss beyond survival needs such as making travel
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accommodations or conversing on basic aspects of

family and work.

[

Level 2 Limited Working Proficiency: One can give

and understand straightforward instructions and

narratives.'®

¢ Level 2+ Limited Working Proficiency Plus: One
can understand most native speech and meet most

work requirements."”

¢ Level 3 General Professional Proficiency: One can

participate in most formal, informal, and profes-

sional settings with confidence.'

SOF'’s Current Failure to Meet
Proficiency Standards

Even though foreign language proficiency is critical
to SOF’s mission, a recent review of SOF’s language
ability has found it lamentably and recklessly low.

The report in question was published by the GAO in
October 2023. Army SOF personnel receive initial
language training from four to six months (six for
Chinese) to reach an ILR of 1+ (i.e., elementary) pro-
ficiency. Afterward, Chinese speaking SOF personnel
are expected to study at least 120 hours per year to
maintain that proficiency.” SOF’s standards mandate
that at least 80 percent of SOF personnel meet ILR
1+ for their assigned language in any given formation.
The report found that less than half of SOF personnel
completed any foreign language sustainment training.
Including those who did not study at all, the average
SOF member spends a mere fifteen to twenty-one

hours per year in lan-
guage study. It comes as
no surprise then, that
the report found “no
more than three of the
eight active-duty Army
SOF formations, under
the control of 1st Special
Forces Command, had
80 percent of personnel
achieve the minimum
proficiency goal for
their assigned foreign
languages in a given
year during fiscal years
2018 through 2022*°
The ILR 1+ standard is
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already low. (Not until one reaches ILR 2 could one
give and understand straightforward instructions.)

An operator who could speak Chinese at the 1+ level
may benefit personally in a Chinese speaking environ-
ment where he could order food and hail a taxi, but to
work with partners and allies, he would still depend
on a translator. The report found that commanders
give language sustainment training low priority due

to competing demands. SOF personnel who failed to
maintain minimum language standards faced few or
no consequences.”!

The GAO recommended two policy changes to
ensure SOF meets its own language standards. First,
“establish and enforce consistent procedures that
specify the consequences for SOF personnel that do not
meet minimum foreign language proficiency standards,’
and second, “hold unit commanders accountable for
monitoring and reporting quality information about

Soldiers from the U.S. Army John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Cen-
ter and School's (USAJFKSWCS) Language, Regional Expertise, and
Culture program’s Chinese language course participate in a Lan-
guage and Culture Day event on 25 April 2024 during Heritage
Week at Fort Liberty, North Carolina. The event featured various
performances, exhibits, language demonstrations, and food sam-
pling from the eleven current languages taught at USAJFKSWCS.
(Photo by K. Kassens, U.S. Army)

the extent to which SOF personnel are completing
required annual sustainment and enhancement train-
ing hours’”* These are good recommendations, but at
best, if implemented, SOF personnel would sustain
ILR 1+, which might convenience them while abroad
but would fail to enable them to work with foreign
partners without translators. For complete sufficien-
cy, SOF requires Chinese speakers at ILR 2, 2+, and 3
levels, that is, working and general professional pro-
ficiency.” Furthermore, the strategic outcome of the
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LREC roadmap produced for the Office of the Deputy
Secretary of Defense mandated the DOD change
training requirements to “increase productions of
higher [foreign language] proficiencies’** The road-
map noted that an aggressive approach in LREC talent
management was needed to meet strategic challenges,
particularly in regard to irregular warfare. > Both SOF’s
current means of recruitment and language education
are inadequate to the task.

