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Abstract 

This article offers a brief introduction to language centers (LCs) in the US and how they 
differ from and share commonalities with Japanese self-access centers. While LCs vary 
significantly in size and scope across the US, the article highlights commonalities based on 
a decade of LC survey data, collected by JASAL’s American sister organization, the 
International Association for Language Learning Technology (IALLT). Three specific 
examples of US LCs highlight common physical and virtual spaces, stakeholders, and 
services in these centers. The article provides a basis for discovering what language center 
users and administrators in the US and Japan can learn from each other. 
 
本論文は、アメリカ式の言語学センター（LC）を簡単に紹介し、日本のセルフ・
アクセス・センターとの違いや共通点を説明する。JASALのアメリカの姉妹組織
である International Association for Language Learning Technology（IALLT）が収集し
た 10年間の LC調査データに基づき、LCの規模や範囲が全米で大きく異なること
が明らかになった一方で、本論文で共通点を浮き彫りにする。LCの一般的な物理
的・バーチャルなスペース、利害関係者、サービス等を強調するため、アメリカ

の LCの具体例を３つ紹介する。日米のランゲージセンターの利用者・管理者が互
いに何を学ぶことができるかを発見するための根拠を提供する。 
 
Keywords: learning spaces, US language centers, IALLT, self-access 
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Mynard’s article in this special issue summarizes the history of self-access language 

learning and self-access centers in Japan. The goal of the current article is to introduce our 

Japanese colleagues to language centers (LCs) in the US and serve as an impetus for how 

the American experience can inform self-access learning center (SALC) administration in 

Japan. As Mynard pointed out, current key areas in SALC research and practice focus on 

the experience of the learner (i.e., advising, social processes, student-led social learning 

communities, use of technology to support student learning, and self-directed learning). As 

we will show, one of the biggest differences between SALCs and US language centers is 

the latter’s focus on language learners and faculty (e.g., through professional development 

and funding). 

Our perspectives on language spaces are informed by our own experiences living 

and working in different countries. You cannot truly know what is typical about your own 

culture until you step outside it and experience another culture. This is also true of the 

culture of language spaces. Angelika first worked in language spaces in Germany before 

moving to the US, which gave her a new viewpoint on learning spaces. Betsy began to 

understand the peculiarities of US language centers only after moving to Japan and 

experiencing SALCs and other language spaces in the country (e.g., Lavolette & Claflin, 

2021).  

In the following, we offer a brief introduction to LCs in the US, highlighting 

common physical and virtual spaces, stakeholders, and services, and describing three 

specific LCs. The article hopes to provide a basis for discovering what language center 

users and administrators in the US and Japan can learn from each other. 

 

What is a Typical US Language Center? 

Lavolette and Kraemer (2017) defined a language center as “a physical and/or 

virtual space that supports foreign and/or second language learning and/or teaching within a 

larger educational institution” (p. 149). The definition can be broken down into three 

components: space, language learning, and teaching support, and belonging to a larger 

educational institution. To elaborate on these components, we refer to the results of surveys 

conducted by the International Association for Language Learning Technology (IALLT), 

JASAL’s American sister organization that has surveyed language centers and associated 

educators since the 1970s. 

 



Introduction to US Language Centers 

 

JASAL Journal Vol. 3, No. 2, December 2022 25 

Space 
First, a LC is a space, whether that space is physical, virtual, or both. In practice, 

purely virtual LCs did not exist as of 2017 (Lavolette, 2018). Rather, LCs had physical 

spaces that were supported by virtual spaces.  

According to the results of the 2017 IALLT Survey (Lavolette & Kraemer, 2017), 

some LCs consisted of a single room, which was typically a computer lab, lounge, or 

classroom. At the other end of the spectrum, one director described a LC that had 25 rooms, 

including smart classrooms, general and specialized labs, staff offices, and recording 

studios. The data showed that nearly half of LCs (25 of 53 responses) provided virtual 

spaces, although no further details were available about these virtual spaces. In 2019, the 

number of LCs that offered virtual spaces declined slightly (21 of 53 respondents; Kraemer 

& Ledgerwood, 2019). 

