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It has been my privilege over many years to serve the goals of HACU and participate in 

shaping its international objectives.  In 1999, HACU organized an international plenary 

as part of the 13
th

 Annual Conference in Miami.  My husband, Michael, and I attended 

along with many colleagues from the Americas and from overseas.   We all shared a 

commitment to global learning opportunities for students.  Following that conference, a 

group of us worked on the first iteration of a Plan for HACU’s International Role and 

Priorities.    At the HACU Annual Conference in 2000, three of us addressed the Plan and 

implementation issues.  My focus was on U. S. HACU member institutions.   Fellow 

presenters were a member of the U. S. Department of State and the rector from the 

Universidad Regiomontana from Monterrey, Nuevo León, México. 

 

In the years since that Annual Conference, the HACU Task Force on International 

Education has transformed into the International Commission, supported by the Office of 

International Programs and led by Dr. Álvaro Romo, HACU Associate Vice President, 

who serves as principal support and guiding light.  I have been honored to be a member 

of the International Commission since its inception and have personally witnessed its 

growth in vision and accomplishments. 
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Today, I will offer some remarks about this initiative first for HACU, the United States, 

and then for the students we serve.  Contextually, certain issues have not changed over 

the years.  In this year of anniversaries for the Hispanic Association of Colleges and 

Universities, we remember that HACU was founded twenty-five years ago.  The 

pioneering membership of 13 colleges has grown to 477 member colleges and 

universities across all categories of membership.   I note that HACU launched its 

international membership in 1996 and welcomed three international members: the 

Universidad Autónoma de Guadalajara (México), Universidade Salgado de Oliveira-

Universo (Brazil), and the Corporación Universitaria de Ciencias Aplicadas y 

Ambientales (Colombia).  We now have 52 international members. 

 

Contextually we are wise to remember that Hispanic Americans are a central part of 

United States history, the first European settlers in the territory of the U.S. were Hispanic, 

and that our nation, the United States of America, is home to many different Hispanic 

populations alongside the various other ethnic groups who are part of the U.S. mosaic.  

As we in HACU often say, our organization is “uniquely positioned to facilitate and 

promote international higher education throughout the Americas and the world.”
1
   

 

HACU’s role is advocacy.  To assist the HACU member institutions, HACU has 

successfully negotiated agreements of collaboration with many U.S. federal agencies 

such as the U. S. Department of State, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the U.S. 

Department of the Interior, and the Environmental Protection Agency.  These agencies in 

                                           
1
 HACU, Borderless Education:  Hispanics Re-Encounter and Vision,” A report to the Board of Governors 

on HACU priorities for international education, July, 2003. 
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particular provide support for international engagement in higher education.  Our national 

and international partners are also instrumental in the HACU agreements with the Inter-

American Organization for Higher Education, with the Government of Spain through the 

Ministry of Education and Science, with Global Learning Semesters, and IES Abroad, to 

name just a few.  In this context, we must also acknowledge the superb leadership of Dr. 

Antonio Flores and HACU members in the development of a Memorandum of 

Understanding with the U. S. Department of Education.  The earliest MOU called for 

international study opportunities for students from HSI institutions.  For example, the 

U.S. Department of Education agreed to “encourage…. cooperative program activities 

among HSIs….internships, fellowships and cooperative educational opportunities …[for] 

students attending HACU member institutions….technical assistance to HSIs including 

training, research, and outreach.”  Each of the objectives has a fundamental premise and 

that is that students at HSIs will share equally in the international opportunities available 

to all students. 

 

This point leads clearly to the students we serve.  We must insure that our HSI campuses 

provide the ever more important global education experiences.  We realize that our 

students often cannot participate by way of traditional year-long models and we search 

for alternatives.  Moreover, many of our institutions do not ordinarily have the resources, 

either public or private, to provide the additional financial support that is necessary for 

our students to participate.  That is why strategies to find ways to fund scholarship 

opportunities for international education experiences are so important alongside other 

ways to support student study abroad.  Over the last ten years, each HACU annual 
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conference has featured an international plenary as well as workshops for campus leaders 

in international education.   HSI students reflect the wide ranging diversity of the United 

States, and they are determined to improve their economic circumstances and their life 

chances.  This is the message they deliver on behalf of the United States when they are 

studying abroad.  

 

The collaborative partnerships across the nations have common elements.  Faculty and 

students are interested in learning where a particular nation’s university excels in 

academic and support areas.    For example, there is considerable interest for those who 

choose to come to United States HACU institutions to study topics such as school 

management, school accreditation, trends in education, and bilingual education.  Many 

HACU member institutions are often well in the forefront even of our U.S. colleagues in 

higher education in these areas.  A leader of a Chinese delegation to Northeastern Illinois 

University, a Hispanic Serving Institution located in Chicago, wrote:  “We are extremely 

impressed with the professors and other personnel at the university; [the] special 

arrangements to accommodate disabled students, the library, the computer labs and [the] 

emphasis of the university to serve the needs of students and society.”  This is what that 

Chinese delegation noticed that was different. 