SOF Chinese Educationin
Comparison

For SOF to recruit and develop ILR 2 and higher
Chinese speakers, it must first understand the requi-
site time and effort needed to gain Chinese proficien-
cy. The State Department categorizes languages on
a scale of I to IV, with IV considered as “super-hard
languages” or “languages that are exceptionally
difficult for native English speakers”*® Category IV
languages, of course, include Chinese. The State
Department’s long-standing practice to develop
Chinese proficiency is ten months of full-time lan-
guage study stateside to reach ILR 2 and an additional
ten months of study in Taipei or Beijing to reach ILR
3.% Another point of comparison is Chinese majors at
West Point who, studying Chinese less single-mind-
edly than their diplomatic counterparts, usually reach
ILR 2.*® Contrasting the State Department’s versus
SOF’s standard practices of Chinese language educa-
tion, SOF’s defects are obvious. One cannot develop
Chinese proficient enough to work with partners nor
understand adversaries from a mere six months of
study. Evidenced by the fact that more than half of
SOF personnel decline to study their assigned lan-
guage at all, most SOF personnel lack the motivation
necessary to sustain and improve their Chinese even
if they did reach ILR 2.

The period in which DOD personnel with the
motivation to learn Chinese have the resources and
time to do so is college. Hence, to solve SOF’s Chinese
language woes, it behooves the DOD to improve both
the quantity and quality of Chinese students among
ROTC cadets. With officers who have achieved
Chinese proﬁciency prior to commissioning, SOF
will have a talent pool of motivated Chinese speaking
officers to recruit from rather than wholly relying
upon its current members to reach and maintain
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elementary proficiency. The DOD has two programs
targeted toward Chinese language study among
ROTC cadets: namely, Project Global Officer and the
Language Flagship Program. Both have their respec-
tive strengths and weaknesses.

Project Global Officer

Project Global Officer (Project GO) is an initia-
tive of the Defense Language and National Security
Education Office (DLNSEO) to meet objective two
of the DOD Strategic Plan for Language Skills, Regional
Expertise, and Cultural Capabilities; namely, “build, en-
hance, and sustain a Total Force with a mix of language
skills, regional expertise, and cultural capabilities to
meet existing and emerging needs in support of nation-
al security objectives”* The program provides scholar-
ships for ROTC cadets to study strategic languages in
a region where they are natively spoken. Typically, an
American university is paired with an overseas uni-
versity. The domestic university’s language department
and study abroad office will oversee the application
process and logistics, while the foreign university will
provide most of the language instruction in country.
This program only occurs in the summer.*® At first ex-
amination, one might think it lacks the defects of SOF
language education. The program occurs in regions
where the target language is natively spoken, meaning
that students should have consistent practice in an
immersive environment. As it occurs in the summer,
students should study the language intensively without
distractions. If students pair Project GO with domestic
classes during the regular school year, they should have
consistent and rapid progress.

As the author with extensive personal experience
can attest, Project GO rarely meets its potential.
The DOD’s metrics of success are a stumbling block
to their own end. The DOD’s Implementation Plan
for LREC subobjective 2.1.1Ma states, “Increase the
percentage of new active-duty officer accessions who
are identified (tested or self-professed) as possessing a
foreign language skill from 4.4% in FY11 to 6.0% by the
end of FY16.*' Since success is measured by the total
number of officers who merely possess a foreign lan-
guage skill of any level, Project GO’s goals are in turn
lamentably low, namely “a minimum proficiency goal
of ILR skill level 1 for all Project GO and ... increas-
ing the number of Project GO participants reaching
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ILR level 27> An IRL 1 student can satisfy courtesy
requirements and read very basic information.** Study

abroad scholarships are an extremely expensive way
to produce officers who can read a few items on a
Chinese menu and ask for directions. If ILR 1 officers
are the benchmark of success, then there is no need

to study abroad at all. It would be far cheaper and as
effective for DLNSEO to encourage cadets to take a
semester of Chinese domestically. Implicitly, Project
GO aspires to higher goals. For summer 2025, two out
of three programs offer year two and year three level
Chinese classes. Only one program offers year four.**
Still, the low metric that measures success creates
perverse incentives which in turn attract unmotivated
students. ILR 1 can be achieved in a single summer
semester offering year one Chinese classes. There are
far more cadets who have never studied Chinese than
those who have. The price tag per student, regardless

