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The renovation of the Language Lab at 
the University of Notre Dame and the cre
ation of the Language Resource Center had 
enough thrills, chills and spills to keep me 
entertained for an entire summer. What a 
ride! Here's how it went: 

It was apparent in 1984whenistartedas 
lab director at Notre Dame that the lab, 
which had been "renovated" just two years 
before, was not going to meet the needs of 
the faculty and students it was meant to 
serve. A monument to bad design, the lab 
consisted of three classrooms, each about 
30x24, each with five rows of seven booths 
each. You know the booths: institutional 
green painted metal with little tiny holes 
that students use to play connect-the-dots. 
Mounted in these booths were the last liv
ing members of the Wollensak recorder fam
ily. They were installed after Wollensak 
stopped manufacturing them, and moments 
before the company that installed them 
closed its doors for the last time. Service 
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contract? Ha! At the front of each of these 
three rooms was a console. The console had 
four rows of ten buttons each, on-off 
switches, whereby one could listen to stu
dents as they drilled. (Perhaps I should say 
as they were drilled -yes, the passive form 
of the verb seems more suitable.) 

Now if you have been paying attention, 
you realize that four rows of ten buttons do 
not correspond well to five rows of seven 
students. Yes, there were five dummy but
tons. Many instructors (at that time a fourth 
meeting was required in all beginning level 
language classes) generally put a tape in the 
console and graded papers while the stu
dents were put through their paces. One, 
who is no longer here, used to drink coffee 
and read the newspaper at the console. He 
didn't notice that his students weren't re
peating. To be fair, teachers who tried to use 
these consoles in some sort of interactive 
way found that one switch would often 
disconnect five or more students, connect 
some random number of students to each 
other, or send a high-pitched whistling noise 
into the ears of 25 unsuspecting aspirants to 
the German subjunctive. 

Ursula Williams is Director of the Lan
guage Lab at the University of Notre Dame, 
and Administrative Officer of MWALL. 
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Clearlysomethingelsewasneeded.From 
1984 to 1988 I researched and wrote grant 
proposals. I wrote for the $15,000 grant (for 
a couple of computers) and the $10 million 
grant (for a new building). I discovered that 
$15 paid by each language student each 
semester for years, something that had origi
nated as a "lab fee" had for several years 
been absorbed into The General Fund, and 
that The General Fund was not the place to 
look for the money I needed. A momentary 
bright flash occurred at the announcement 
of a $17 million project to be funded by a 
donation from the DeBartolo foundation. A 
new facility could go in that building! This 
was, I thought, a rare and wonderful oppor
tunity to put a new language resource cen
ter that went way beyond the bounds of 
three classroomswith-stanchions into anew 
building that would be designed for the 
student of the future. That idea was nixed 
for reasons I can't go into here without 
having to hire an attorney. 

We were backatsquareone. In the mean
time, the Department of Modern and Clas
sical Languages split into three departments. 
Romance Languages, which had always had 
the most students anyway, adopted a strat
egy for placing students more accurately in 
college level language classes, and the French 
section adopted French In Action. These 
two decisions led to a large increase in the 
number of students taking language classes 
and needing opportunities to practice. Ro
mance Languages squeezed enough money 
from its tight budget to buy three VCR's on 
carts with monitors for the video compo
nent of the French In Action course. At the 
same time, the Wollensaks were starting to 
fail. There was no money in the budget for 
repairs. The technicians on campus could 
not make repairs without parts, and there 
was no money for parts. Headsets had been 
"removed," more likely in an effort to dis
able the lab than for listening enjoyment, 
instructors had simply given up on the fourth 
meeting, and I was in charge of a dinosaur. 

On a good day we got one halfway decent 
copy from our fivecopy cassette duplicator. 
It was looking grim. What we needed was a 
Knight in Shining Armor. 

Well, he didn't come riding into 
O'Shaughnessy Hall on a great white steed. 
But the chairman of Romance Languages 
remembered that she thought she saw this 
guy in church on Sundays. "This guy" was 
Michael Kenahan, Notre Dame graduate, 
now Director of Foundation and Corporate 
Relations. That's the fellow who gets foUn
dations and corporations to support Notre 
Dame's programs, and who truly became a 
bright light for us. We asked for an appoint
ment, and we asked him to come to 
O'Shaughnessy Hall for the meeting. We 
showed him the lab. 

It was one of those instances where you 
slap yourself on the forehead and say, "Why 
didn't I think of this sooner?!" Mike went to 
work and in no time raised a quarter of a 
million dollars, which represented my ''best 
case scenario" budget. There's a "band
wagon effect" as Mike explains it, and when 
some corporate and foundation donors hear 
about an exciting project, they become in
terested in it too. Whatever the effect, we 
were ready to begin the transformation. We 
started the day after commencement. It took 
about two weeks to remove the Labosaurus 
defunctus and to demolish one wall be
tween two of the classrooms. The third class
room is separated from the others by a 
stairwell and a storage room. My ~oncept 
was to create an audio-video resource cen- · 
ter in the new 60x20 space, and to redesign 
the remaining room into a whiz-bang, state
of-the-art, leading edge technological mar
vel of a classroom. I wasn't sure anybody 
would use it, though. We had, remember, a 
steady decline in participation in lab activi
ties on the part of instructors. 