While the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic prompted many LCs to move 

services online, anecdotal evidence suggests that most, if not all, LCs still provide physical 

spaces in 2022.  

Language Learning and Teaching Support  

 The language learning and teaching components of the LC definition point to the 

intended users, with “learning support” generally intended for students and “teaching 

support” generally intended for faculty and graduate students. Results of the 2021 IALLT 

Survey (Kraemer & Cotter, 2021) showed that most LCs served a combination of students, 

faculty, (non-teaching) staff, and the larger community, with nearly all LCs serving students 

(54/56) and most also serving faculty (50/56); as noted above, this is a significant 

difference between SALCs and US LCs. About two-thirds of LCs served staff (38/56), and 

about 23% also served the community (13/56). 

This indicates that most US-style LCs support both learning and teaching, with 

teaching support generally including professional development for faculty. 

Belonging to an Educational Institution 

The last component of the language center definition, membership in a larger 

institution, was included to avoid classifying independent language schools (such as 

English language institutes) as language centers. In many cases, language schools include 

units that fit the definition of a language center, but the school itself is intentionally 

excluded from the definition because they are more akin to language departments than 

language centers. 
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Examples of US LCs 

 Above, we provided details about typical US LCs, based on survey data. To get 

familiar with US LCs, it may also be useful to describe three specific centers and their 

spaces, which serve as representative examples. The following three centers are housed at 

three different types of postsecondary institutions, all of which offer four-year degree 

programs. 

Michigan State University Center for Language Teaching Advancement 

 Angelika is the former executive associate director (2008–2018) of a language 

center at a large public university in the state of Michigan, USA (enrollment roughly 50,000 

undergraduate, graduate, and professional students). The Center for Language Teaching 

Advancement (CeLTA) is housed in the College of Arts & Letters and supports language 

educators, language learners, and the community at large. In 2018, CeLTA’s main office 

suite consisted of a large open social space that also housed the front desk, a storage room, 

five private offices, and a staff kitchen. Across the hallway were two computer labs, each 

with 30 computers on moveable desks, linked by a lab control room between the two 

spaces. A sixth private office for the lab manager, a long-term storage room, and a 

recording studio rounded out the space. The main open space and kitchen were used for 

conversation hours, professional development events, meetings, and classes and events 

offered by CeLTA’s Community Language School, an outreach arm that provided language 

and culture programming to the larger community. CeLTA was open during regular 

business hours (M–F, 9 a.m.–5 p.m.) with Community Language School events taking 

place in the early evenings and on some weekends. These community events included 

weekly language classes for children ages 3–18, weekly adult language classes, monthly 

cultural events for families, and professional development events for language educators of 

children of all ages and university faculty. The center staff consisted of two part-time co-

directors with appointed duties in other departments, six full-time and three part-time 

employees, five graduate assistants, seven student assistants, and three interns. CeLTA was 

also home to an online master’s degree in foreign language teaching, which was led by a 

director, one additional core faculty member, and four affiliated faculty members. CeLTA 

had received various grants from the US government to study language proficiency gains in 

students and to advance the teaching and learning of less commonly taught languages, 

which funded some programmatic positions. 
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To support language learners, the center offered weekly conversation hours in 12–

15 of the almost 30 languages taught at the institution, preparation for proficiency 

assessments, and a graduate certification in college foreign language teaching, among other 

support services. 

Some of the support for language teachers included a weekly professional 

development series, academic-year learning communities, academic-year fellowships for 

language teaching faculty and graduate students, and equipment checkout (e.g., video 

cameras, tripods, and iPads). CeLTA spaces could be reserved by language teachers. 

