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The Language Center Handbook 2021, published by the International Association 

for Language Learning Technology (IALLT), is the newest volume in a series that 

addresses issues related to both language center management and design. IALLT may 

already be familiar to some JASAL members as JASAL became an “official partner 

organization” of IALLT in 2020, a connection forged through the efforts of Elizabeth 

Lavolette (Kyoto Sangyo University), one of the editors of this collection along with 

Angelika Kraemer (Cornell University). Contrasting with earlier volumes that featured 

authors predominantly based in the United States, this book is part of a recent initiative 

by IALLT to become truly “international,” including authors based in Hong Kong, 

Japan, Germany, Mexico, and Canada.  

One important point, addressed in the introduction, is how “language education 

spaces” are conceived of differently in the United States in comparison to other 

international contexts. Such spaces in the United States are often referred to as 

“language centers” (or “language labs”, a term and conceptualization now largely 

falling out of favor). Those spaces outside of the United States are often organized as 

self-access centers (SACs) or self-access learning centers (SALCs). While both types of 

spaces “aim to support language learners”, “place a high value on social learning” and 

“provide materials and technology to learners in physical and virtual spaces,” (p. ix) 

they differ, as the editors note, in that language centers (LCs) generally provide 

professional development and support for faculty, and SALCs are created with the goal 

of promoting self-directed learning. In an attempt to bridge the gap that existed until 

quite recently between these different contexts, the chapters of this book, “cover[ing] 

big-picture issues for language spaces” (p. vi) were selected with the aim of 

“facilitat[ing] [an] international conversation” (p. ix) among those involved with 

language education spaces worldwide. 

This book is divided into three sections, the first of which explores “The Origins 

and Fundamentals of Language Spaces.” Chapter 1 is an in-depth history of language 

laboratories and centers, spanning a century, that includes the voices of LC 

administrators. There is a general progression from “language labs” designed to provide 

technology that supports audio-lingual style language learning, to spaces that serve 

almost as libraries that lend a variety of language learning material, to “language 

centers” that place more emphasis on communication skills and interaction. One 
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challenge facing many LCs today, the authors note, is the pressure to adjust to rapidly 

changing, increasingly accessible technology.  

Chapter 2 describes the history of the JASAL organization and how self-access 

learning took hold in Japan. This includes a discussion of where SALCs tend to be 

developed, often at private universities, and how they vary in focus, usually either on 

promoting autonomy, providing language use opportunities, or encouraging 

international interaction. The chapter concludes with the authors’ proposals for next 

steps for the organization based on a survey of JASAL members and their needs.  

Chapter 3 provides a guide for LC staff on supporting faculty in the development 

of online language learning courses. Two case studies are presented: one on a course for 

teachers on “Fundamentals of Online Language Teaching” that itself was online, 

offering practical experience for those enrolled. The other study was on the “Less 

Commonly Taught and Indigenous Languages Partnership” in which universities 

collaborated to offer online courses for underrepresented languages, thereby increasing 

access for students.  

Chapter 4 details the evolution of the University of Chicago Language Center into 

a “hub” (p. 98) that supports the development of language teaching skills for faculty and 

graduate students from different departments and increases the visibility of language 

study opportunities on campus. The author offers advice on ways for LC administrators 

working with different levels of institutional support to meet the needs of language 

educators.  

Chapter 5 presents data from four IALLT surveys collected over six years on 

language center trends. This chapter illustrates the contexts in which LCs are embedded, 

often large research universities, and the profile of the “typical” LC director and their 

background: people with master’s or doctoral degrees in foreign language literature. 

Trends emerging from the data include an increased effort by LC administrators to 

provide social and event space, and challenges such as a decline in language enrollment, 

budget cuts, and the struggle to maintain relevance with technology becoming more 

accessible without LC support.  

The second section on “Designing and Redesigning Language Spaces” begins 

with Chapter 6, which illustrates the three-phase redesign of a SALC in a post-

secondary institution in Hong Kong. Emphasizing the importance of involving 
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“stakeholders” (in this case, center users, teachers, and center staff), the authors discuss 

interviews with student users and staff and consultations with other SALCs as part of 

the first phase. In the second phase changes to the SALC were made, including the 

addition of a “noisy zone” (p. 153) with movable furniture, increased speaking and 

writing support, and workshops that encourage independent learning. The third phase 

was the evaluation of the redesigned SALC by stakeholders. This chapter provides a 

framework that other institutions with similar budgets and space restrictions can use.  

Chapter 7 details the development of the Julien Couture Resource Center (JCRC) 

within the Official Languages and Bilingualism Institute at the University of Ottawa. 

The JCRC, both a learning space and a center for resources on second language 

teaching, exists to support the implementation of the university’s mission, supported by 

the government of Canada, to promote bilingualism and cultural exchange between 

anglophone and francophone teachers and students. This chapter explains how the 

JCRC adapted to support faculty and students in developing and maintaining their own 

bilingualism in line with university requirements. It also addresses the efforts made to 

close the gap between different language groups on campus and to collaborate with 

community partners.  

Chapter 8 examines the language center at Sojo University (Kumamoto, Japan) as 

a “complex dynamic system” (p. 199).  It is argued that the Sojo International Learning 

Center or “SILC” was able to “maintain dynamic stability” (p. 199) despite being 

directly affected by the 2016 Kumamoto Earthquakes that made their physical space 

unusable, forcing teachers and resources to be decentralized and resettled separately 

across campus while a new center was being built. Using technological tools such as 

Moodle and Microsoft Teams to maintain communication among teachers and students 

helped the SILC to survive and continue to innovate even after their new space was 

completed.  