Undaunted, I designed. I heard voices 
saying, "If you build it, they will come." We 
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built a 27- upholstered seat classroom and 
outfitted it with a SONY LLC 9000 console. 
Seven of the student decks are ER 9060' s 
and they allow us to do high-speed stereo 
duplication. The rest are 9030's. There's a 
video projector overhead that also projects 
data. Four audio sources, three video sources 
and a video presentation stand complete 
thepicture(oh,sorry). Weputwhiteboards 
on the walls, room darkening shades on the 
windows, and added air conditioning. (It's 
difficult to get air conditioning for people, 
but when you put new video equipment 
and computers in a room you have to get air 
conditioning. The people who work here 
and the students like that side effect.) 

The resource center itself has 24 indi
vidual audio-video booths, four video clus
ters (up to four students at a time working 
with the same video) and three interactive 
video stations with Macintosh computers. 
The campus is heavily committed to the 
Macintosh platform, especially in the hu
manities, and that prompted our choice at 
the time. This year we will probably add a 
couple of DOS machines, to take advantage 
of the wealth of foreign language software. 
We purchased a video camera and an edit
ing deck (HiS) and a couple of 8mm VCR's. 
We will use the latter to record satellite 
broadcasts and edit the recordings into 
language groups for daily use in classes. 

So what happened, one asks. Did they 
come? There was yet another development 
that one should know about. The Univer
sity made a commitment to be a national 
Catholic research university. To many, that 
set off alarms, alarms that said, "There goes 
teaching!" But at the same time, because of 
the huge increases in numbers of students, 
especially in the Romance languages, but 
also in Japanese, Chinese, and Arabic, a 
class of faculty called the Special Profes
sional Faculty has expanded. The Profes
sional Specialists are non-tenured regular 
faculty (assistant, associate, and full) who 
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do not have research and publication re
quirements, but who instead have taken 
responsibility for 100 and many 200 level 
language classes. They teach four such sec
tions each semester. In return, they receive 
a respectable salary and health and retire
ment benefits. As one might expect, there is 
a lot of interest in these positions. This af
fords the departments the luxury of hiring 
the most enthusiastic and capable of the 
applicants. "Enthusiastic and capable" usu
ally means "interested," and what we man
aged (there was some luck here, too) was to 
get the right kids into the right candy shop 
at just the right moment. 

The results have been delightful. Oh, we 
still have a few cantankerous types who 
think that "butts in seats" (an hour a week, 
or else!) is what language lab is all about. 
And we still copy the same old tapes for a 
few sections. But the excitement is else
where, in specially prepared video tapes, in 
student produced video tapes, in truly en
gaging multi-media classroom presenta
tions, in audio tape assignments with mean
ingful exercises, and in the development of 
computerized instruction by people who 
are novices at computing but know exactly 
where they are headed in the classroom. 
One aspect of the renovation has been most 
gratifying. We have managed to get the idea 
across that all this latest, greatest technol
ogy is not the solution to the problem of 
teaching an adequate amount of foreign 
language in three or four semesters. It's just 
a tool. A terrifically expensive tool at that. 
By itself it won't do anything, any more 
than buying the most expensive KitchenAid 
will have a Schwarzwalderkirschtorte on 
your dining room table when you get home. 
Sometimes when people look at these two 
roomsful of technology they are awed. Some
times I am awed. After all, I've been in this 
business for twenty years, and a lot has 
happened in that time. Mostly I'm pleased. 
This first year with a workable language 
resource center couldn't have been better. 
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We provide a quiet,comfortableabnosphere 
with all the technological bells and whistles 
students could hope for. Most instructors 
provide the kinds of assignments that stu
dents are enthusiastic about completing. 

And sometimes I get misty-eyed when a 
student comes in and says, 111S it OK if I just 
sit here and study my vocabulary for a 
while?/1 Go figure. 

HEINLE &HEINLE 

James S. Noblitt 
Willem J. A. Pet 

Donald Sola 

Software for people 
who write in French 

systeme-D 2.0 is: 
a ~ilingual word proc;essor. systeme-D matches 

the ease of use that is found in most English 
word processing packages. 

a ~ilingual dictionary. systeme-D contains 8,000 
entries with examples of usage that can be 
accessed in French or in English. 

a referenc;e grammar. systeme-D contains 
500,000 conjugated verb forms with example!:>. 

a phrase ~ook. systeme-D includes hard-to
define idiomatic expresE>ions and models for 
everyday communication. 

easy to use. Everything you need is on-line. 

a winner. systeme-D was awarded Best Foreign 
Language Software by EDUCOM/NCRIPT AL. 

networka~le. systeme-D runs on many networks, 
including Novell, TOPS and 3Com. 

lnE>titutionE> intereE>ted in purchaE>ing E>yE>teme-D may borrow the software 
for 30 dayE> free of charge. Please call or write for information. 

20 PARK PLAZA • BOSTON, !\1A 02116 • 1 800-237-CX)53 • 617- 451-194@ 
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