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The title of this year’s International Association for Language Learning Technology 

(IALLT) conference was Resilience, Transformation, and Beyond. Educators were asked to 

reflect on the transformations, successes, and lessons gained during the online pivot and look 

ahead to post-pandemic practices. This year’s conference was held online, June 16–18, with pre-

recorded content available before the conference on the event app, CrowdCompass. About 70 

asynchronous 15-minute video sessions and 15 digital poster presentations were linked to an 

online schedule on the app.   

Live Zoom sessions during the conference dates included plenaries, panels, and Q&A 

sessions for the presenters who prerecorded. There was a leaderboard for attendees to earn points 

by attending and interacting at the conference, a social space on the meeting platform Nooks, a 

paid cooking class, a virtual DIY pub crawl, a social gaming session, wellness yoga, a virtual 

exhibition hall, social networking coffee breaks in a lounge for impromptu meet-ups, and a 

closing social event hosted by the Japan Association for Self-Access Learning (JASAL) in a 

virtual meeting space called Wonder. For paid members, a recording of the conference events is 

available on-demand through the CrowdCampus app until December 2021 (Quinn & Lavolette, 

2021). 

COVID-19 resulted in many school and university closures and cancellations of face-to-

face classes. Educators, who immediately had to deal with difficult situations, including 

“emergency remote teaching,” began to implement computer-mediated instruction daily through 

online video conferencing platforms or file exchanges on learning management systems. This 

review focuses on three presentations that represent different points on the reality-virtuality 

continuum, a concept that explains a spectrum between the real world and a completely 

simulated world (Milgram, Takemura, Utsumi, & Kishino, 1995). On the left of the continuum is 

digital content mediated by the real world through the use of computers or mobile devices—for 

example, a student checking assignments on a learning management system. On the (almost) far 

right of the continuum, in a completely simulated world, students are avatars in an immersive 

environment—for example, off-site students’ avatars in a virtual reality environment video 

calling with students on campus. Many presenters at the conference began by describing their 

experiences in brick-and-mortar schools and then discussed how learning transitioned to an 
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online environment. This is the case in the first presentation reviewed here: the keynote 

presentation by Dr. Jo Mynard, “Supporting Language Learners Beyond the Classroom: What 

Have We Learned from the Shift to Online Learning Environments?” This presentation covered 

the evolution of self-learning centers from 1960s language labs to 2020s wellbeing facilities that 

meet the basic psychological needs of students. In the next presentation reviewed, “Is There a 

Place for Online Translators in Language Courses?”, panelists Dr. Florencia Henshaw and Dr. 

Errol O'Neill gave evidence and impressions for and against online translation (OT) for language 

learning. Finally, the last presentation reviewed briefly described how researchers Dr. Elizabeth 

Enkin and Mr. Eric Kirschling of the University of Nebraska-Lincoln used Mozilla Hubs to 

create a browser-based virtual reality environment embedded with target language-speaking 

features in “The Language Lab in a Remote Age: Building and Utilizing a Hybrid ‘Smart 

Language Lab.” 

 

Dr. Jo Mynard—“Supporting Language Learners Beyond the Classroom: What Have We 

Learned from the Shift to Online Learning Environments?” 

The keynote speaker from one of IALLT’s partner organizations, JASAL, was Dr. Jo 

Mynard, Professor, Director of the Self-Access Learning Center (SALC), and Director of the 

Research Institute for Learner Autonomy Education (RILAE) at Kanda University of 

International Studies in Japan. Her presentation addressed the shift from onsite learning centers, 

which offer space, resources, advising services, and language practice opportunities, to online 

environments. According to Dr. Mynard, student-led learning communities and one-to-one 

advising that offers support and reflection are particularly effective in online environments. What 

might this shift mean for twenty-first century learner support, particularly regarding learning 

outside the classroom and the role of classroom teachers?  

The Evolution of Language Learning Centers Proved Invaluable During the Online Pivot 

Beginning with a historical overview of self-access language learning (SALL) and self-

access learning centers (SALC) in the 1960s, Dr. Mynard traced the development and 

transformation of these spaces’ practices and offerings from the solitary study of books, 

worksheets, and strategy guides to social community centers in the 2000s and the addition of 

events, experts, listening, writing, conversation lounges, professional advising, and peer support 

observation in the 2010s. Turning to the more recent social mobile movement and student access 
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to online learning sources and, finally, to the current concept of well-being centers designed to 

meet the basic psychological needs of students and help their learning thrive, Dr. Mynard set the 

background for how each of these stages of development played a role in the online pivot of 

2020 (Mynard, forthcoming). 