Students practice the Chinese characters in a calligraphy class in Tai-
wan. (Photo courtesy of Project Global Officer)

of which level Chinese course is taken, is the same.
Hence, the incentive, both monetary and measurable,
is to have as many students as possible. A paucity of
higher-level Chinese students encourages programs
to fill their seats with students who lack any Chinese
experience taking year one classes. What sort of
students are these? They have all been in college for
at least a year (some two or three) and declined to
study Chinese. Yet when applying to Project GO, they
attest they are motivated language learners. They are
evidently not motivated enough to study Chinese in a
nonexotic locale. These students are not motivated to
study abroad but to go abroad at the DOD’s expense.
They treat Project GO as a vacation and upon re-
turning to the United States, rarely use Chinese again,
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either academically or in their military career. Sixteen
percent of Project GO cadets reach the 2, 2+, and even
the ILR 3 levels. These few almost certainly combine
Project GO with language courses during the regular
school year.*® Out of the vast majority of Project GO
cadets, 70 percent only score a 1 or 1+ on the Oral
Proficiency Interview, and 14 percent fail to even meet
OPI 1.¢

Improving Project GO
High intensity study abroad can and should be an

effective means to rapidly improve language ability.

In this regard, the gold standard for Chinese summer

study abroad is Princeton in Beijing (PiB). Project GO

used to provide scholarships for cadets to attend PiB

up to the summer of 2018. PiB has key attributes that

make it effective:

¢ Attribute 1: High intensity. PiB is commonly
called “Prison in Beijing” due to how many hours
students study in their personal time while attend-
ing four hours of class and an hour of tutoring each
weekday. Only highly motivated language learners
can expect to succeed.”

¢ Attribute 2: Total immersion. Students vow to
only speak Chinese throughout the program. This
is also known as a language pledge. Those found
speaking English are penalized, sometimes by
expulsion from the program. Additionally, students
live and study where standard Mandarin is pre-
dominant and necessary for most activities. Some
study abroad programs claim to have a language
pledge but decline to enforce it, which in effect, is
to lack a language pledge.

¢ Attribute 3: High academic standards. PiB
students have daily and weekly examinations.
Students who consistently fail these examinations
are penalized.

¢ Attribute 4: One-on-one tutoring. American
students are paired with a personal tutor outside of
normal classroom attendance for at least an hour
on weekdays.*®

Language Flagship Program
Fortunately, DLNSEO has one outstanding pro-
gram that produces ILR 2 and higher Chinese speak-
ing officers, namely the Language Flagship Program.
The Language Flagship partners with thirteen
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domestic universities to offer intensive Chinese
instruction and advanced coursework beginning
freshman year to produce professional language pro-
ficiency by graduation. Flagship participation is often
combined with federal service, including commission-
ing future military officers with “professional-level
language proficiency in critical languages ... to reduce
the Services’ burden of costly language training and
retraining of mid-career officers”* Upon graduation,
Flagship students studying Chinese may complete a
year-long immersion program at Defense Language
Institute Foreign Language Center (DLIFLC) do-
mestically or at National Chengchi University in
Taipei. The results of the Language Flagship Program’s
combination of long-term consistency, high intensity,
and immersion speak for themselves. After complet-
ing their capstone, 27.8 percent of students had an
ILR speaking proficiency of 2+ and 70.2 percent had
a speaking proficiency of 3 or higher. As of the publi-
cation of DLNSEQ’s 2023 annual report, there were
twenty-eight Army ROTC cadets studying Chinese in
the Language Flagship program.*

Improving ROTC Chinese Education

As has been demonstrated, the requisite time and
effort needed to gain Chinese proficiency precludes
most SOF personnel from obtaining it. The DOD
personnel who do have the time and resources to gain
Chinese proficiency are undergraduates. Therefore, it
behooves DLNSEO to expand, improve, and reform
Chinese language programs directed at ROTC cadets.
The Language Flagship’s Chinese-Mandarin programs
are incredibly successful at producing ILR 2+ and ILR
3 Chinese speakers. The Language Flagship should
increase recruitment of first-year cadets at univer-
sities where they are presently and expand to other
universities where a large portion of the student body
is enrolled in ROTC. Project GO should be reformed
to meet its full potential. First-year Chinese courses
should be eliminated; summer study abroad for stu-
dents with no Chinese language experience is a vaca-
tion on the DOD’s dime. Instead, Project GO should
offer second-, third-, and fourth-year Chinese courses
modeled upon the best practices of PiB. Those practices
include penalizing students for failing weekly examina-
tions and breaking their language pledge, with penalties
as harsh as expulsion.”’ This change will significantly
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decrease the total number of participants in the short

