
Russian as a Critical Language in the United States 
Russian has been a language of strategic importance in the United States since the Cold War 
era. The launch of Sputnik in 1957 sparked a surge in Russian language education, leading to 
the National Defense Education Act of 1958, which significantly increased funding for foreign 
language study, including Russian. This historical context set the stage for Russian's enduring 
significance in U.S. national security and international relations. 
 
Today, Russian maintains its status as a Critical Language, as designated by the U.S. 
Department of State. This designation reflects its continued importance in global affairs, 
diplomacy, and national security. According to the Modern Language Association's 2016 report, 
21,962 students were enrolled in Russian language courses in U.S. colleges and universities, 
making it the 8th most studied foreign language in higher education. The Critical Language 
Scholarship (CLS) Program, which offers intensive overseas language study, included 681 
participants across all languages in 2019, with Russian being one of the key languages offered 
(CLS Annual Report, 2019). 
 
Several factors drive Russian's critical status: 

●​ Geopolitical Significance: Russia's role in international affairs necessitates linguistic 
expertise for diplomacy and policy analysis. 

●​ Economic Opportunities: Despite fluctuations, Russia remains a significant global 
economy, ranking 11th by nominal GDP in 2021 (World Bank data). 

●​ Scientific and Technological Advancements: Russian proficiency is crucial for accessing 
research and collaborating in space exploration and nuclear technology. 

●​ Cultural Heritage: Russian literature, arts, and media continue to have global influence, 
requiring language skills for cultural exchange and analysis. 

●​ Cybersecurity: With the rise of cyber threats, Russian language skills are increasingly 
valuable in the tech and security sectors. 

The U.S. government's commitment to Russian language education is evident through 
programs like Language Flagship, which reported 24 Russian Flagship students in 2019-2020 
(Language Flagship Annual Report, 2020). Furthermore, the Boren Awards, which focus on 
critical languages, have consistently included Russian among their priority languages. 
 
For the most current statistics and program details, it's advisable to consult the U.S. Department 
of State's Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs website and recent reports from 
organizations like the American Councils for International Education. 

Russian: A Critical Asset for U.S. Government Operations 

Russian language skills are indispensable for the U.S. government, playing a crucial role in 
national security, diplomacy, and international relations. The U.S. Department of State 
designates Russian as a Critical Language, underscoring its strategic importance. 



For example, in the U.S. Department of Defense, the Secretaries of Military Departments pay a 
Foreign Language Proficiency Bonus to eligible Service members. 

●​ To learn more about the path to achieving full-proficiency in a critical language see the 
U.S. Department of Defense’s Defense Language Transformation Roadmap  

Key reasons why Russian is crucial for the U.S. government: 

1.​ National Security: Russian proficiency is vital for intelligence analysis, threat 
assessment, and cybersecurity efforts. 

2.​ Diplomacy: As one of the UN's six official languages, Russian is essential for effective 
international negotiations and peacekeeping missions. 

3.​ Economic Relations: Understanding Russian facilitates trade negotiations and economic 
analysis involving Eurasian markets. 

4.​ Scientific Collaboration: Russian skills enable cooperation in space exploration, climate 
research, and other scientific fields. 

5.​ Cultural Understanding: Proficiency in Russian enhances cross-cultural communication 
and soft diplomacy efforts. 

The U.S. government actively promotes Russian language learning through various initiatives: 

●​ The Critical Language Scholarship (CLS) Program offers intensive Russian study abroad 
opportunities. 

●​ The Language Flagship Program provides advanced Russian language education. 
●​ Boren Awards support long-term Russian language and cultural immersion for students 

committed to government service. 

While specific numbers of Russian-speaking positions in the government are not publicly 
available, the consistent inclusion of Russian in these programs highlights its ongoing 
importance. The Bureau of Labor Statistics projects a 20% growth in interpreter and translator 
jobs from 2021 to 2031, faster than average, indicating a growing need for language skills 
across sectors. 

Proficiency in Russian opens doors to careers in agencies such as the State Department, 
Department of Defense, CIA, FBI, and USAID. It is an investment in both personal career 
growth and national interests, making Russian an excellent choice for those aspiring to 
government service. 

 

https://dlnseo.org/content/flpb
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/library/policy/dod/d20050330roadmap.pdf