The basic psychological requirements for student agency and self-determination cited by 

Ryan and Deci (2017) include choices—such as using the target or mother language in the space—

interest, autonomy, competence, relatedness, and leadership (often in the form of student-led 

events and study groups based on shared interests). One of the major focuses of the Kanda SALC 

is advising to promote student autonomy by devising a learner path that suits their personalized 

learning trajectory (Kato & Mynard, 2015).  

The Online Pivot of Kanda’s Self-Access Learning Center 

The evolution of learning beyond the classroom, with its focus on basic psychological 

needs and wellness, was put to the test in 2020 with the shift to online learning. Every step of the 

language lab evolution process—from the 1960’s individual computer-assisted language lab to 

the 2010’s emphasis on social media and online resources to the present-day focus on emotional 

well-being—was the focus of the second part of the talk.  

One of the major changes was the role of the website. It transformed into a hub where 

students could book advising appointments and find online resources. The challenge of moving 

the advising model—the dialogue, tools, and environments model—to Zoom was met with 

skepticism (Mynard, 2020), but this skepticism was overcome quite quickly, in a week or two, 

with the adoption and affordance of the medium by advisors who could convey empathy and a 

sense of listening through the video chat and by making use of the whiteboard and the chat 

features. One notable difference was advisors tended to be more directive than usual because the 

students were at home without other people and resources. The advisors also tended to suggest 

ideas more often (Davis et al., 2020). Although Zoom does not afford natural eye contact, some 

major affordances of the medium include collaborating on a Google Doc recording sessions with 

transcripts, and zero travel time. Even with some tech issues, such as audio failures, students 

reported being comfortable, took time to explore websites, and improved the quality of their 

reflection compared to dropping into an onsite SALC between classes. More research on self-

access and the coronavirus pandemic is published in a SiSAL (Studies in Self-Access Learning) 

special issue.   
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Dr. Florencia Henshaw & Dr. Errol O’Neill—“Is There a Place for Online Translators in 

Language Courses?”  

As language classes pivoted online, a much-discussed topic was the use of online 

translation. Dr. Florencia Henshaw, a Spanish professor at the University of Illinois, Urbana-

Champaign, and Dr. Errol O'Neill, a French professor at the University of Memphis, presented a 

panel with arguments for both sides. In Dr. Florencia Henshaw’s case, teaching novice and 

intermediate students a specific proficiency benchmark to fulfill a requirement, using online 

translation (OT) did not help students acquire a language or develop their communicative ability 

in the target language. While recognizing the efficiency of OT, particularly noting that Google 

Translate (GT) does a good job with Spanish translations, her skepticism regarding online 

translation is in part due to O'Neill’s findings that students who use OT were unable to produce 

the target language on their own (O’Neill, 2019). Her goal is for students “to develop a 

communication system that [they] can use to communicate on their own.” The use of OT is the 

equivalent of “asking a friend to translate for you,” thus falling into the category of unauthorized 

assistance. Furthermore, she compares online language tools, such as Grammarly, to a car’s 

navigation system, but online translators to a self-driving car. If you use a self-driving car, have 

you learned how to drive? 

Instead of banning OT in her classes, Dr. Henshaw redistributes assignment weights to 

lower the incentive to use OT and gives incentives to students who produce assignments and 

content at their proficiency level. In her syllabus, she reiterates that students who rely on OT are 

doing themselves a disservice if their goal is to acquire communicative ability in the target 

language. 

Beginning with the history of Babel Fish, Dr. Errol O’Neill briefly explained how online 

translators work and notes that algorithms are improving. One positive is that users can fiddle 

with the online translation to see different outcomes. His research shows that the majority of 

students are already using OT, even more so in online classes. With training, students can reflect 

on what is being translated and make decisions based on that. He has developed his own 

workshop to have students reflect on OT (O’Neill, 2019). In his classes, after the workshop, 

students preferred their own translations and usage of OT dropped. Language instructors can 

help students by practicing good habits (bin Damash, 2020) when using online tools. After the 
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discussion, the attendees were polled, and the majority of attendees were now in the OT as “food 

for thought” category. 

