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accordingly, a growing number of business schools 

with global mBa programs are requiring their students 

to be proficient in at least one language in addition 

to english. at many schools, it is a requirement for 

admission to the program. spanish appears to be the 

additional language that applicants most commonly 

present, although at some schools where significant 

numbers of students from other countries are appli-

cants, english is the additional language in which they 

must demonstrate proficiency. some mBa programs 

are bilingual, usually in spanish or French as well as 

english. Other schools have built foreign language in-

struction into their programs and students learn while 

on internships in other countries.

Proficiency Increasingly Important
However they do it, administrators of global mBa pro-

grams agree on the importance of foreign language 

proficiency. “students who want to do international 

business need to speak multiple languages if they are 

going to be successful. If you want to be involved in 

understanding how business takes place in a particu-

lar country, you need to live there and understand 

its history and culture and also be able to speak the 

language,” declares Jeffrey e. michelman, professor of 

accounting and director of the International Business 
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Business
Foreign language proficiency is on the rise in global MBA programs.

By AlAn Dessoff 

In mOst parts OF tHe wOrLd, engLIsH stILL Is tHe standard Language 
OF BusIness, but it’s not the only one in an increasingly global business environ-
ment, as more universities with master of business administration (mBa) programs 
are recognizing. From the familiar spanish and French to the less familiar arabic 
and mandarin, administrators of many global mBa programs in the united states, 
aware of the ambitions of their students and the experiences of their alumni, are 
concluding that to operate effectively in business in another country, it helps to 
know its language(s) as well as english. 

Flagship program in the Coggin College of Business 

at the university of north Florida. Its two-year-old 

Ibero-american mBa program, with a focus on Latin 

america and two-thirds of its courses taught in span-

ish, requires students to be bilingual in spanish and 

english when they start.

“especially in Central america or Latin america, if 

you don’t know spanish or portugese, I don’t think you 

will be able to do business there,” agrees Chino rao, 

director of the international mBa program that was 

launched two years ago at the university of texas at 

san antonio and that also requires foreign language 

proficiency for admission. Knowing a country’s lan-

guage enables a better understanding of its culture, 

which is important in building relationships and 

demonstrating “a genuine interest” in the country to 

employers, business colleagues, and customers, rao 

says. He adds that it also has “symbolic” relevance 

at home, assuring the mBa program’s admissions 

committee that a student has a serious international 

interest in the first place.

even if english is the language most commonly 

spoken in business interactions, “there are nuances 

that often are missed when people are conversing 

in another language,” asserts martin s. roth, profes-

sor and chair of the sonoco International Business 
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 department in the moore school of Business at the university of 

south Carolina. Language and culture training and immersion have 

been a core component of its full-time mBa program since it was 

launched in 1974, initially as a master of international business stud-

ies. It was rebranded in 2004 as an international mBa program “to 

make sure it had the mBa designation,” roth explains.

 the initial program required all students to be competent 

in two or more languages. students in the program now do not 

have to know another language to be admitted but must learn it, 

“sometimes from scratch,” and demonstrate competency in read-

ing and writing as well as speaking, roth says. they learn on one 

of several language tracks as they move through the program. 

spanish is the language most commonly studied, followed by 

german, French, and portugese, roth reports. students also can 

select other languages, including Chinese, arabic, and Japanese, 

but “those are more difficult to learn,” he says. more often, stu-

dents entering the program already have some language expertise 

from undergraduate studies and/or previous experiences abroad, 

he says.

whatever their level of proficiency, they advance it in internships 

or other program activities in other countries. “the only way to really 

understand a country’s culture and how it nuances the behavior of 

managers within an organization—how they think, communicate, 

interact, make decisions—is to have been part of that culture. that’s 

one reason we push our language training to be conducted overseas, 

with students doing an internship in a country where the language 

is spoken,” roth explains.

Because “it’s not unusual” to have up to 70 percent of its candi-

dates born outside the united states, english probably is the most 

common second language in which students must be proficient to be 

admitted to the global partners mBa program in the J. mack robin-

son College of Business at george state university Buckhead Center, 

reports Karen d. Loch, who directs the program. the 26 students in 

the class of 2011 speak 14 languages, she says.

whatever the second language is, administrators knew when 

they were designing the program, which was launched in 2005, that 

proficiency in it was essential, say Loch. “we talked to senior man-

agement in major multinational organizations and consistently, one 

of the messages we got was that language skills are valued. It’s not 

just, can you ask for a drink? But can you really converse in the 

language in-depth? Can you sit through a meeting? make a presenta-

tion? work with your colleagues day-to-day? It’s the extrinsic value 

one gets from studying a language that makes a difference and is so 

important in this global arena,” Koch declares.

IES ABROAD MAP
for Language & Intercultural Communication

Introducing the

MODEL ASSESSMENT PRACTICE

The latest in the IES Abroad MAP series is a ground-breaking 
work that will change the course of language learning in study 
abroad for the 21st century.  
 
The original IES Abroad MAP for Study Abroad Programs is now 
in its 5th edition and in 2012, we will publish the IES Abroad MAP 
for Student Health, Safety, and Crisis Management.

www.IESabroad.org

Offering language instruction in:  

Arabic  |  Catalan  |  Chinese  |  Dutch  |  French  |  

German  |  Hindi  |  Italian  |  Japanese  |  Spanish
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Proficiency Level Verification Important  
to Business Schools
to verify during the admissions process that candidates for their 

global mBa programs are proficient in a second language, many busi-

ness schools turn to the american Council on the teaching of Foreign 

Languages (aCtFL). south Carolina’s moore school requires all its 

students to pass an aCtFL examination and demonstrate compe-

tency in reading and writing another language as well as speaking 

it, says roth. the university of Chicago’s Booth school of Business, 

where a foreign language requirement has been part of its interna-

tional mBa program since the degree was launched in 1995, requires 

its students to provide official documentation from the aCtFL that 

they have passed its oral proficiency interview in one 

nonnative language, says david Comp, associ-

ate director of international programs at the 

school. under some circumstances, he 

adds, a student can waive that require-

ment by submitting documentation 

from another accredited type of lan-

guage proficiency examination. He 

cites the modern Language aptitude 

test, defense Language proficiency 

test, and Interagency Language 

roundtable as examples.

not all mBa programs go that far. 