All programming was advertised on the center website and Facebook page, which were 

updated by various staff members. Other virtual spaces included a blog and associated 

Instagram account, highlighting stories from across the university about the transformative 

power of languages. CeLTA also hosted a weekly radio show about second language 

acquisition. 

Cornell University Language Resource Center 

 Angelika is the current director of a language center at a private Ivy League 

university in the state of New York, USA (enrollment roughly 25,000 undergraduate, 

graduate, and professional students). The Language Resource Center (LRC) is housed in 

the College of Arts & Sciences and supports language educators and learners. The physical 

LRC space consists of an administrative office suite with five offices, a professional 

recording studio, four distance-learning language classrooms, a computer lab, and a multi-

functional learning space. The learning space features a variety of moveable furniture, 

digital display screens, and audio equipment, enabling presentations, group discussions, 

film screenings, and individual work. It is staffed by 8–10 student assistants and is open for 

drop-in from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. on weekdays and 3–6 p.m. on Sundays. Weekly language 

tutoring and conversation hours in over 20 languages take place in this space (some even in 

languages that are not taught at Cornell, stemming from student interest), as does the 

monthly LRC Speaker Series. Student groups and language teachers can reserve the space 

and computer lab for language/culture events. The center staff consists of a director, an 

administrative manager, a media manager, an educational technology specialist, and a 

language learning initiatives coordinator, all of whom are full-time. 

Over 50 languages are offered at the university, some as part of the Shared Course 

Initiative, a collaborative agreement among Cornell, Columbia, and Yale Universities to 
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share instruction in the less commonly taught languages using high-definition 

videoconferencing.  

Other academic programs include one-credit introductory language courses and 

one-credit courses taught in a world language that are attached to a disciplinary course 

(e.g., a course conducted in Spanish that is tied to a government class). Note that compared 

to typical language courses, which range from 3 to 6 credits, these are low-credit, low-

pressure courses that do not count toward the language requirement in the College of Arts 

& Sciences. 

Support for language teachers includes the monthly speaker series, a weekly 

podcast, semester-based learning communities, and academic-year micro-grants for 

effective and innovative projects that enhance language instruction.  

The LRC website is the virtual hub for all programming, and most professional 

development events are live-streamed and recorded for broad access. The website is 

updated regularly by the LRC director. The LRC also maintains an active social media 

presence on Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and YouTube. 

Gettysburg College Language Resource Center 

 Betsy was the director (2014–2018) of a language center at Gettysburg College in 

the state of Pennsylvania, USA. The total student population of this small, private liberal 

arts college was around 2,500, and the Language Resource Center (LRC) was 

proportionately small. Physically, it consisted of one main room with four small adjacent 

rooms, along with a computer classroom that could accommodate around 20 students. The 

main room served multiple roles as a lounge, classroom, and meeting space. The adjacent 

rooms were used as the director’s office, a front desk and storage area, a small library for 

housing books in world languages, and a multilingual game library. Despite the small 

student population, in any given year, the center supported around 50 professors, lecturers, 

teaching assistants, and part-time instructors who taught 9 or 10 languages (depending on 

course offerings that year). It also hired six to eight part-time student workers. 

In addition to the physical space, the LRC also had a virtual presence in the form of 

a space on the official university website, directly managed and edited by the director. The 

website included resources for language learners and teachers, in addition to general 

information about the physical LRC space. The LRC also had a Facebook page, which was 

updated by both the student staff and the director. 
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To support language learners, the main room and its adjacent rooms were open to 

drop-in users from 1–10 p.m. on weekdays and 5–10 p.m. on Sundays, with some variation 

depending on student staff availability. Learners could use LRC resources, such as books, 

computers, iPads, digital display screens, and an audio/video recording space and 

equipment, and they could check out most of the materials as well. Conducting checkouts 

and helping students use equipment was generally the responsibility of the student staff. 

The space hosted student club activities related to language and cultures, including 

extensive reading clubs in various languages. 