 

Commitment to student access is a major outcome from the Americans with Disabilities 

Act and how we are teaching and practicing an accessible model to the rest of the world.  

It is wise and proper to include this evidence in every collaborative application we may 

make to funding agencies, private and public, as well as our international partners.    
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Art and culture are also central aspects of our international dimension.  My second 

example consists of a cultural full circle in the heart of Chicago.  For over thirty years, 

Northeastern Illinois University has been home to Ensemble Español, Spanish Dance 

Theater.  This Company in residence at Northeastern Illinois University provides artistic 

and educational excellence while preserving the rich cultural heritage of Spain.  It is the 

only such company in the United States.   The Ensemble unites Spain and the Americas 

with the mosaic of integrated world cultures.  Many of you have seen the Ensemble in 

performance at a HACU annual meeting.   

 

The annual Festival brings major guest artists from Spain and the Americas to teach and 

perform in the classic, ethnic, folkloric, and contemporary traditions.   Moreover, the 

Ensemble provides educational opportunities to young people throughout Chicago and 

successfully recruits students from the Americas, Asia, and the Middle East.  His 

Majesty, King Juan Carlos honored the founder of the Ensemble, NEIU Professor 

Komaiko, with the Lazo de Dama for her contributions to Spanish culture.   As part of 

Northeastern’s global education programming, the Ensemble Español accepted an 

invitation to perform at Warsaw University in 2006 and recently in China.  There you 

have it:  a highly esteemed Hispanic cultural artifact made up of students from all over 

the world enrolled in a Chicago university is bringing Hispanic art to Poland and China.   

 

Students in HACU institutions have another distinct advantage.  Many speak Spanish.  If 

you are in a community of 25 percent and more of Latino students, it is not difficult to 

find opportunities to practice language!  This dovetails so nicely into a clearly emerging 
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focus on the renewed emphasis on foreign language competencies among U. S. students 

and commented upon in this international conference by several speakers.  Our students 

are in a good position to take advantage of the parallel movement to highlight the status 

of the world languages and the role of Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, and Portuguese.   While, 

as one of my colleagues says, “there is a terrible pain when one is illiterate in two 

languages,”   I say that being literate in two languages is a wonderful treasure.  Bilingual 

students learn third languages more easily than monolinguals as I know from personal 

experience coming from a bilingual home.    Scholars ask the question: “How large an 

English vocabulary and how great a command of English grammar does a person need in 

order to be considered an English-speaker?”
2
  On the other side of the coin, how hard is it 

for the native English speaker to learn Spanish?    These are areas for study.   

 

Our Spanish heritage or our native speakers are in a position to perfect their Spanish and 

turn it into a useful asset for their careers.  We also need to make more widely known the 

fact that bilingual students have skills that enable them to learn a third language quickly.   

It is a fact that study in Spanish language currently represents 53% of all students 

enrolled in language study in the United States.
3
  While it is a grave concern that U. S. 

undergraduate enrollment in advanced language courses (or majors) over all is declining, 

we need to make the most of the Spanish enrollments that we have and work toward true 

competency and fluency.  In fact, a recent criticism of American students who study 

language in college or university is that they often do not end up with any degree of 

fluency.  But our heritage speakers are in another category and stand to gain a great deal 

                                           
2
 Barbara Wallraff, “What Global Language?” The Atlantic Monthly, November 2000, p. 56. 

3
 MLA 2009 Enrollment Survey:  Spanish, 864,986 and all other (except Latin and Ancient Greek), 

764,340 
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from formal Spanish language study.  There needs to be more attention paid to this part 

of language studies and what it means for our HACU institutions and our students.  In 

this regard, the Spanish government is strongly supporting our efforts.  At HACU’s 2010 

annual meeting in San Diego, we heard from Diego Fernández Alberdi who serves as 

Counselor for Education and Science for the United States and Canada at the Embassy of 

Spain in the United States and who accompanied the Ambassador this morning.  In San 

Diego, Mr. Fernández Alberdi reminded us that language is central to keeping the 

connections between Spain and the Americas vibrant.  This is why the Embassy focus on 

education in creative ways continues over the decades.   

 

Alongside the many challenges for international education on HACU campuses, let me 

assure you of one hopeful note.   There is nothing casual about the international initiative 

at HACU.  We members know that this is all about choices and what we believe is 

important for current and future students.   On behalf of all our member institutions who 

commit to creating opportunities for increasing student success through the international 

initiative, we are deeply grateful to the HACU leadership, especially Dr. Antonio Flores 

and Dr. Álvaro Romo, whose wisdom and creativity assist us all in every way.  May the 

International Commission make its work ever stronger on behalf of our member 

institutions and our students.   As my Spanish teacher many years ago suggested, let your 

audience know you are ending your talk with the phrase:  Y aquí se murió 

Paulita…Gracias. 