 

Dr. Elizabeth Enkin & Mr. Eric Kirschling—“The Language Lab in a Remote Age: 

Building and Utilizing a Hybrid “Smart Language Lab” 

An ongoing project before COVID-19, The Language Lab at the University of Nebraska-

Lincoln created virtual meeting spaces with a virtual browser-based 3D collaboration platform 

called Mozilla Hubs and embedded them with Amazon Sumerian virtual reality applications. Dr. 

Elizabeth Enkin and Mr. Eric Kirschling introduced this Smart Lab, which is a replica of the 

physical lab and now, as students return to campus, a hybrid lab.  

The Smart Lab consists of three rooms: two virtual meeting rooms and one workroom. It 

provides students with novel experiential-based learning opportunities. The virtual meeting 

rooms are connected to the “Amazon Ecosystem,” and high-quality browser-based applications 

create an immersive environment that can be entered via a virtual reality headset, PC, or mobile 

device.  AWS (Amazon Web Services) Polly greets students in the target language when they 

enter the lobby. AWS Polly is a text-to-speech (TTS) application that turns text into life-like 

speech. AWS Polly runs on an XML-based markup language called SSML (speech, synthesis, 

markup language) that can be set up for different languages, voices, accents, gestures, etc. In Dr. 

Enkin’s demonstration, AWS Polly took a reservation for the room in Spanish.  

Behind the first door is “Hubs School,” which has three classrooms and five breakout 

rooms. These can be reserved by students. Dr. Enkin notes, one positive of holding classes here 

is that research suggests that students in social VR settings have lower stress levels when 

working in the target language. The second door opens the “Morning Dew Coffee Shop,” which 

is a virtual lounge built with MozillaHubs. Students can have class, meet at conversation tables, 

or conduct self-assessments or autonomous activities. Students can enter the lounge on a PC or 

mobile device when on or off-campus. Behind the third door is the virtual lab, which is built with 

Amazon’s Sumerian software to allow quick access to machine learning, chatbots, code 

execution, and more. An ongoing project is Sentence Sleuth, a grammatical judgment test in 

which the user inputs a sentence in the target language and gets judged. The “Maze Task,” built 

with AWS Dynamo DB (database), measures the reaction time for word constructions. It is 

designed to train Spanish learners on difficult grammar structures. This game is also available as 
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a mobile app on the Apple Store or Google Play. Mr. Eric Kirschling demonstrated playing in a 

VR headset using hand controls to click on correct word sets or body movements to dodge 

incorrect word sets.  

Other applications being developed with AWS are “Smart Cat Convos” an AI-based 

service for building conversations, which will be mirrored in the physical space with a robotic 

cat, and task-based simulations, such as ordering in a restaurant or asking for directions. In 

addition, the virtual lab area mirrors an on campus makerspace. In the virtual workshop, students 

can collaborate to create an object that can be printed on a 3D printer in the physical world or 

used as-is virtually.  

 

Conclusion 

As the pandemic continues to cause school closures worldwide, the lessons learned and 

reflected on at this year’s IALLT conference provide insight into how technology might change 

the landscape of language learning forever. Dr. Jo Mynard reported that students felt less stress 

during online advising sessions, the very type of interaction required to meet the physiological 

needs of students to create wellbeing in 2020 SALCs (Mynard, forthcoming). Thus, an idea 

originally met with skepticism turned into a silver lining during the online pivot. Dr. Florencia 

Henshaw and Dr. Errol O’Neill presented the pros and cons of using online translators in 

language classes, yet agreed that a majority of students use them and they are likely to continue 

to improve. Finally, Dr. Elizabeth Enkin and Mr. Eric Kirschling demonstrated what hybrid 

language labs look like using browser-based immersive technology, target language-speaking 

virtual assistants, and conversation-building robotic cats. We might ask, if schools had never shut 

down, would we have ever thought that it was possible to accomplish all of this in a mere 18 

months? Resilience, Transformation, and Beyond was an appropriate title for this year’s 

conference, which highlighted challenges, technological affordances, and reconsiderations of 

pedagogies in language learning.  
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