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Synopsis

The History of Language Laboratories

—Origin and Establishment——
Kenji Kitao

Technology has improved a great deal recently in Japan and is
becoming more widespread. Videotape recorders and personal comput-
ers are not rare in Japanese homes. ‘

Language laboratories have also greatly improved and are rapidly
becoming more complex and expensive. Each student commonly has a
tape recorder as well as headphones and a microphone in his booth.
There is also visual equipment such as videotape recorders, overhead
projectors, opaque projectprs, and slide and movie projectors.

Videotapes are being replaced by videodisks, and videodisk players
interfaced with a computer to allow branching will be on the market
soon. Computers are also used for administration dnd evaluation.
Language laboratories are well developed, and Japanese language
laboratory equipment is highly evaluated internationally. However, its
effectiveness has been questioned by American delegates who observed
language laboratories in Iapan.‘

1 discussed how to make language Ilaboratories more effective in
“Administration of a Language Laboratory in College” (February,
1979), analyzing studies of language laboratories conducted in the

U.S.A. In order to use language laboratories effectively, (1) equipment,
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(2) teachers, (3) teaching materials, {4) programs, and (5) evaluations
have to be considered carefully. The most important factor is that
language laboratories be used as frequently as possible. I explained
organization, equipment, personnel, routine work, etc., and how these
can be used to make ;che language laboratory function smoothly.

Since writing that paper, 1 have become interested in how today’s
language laboratories were developed. I have studied history of Amer-
ican language laboratories, because they have contributed the most to
language laboratory development.

The history of the American language laboratory can be divided
into five periods, (1) the beginning period, before World War II, (2)
the establishing period, until 1958 when the National Defense Educa-
tion Act (NDEA), which supplied large amounts of money for educa-
tion, was passed, (3) the developing period, until the end of the
1960’s, (4) the diminishing period, until the end of the 1970’s, and
(5) the revival period, until today. ‘

In this paper, I discussed the first two periods. I hope to find some
hints about the future development and improvement of language
laboratories. My major resources are NALLD Journal, published by the
National Association of Learning Laboratory Directors and The Modern
Language Journal.

Edison’s phonograph, invented in 1877, is the origin of our deluxe
language laboratories with all their complex equipment. The first
purpose of the phonograph was the preservation and reproduction of
sound. However, it also became possible to record students’ voices and
make copies easily, and they lasted a long time.

"The reason the phonograph was used in the foreign language in-
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struction was that once ‘something is recorded, the machine does not
get tired and the student can listen to the recording again and again.
Special teaching material was déveloped in the nineteenth century for
correspondence courses in which students made recordings to be eval-
uated by teachers.

Equipment was greatly developed after 1920. First of all, foreign
1af1guage records became popular and many exaggerated claims were
made for them. This had the effect of casting doubt on language
laboratories as a whole, and this effect is still being felt. Television
developed very fast after 1920, and television as we know it today
appeared after World War II. Even videotape recorders similar to
today’s were developed before the NDEA was passed. As for movies,
talkies were first shown commercially in the 1920’s. Radios were often
used to teach foreign languages during this period.

Wire recorders were introduced in the 1920’s, During World War
11, better quality tapes were developed. After the war, tape recorders
were highly developed. They became popular even before the NDEA
was passed and replaced phonographs in the language laboratory.

Phonographs were used in foreign language teaching in some
schools before 1920. By 1920, an article stating that machines cannot
take the place of teachers, and that native informants should be used
to make recordings, had Been published. Articles about the language
laboratories at Ohio State University and Mississippi State College for
Women were published in the 1920’s. Language laboratories were
used as a part or extension of classes and were either .used under the
supervision of a teacher or by students themselves. In either case,

decreasing the work of the teacher was most emphasized. Drills mainly
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for pronunciation, songs, games, and productive studies were tried.

Research at the time made sbme of the deficiencies of the language
laboratory clear. There was not enough time for language laboratories
Language laboratories were not effective for courses such as reading.
Learners did not always respond éorrectly. Somé learners could do
written exercises without listening to the tapes. Even today, we cannot
expect effective language laboratories without considering these prob-
lems.

After World War II, language laboratories gradually became popular.
They were used not only for language classes but other courses, too.
Students’ recordings became more important, and visual material started
to become more important. However, the percentage of schools with
language laboratories was very low, and the NDEA's support was
necessary fo make them more common.

By the time NDEA was passed, most of the important matters con-
cerning the use of language laboratories and the methods of language
teaching using them were established. Since 1958, we have been
driven by the development of machines. Instead, we need to make an
effort to use thé equipment we have more effectivelv., By looking at

the history of language laboratories, we may be able to do this,