“Our verification is nominal,” rao ac-

knowledges at texas. “If a student has 

coursework at the college level—say span-

ish I, spanish II—we accept that. If a student 

from the middle east claims he knows arabic or 

a Chinese student says she knows mandarin, we take 

them at face value,” he explains. “we would like to have stronger veri-

fication,” he continues, but finding individuals qualified to interview 

applicants who claim proficiency in certain languages is difficult. 

“we can deal with spanish, but arabic and mandarin would be a 

challenge,” he says. “as we have more qualified applicants, we will 

tighten the verification process. we would like them to be able to 

speak, read, and write, and particularly be able to do business cor-

respondence in the foreign language.”

Many Advantages to Proficiency
students in global mBa programs cite the value to them of profi-

ciency in multiple languages. Caitlin eshelman, a current student 

in the university of north Florida’s Ibero-american mBa program, 

says its language component was one of its attractions to her. “with 

foreign markets becoming increasingly accessible, the ability to be 

proficient in another language is really invaluable,” she e-mailed 

from spain, where she was ending a semester of study. “It is really 

amazing how quickly your language proficiency develops when you 

are fully immersed in a culture,” she added.

matthew Blomerth, a student in the Booth school’s international 

mBa program at the university of Chicago, says his proficiency in 

spanish will be a big help in the job he has accepted from a major 

global chemical company. “my hope is to spend a significant amount 

of time working in Latin america,” he says, and although english 

is the standard language at the company, “my spanish skills will 

help me interact with customers, better understand the 

regulatory and political climate of the countries 

where I do business, and also develop a stron-

ger appreciation for my ex-pat home when 

I am abroad.”

esther Kim, a current mBa student 

at the university of texas at san an-

tonio, was proficient in Filipino and 

english as well as her native Korean 

when she entered the program. she 

also knew some Chinese. she says 

that when she graduates, she plans 

to return to her former employer, a 

mining, automotive, real estate, and 

investment banking conglomerate in the 

philippines, where she was assistant to the 

president. “a lot of Korean investors would 

like to buy houses in the philippines, and Chinese 

buyers are coming for auto parts. I can use my language 

talents for them” as well as “conversing easily” with Filipinos, she says.

the experiences of alumni of global mBa programs underscore 

what the students anticipate. alexandre g. mandy says he already 

was proficient in French, german, dutch, and Japanese, as well as 

english, when he entered the university of south Carolina’s moore 

school, where he also learned spanish and earned his degree in 

2008. now based in Brussels, Belgium, he heads the customer service 

department for europe, the middle east, and africa for tenneco, a 

leading supplier in the automotive equipment market.

“Being able to work in several languages” was a key factor in get-

ting his job and “the ability to respond to many customers in their 

own language has proved to be an invaluable asset,” he e-mailed 

from Brussels. “there is no better way to understand how to work 

“It is really amazing how quickly your language 
proficiency develops when you are fully immersed  

in a culture.”
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with foreign countries than actually working in a language and cul-

ture that is not one’s own,” he said. He added that not everyone in 

his department is fluent in english and a “key success factor” in his 

career so far has been his ability to speak with many of them in 

their native tongues.

   Leslie Brown, a graduate of the global partners mBa program 

at georgia state, is an assistant brand manager in the external com-

munications department of sodexo, a French company that provides 

food and facility management services. she e-mailed from paris that 

her proficiency in French is “a great icebreaker,” helping her connect 

“on a personal level” whenever she meets someone new. also, “if you 

are young like me, it gives you a chance to show off a little in front 

of the presidents and directors of the company and let them know 

you have some serious chops.” 

while foreign language proficiency is a relatively new require-

ment at many university business schools, it has long been an 

admissions criterion at some other international institutions, in-

cluding the monterey Institute of International studies in monterey, 

California. Founded in 1955 as the monterey Institute of Foreign 

studies, it now is a graduate school of middlebury College. spanish 

is “easily the number one language” that applicants to monterey’s 

Fisher international mBa program already know, but about 40 per-

cent of them come from other countries so “we check their english 

proficiency,” says Fredric Kropp, professor and chair of the program. 

at the thunderbird school of global management in glendale, ar-

izona, founded in 1946, the average student arrives already proficient 

in two or three languages, most commonly spanish, “and sometimes 

more; it’s amazing,” says Carmen Carney, director of the garvin 

Center for Cultures and Languages of International management. 

she cites a growing number of students from asian countries who 

already know english in addition to their native languages. “most of 

them do not need to take another language” but many also want to 

learn spanish as well, she says. 

administrators of global mBa programs seem to agree that 

while english remains the basic language of business, particularly 

in europe, foreign language proficiency, whether at admission to 

mBa programs or learned later, will only grow as a requirement for 

success in international business careers. “You need to know the 

language to do things,” says rao at texas. and it doesn’t have to 

stop there. “Once you speak a second language, picking up a third or 

fourth language is pretty easy,” declares michelman at north Florida.

ALAN DESSOFF is an independent journalist in Bethesda, Maryland. his 

last article for IE was “Cultivating Branch Campuses” in the november/

December 2011 issue. 