Chapter 9 explores the model of “co-design” (p. 217), an approach to improving 

language centers in which the process is emphasized over the final result. Two case 

studies in which the model was applied are provided: one from a university in Germany 

and one from the United States. The co-design process includes defining the mission of 

a space, involving stakeholders and assessing their needs, creating “prototypes” (p. 218) 

with which to experiment with changes, evaluating what was done, and repeating these 
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steps. The authors stress that change should emerge through collaboration and not 

through a top-down approach and that all changes be incremental and flexible rather 

than static.  

Chapter 10 is the first in the third and final section: “Technology for Language 

Spaces.” This chapter shares the history of the University of Washington’s Language 

Learning Center and describes how they produce and manage digital media. The authors 

provide a detailed breakdown of how they make media accessible for learners and the 

technical process of archiving, digitizing, and converting both audio and video content.  

In Chapter 11 the authors report how two universities collaborated to create 

“teletandem” partnerships (p. 269) for students involved in four different programs at 

their institutions. Teletandem, which is an online, mutually beneficial language and 

cultural exchange, was used to connect English and Spanish learners and speakers. This 

chapter explains how the programs were developed, beginning with identifying learner 

goals and planning, matching student partners and negotiating their schedules, preparing 

necessary equipment, providing orientation sessions, and creating tasks for student 

partners to complete. The authors include an analysis of the results based on feedback 

from the students who took part in the program. They also identify possible challenges 

and provide practical advice for other language centers that may consider starting a 

telecollaboration program.  

Chapter 12 discusses the use of “immersive technologies” (p. 299) such as 

augmented and virtual reality (VR) at the University of Virginia’s Language Commons 

and what their potential roles can be in other LCs. VR was used to give students cultural 

experiences through activities, such as a virtual tour of a faculty member’s hometown. 

Noting that there were challenges involving the need to keep up with rapidly changing 

technology and some issues with accessibility and ease of use, the authors argued that 

VR shows the potential to enrich student interaction in the target language based on the 

media experienced.  

Chapter 13 considers how VR technology can be integrated into language 

learning courses with LC support. The authors describe how students used VR to 

improve their vocabulary and grammar skills in interactive, virtual “chat spaces” and 

build vocabulary skills with a learning game developed by the LC. One group of 

students also used VR to “visit” the Hermitage Museum to select art pieces to speak 



Review of Language Center Handbook 2021 
 

JASAL Journal Vol. 2, No. 2, December 2021 79 

about, later creating their own virtual art pieces to share. The hope is to enhance 

motivation and technology skills of both students and faculty by involving them in 

facilitating VR use. 

The IALLT Handbook provides valuable insight into language learning spaces, 

predominantly in the U.S., and their histories. Those involved in self-access learning, 

even if educated in the U.S., may not be familiar with the current reality of LCs, many 

of which are pivoting towards facilitating more social language learning and striving to 

incorporate advancing technology. Much has changed since the “language lab” era. The 

chapters in this volume well illustrate how the featured spaces are situated within larger 

contexts, working towards institutional and even national initiatives for language 

learning. The contexts that many of these chapters describe may feel starkly different 

from those that JASAL Journal readers are used to; for example, large, well-funded 

public institutions versus smaller, private ones with spaces on a smaller scale. While 

there is pressure to maintain relevance in a changing world for many U.S.-based LCs, 

for SALCs in Japan there may be pressure to gain relevance and acceptance in the first 

place. Perhaps with these differences in mind, the authors make an effort to offer 

approaches on topics like center redesign that can be adapted in other institutions. 

Anyone looking to know more about innovations outside of the self-access world would 

be well served by reading this volume. 

Those who are looking for a general guide to language centers may find that, 

despite the “handbook” label, it does not serve as one. Instead, it is more of a snapshot 

of the current state of language learning spaces, with some chapters that felt a bit too 

dense or technical to be accessible for those without a background working in LCs. The 

context and history of most spaces was provided, which, while relevant, due to the 

similarities among the LCs featured, approached redundancy. I felt that some areas, 

perhaps due to my own experience in a SALC versus an LC, were underexplored. A 

sentiment that emerged from this volume was the idea that a reliance on technology 

could be risky as it becomes increasingly accessible without support from LCs, 

potentially making it harder to justify their existence. It was suggested in some chapters 

that in addition to keeping up with new technology, spaces should work to incorporate 

more social language learning and interaction. The authors did not go into detail on 

plans for shifting in this way—a gap I am curious to see filled. The importance of 
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including stakeholders was stressed in nearly every chapter, but I felt, with some 

exceptions, that stakeholder voices (other than those of directors) were lacking. More 

LC user insight would be a valuable addition to future volumes. 

This book serves as an exciting start to the conversation between those involved 

in language learning spaces in the United States and in self-access learning in Japan. 

Instead of viewing the differences between the U.S. context and Japan context as 

something to bridge, we can use them as a source of inspiration. How can we support 

and involve faculty and advisors or teachers within self-access learning spaces? Would 

incorporating more technology strengthen our positions on campus or help us reach 

more students? In turn, for LCs, how might adding services like language learning 

advising or other elements that support independent learning further justify their 

presence on campus and help their learners? I look forward to more mutually beneficial 

dialogue that will emerge from the new IALLT and JASAL relationship and future 

collaborative works like the Language Center Handbook.  