term, but the quality of language instruction and stu-
dents will more than make up the difference. DLNSEO
should develop a fifth-year capstone immersion
course for qualified students of Chinese at non-Lan-
guage Flagship universities, including West Point. The
Language Flagship’s fifth-year immersion capstone is
decisive in Chinese students reaching the IRL 2+ or

3 levels. Although students at non-Language Flagship
programs cannot enroll in Language Flagship specific
coursework, their universities often offer comparable
programs for advanced students.*

SOF Recruitment

SOF needs Chinese speakers of ILR 2 or above
for mission self-sufficiency. SOF’s current language
program is not designed nor likely to produce per-
sonnel who understand Chinese at that level. College
is the best period for the DOD to produce officers
with Chinese proficiency; however, even if DLNSEO
follows the suggestions above to reform Project GO
and expand the Language Flagship Program, it will
take years before SOF has a large enough pool of
capable Chinese speaking officers to recruit from.
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Zhijian "Kevin” Yang interacts with his Mandarin Chinese students
in November 2015 at the Defense Language Institute Foreign Lan-
guage Center’s (DLIFLC) Asian School | in Monterey, California. Yang
grew up during China’s Cultural Revolution in the mid-1960s to the
mid-1970s in Hohhot, the capital city of China’s Inner Mongolia Au-
tonomous Region. (Photo by Patrick Bray, DLIFLC Public Affairs)

Therefore, for SOF to improve its readiness in the
short term, it could aggressively recruit officers and
soldiers who already understand Chinese at ILR 2 or
higher. Fortunately, a required action of the DOD’s
LREC roadmap is to “develop and field a centralized
DoD LREC database** Armed with the forthcom-
ing database, SOF recruiters could conveniently
target capable Chinese speakers. Due to the urgency
Chinese speakers are needed, it would behoove SOF
to provide them with additional preparation before
selection, thereby increasing their odds for success.*
(The Special Operations Preparation Course and
Special Forces Preparation and Conditioning Course
both already exist to prepare candidates for selec-
tion.)* Deliberate recruitment of Chinese speakers
would have positive second- and third-order effects.
Past language learning success is the best indicator
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of future language learning success, and the pivot

to Asia will require SOF personnel to know other
difficult Asian languages. One should not forget that
SOF language requirements account for possible
contingencies. For example, in the event of conflict
with the People’s Republic of China, collabora-

tion with Tibetan partners is a possibility due to
Tibetans’ long-standing dissatisfaction with their
“autonomous” status within the People’s Republic of
China.* Operators working with Tibetans in their
diaspora communities within Nepal, Bhutan, India,
and elsewhere would need proficiency in Tibetan;
however, in Tibet proper, state-mandated board-
ing schools use standard Mandarin as the primary
language of instruction.”” Hence, to communicate
with many Tibetan fighting-age males, those same

CHINESE LANGUAGE CHALLENGE

SOF personnel would not only need to know Tibetan
proficiently but Chinese as well.**

Military readiness does not and will not rely upon
strength of arms alone. SOF can and will be a force
multiplier, especially when far theaters of war call for
irregular warfare. For an advisor-driven campaign of
unconventional warfare, the raison détre of Special
Forces, success requires a sympathetic local populace
capable of undertaking an unconventional campaign
that also melds into larger war aims.* But even if these
preconditions are met, one remains that would bring
the whole effort to naught; advisors who can neither
communicate with local partners nor understand
foreign adversaries. At this time, no language is more
critical than Chinese, and the United States neglects its
mastery at its own peril. ®
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