To support language teachers, the spaces were available to use as classrooms by 

reservation, with the main room available in the mornings, and the computer classroom 

available at any time. The director also arranged language pedagogy and technology 

workshops, lectures, and book discussion groups, contributed to writing grants (e.g., a 

Fulbright grant to take faculty members to China for a month of language and culture 

study), and provided one-on-one technology and pedagogy support. 

 

Commonalities of US Language Centers 

 As is evident from the previous sections, language centers in the US vary in size and 

scope. However, many LCs share common physical and virtual spaces, stakeholders that 

include students and faculty, and services in support of all LC users and for a broad variety 

of languages.  

LCs are Vibrant Social Spaces 

US language centers have evolved over the past decade from technology-focused 

language laboratories (e.g., Hagen, 2017; Roby, 2003) to flexible social spaces (Lavolette 

& Kraemer, 2021). The heart of the typical US LC is a common, social space where 

language and culture learning and related events take place. This space is often 

supplemented by physical classroom/lab spaces with modern technology and by an online 

presence via a website/social media to increase stakeholder engagement. This development 

toward more social spaces mirrors a similar trend in Japan (see Mynard in this issue). 

Student staff play an important role in daily operations of the typical US LC; these 

paid staff members are caretakers of the main learning space, help support learners in that 

space, and facilitate materials checkout and technology use for all LC users. 
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LCs are for Students and Faculty 

As reported above, most US LCs serve a combination of students, faculty, and staff. 

Lavolette and Kraemer (2021) reported that while students were the intended audience for 

almost half (48%) of LCs in 2019, faculty and students equally were the intended audience 

for 43%. The actual LC users (rather than intended users) were students and faculty equally 

in the same year. In addition, the typical LC provided professional development for 

language teachers. This is a major current difference between US LCs and Japanese 

SALCs. 

To explain why US LCs support both learning and teaching, we posit that they are 

working from the point of view that teaching and learning are intimately linked. Language 

center staff and language teachers have much to share with each other regarding both 

teaching and learning, and learners themselves have much to gain from taking on roles 

more commonly assigned to teachers, such as tutoring and leading conversation hours. 

Language centers, with the collective knowledge of their staff and student and faculty 

stakeholders, are therefore a natural place to support both teaching and learning. 

LCs Support Many Languages 

At most US institutions of higher education, world language education and English 

as a second language (ESL) are housed in and supported by separate units. The typical LC 

provides support for the world languages offered at the institution, but often not ESL (based 

on data from the 2015 IALLT Survey, conducted by Kronenberg & Lavolette). Faculty 

support, broadly speaking, is independent of the language taught; for example, LC 

workshops are usually intended for language teachers in general, rather than only aimed at 

teachers of German or Chinese. Student support services, such as tutoring or conversation 

practice, are tied more closely to curricular offerings. While Spanish remains the most 

studied language in the US in higher education—followed by French, American Sign 

Language (ASL), Japanese, and German (Lusin, 2020)—many LCs offer support for 

languages with smaller enrollments. In 2019, 32% of LCs provided support for languages 

not taught at their institution; these may include indigenous languages, less commonly 

taught languages, or Latin, for example (Kraemer & Ledgerwood, 2019). Two of the 

example LCs above (CeLTA and Cornell LRC) offer extensive support for less commonly 

taught languages. 
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Conclusion 

 In the current article, we have described US language centers and how they differ 

from self-access centers in the Japanese context, but please note that the types of language 

spaces are much more alike than they are different. Therefore, educators in these spaces 

have much to learn from each other. We hope that we have provided a perspective that 

allows readers from the Japanese context to see how US language spaces are different, as 

well as how they are alike, providing a basis for discovering what you can learn from them, 

adapt, and adopt to your own contexts. In turn, we believe that other articles in this special 

issue will provide the opposite perspective, allowing readers from the US context to see the 

unique services that language spaces in Japan have to offer. 
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