
Pankratz 

Abstract 

72 

David Pankratz 

David Pankratz has worked at Loyola University Chicago since 1989, 
directing the Language Learning Resource Center and teaching 
German. He served as IALLT President 2001-2003. 

This article describes a project recently begun at Loyola University 
Chicago. The Language Learning Resource Center (LLRC) has 
developed a series of short films to teach students and faculty about 
the center and its resources. These films now comprise an "online 
orientation, to the lab, which replaces on-site group tours. The ori
entation includes quizzes to assess student retention of the key ideas, 
and the results go to all classrooms instructors so they can monitor 
their students' completion. Preliminary results are positive; high rate 
of online completion, few technical problems, more time spent by 
lab staff with individual users of the lab without the disruption of 
group orientations. 
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Warm-up Question: How do you inform students about your 
language resource center or related technology center? 

a. Bring them into the center for an onsite orientation. 

b. Give them a handout that refers them to center. 

c. Rely on instructors to tell them about the center. 

d. Provide online instruction about the center. 

e. None of the above. 

Correct answer: Depends on your center, your university, and your 
objectives. At my institution, Loyola University Chicago, the answer 
used to be a)-bring them into the language center for onsite group 
orientations. Now, the answer is d)-provide online instruction 
about the center and its services. In fall 2006 the Language Learning 
Resource Center (LLRC) provided orientations to nearly 1000 lan
guage students in digital video format, via the Internet. 

What motivated the change? First, with over 60 language classes, it 
became too difficult to schedule and deliver quality onsite orienta
tions to our drop-in center, which consists of one large room. 
Second, ongoing orientations disrupted the users of the center at a 
time when they should have been becoming comfortable with using 
the center as a study place. Third, onsite orientations miss a major 
part of the target audience, including those absent that day, those 
who aren't paying attention, and those who are generally distracted, 
ah ....... university students. Finally, we found that information 
given by various presenters, who in our case were often student 
workers, was inconsistent and sometimes inaccurate. 

To address these problems, beginning in fall 2006, instead of send
ing students to the lab for group presentations, nearly 1000 students 
in first, second and third-year language courses at Loyola University 
Chicago were required to complete an online orientation to the 
Language Learning Resource Center (LLRC). They watched 15 short 
videos, and then completed quizzes to assess their comprehension of 
the material. Their quiz responses were available to their classroom 
instructor and to me, the director of the language center. The orien
tations were required, and instructors were asked to incorporate 
quiz scores into their grading, at their discretion. All of this was 
accomplished by providing the orientations via special Blackboard 
courses set up specifically and exclusively for this purpose. 
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The project consisted of several phases. First, we scripted our video 
presentations and shot the scenes using student staff workers. Filming 
was tricky, and introduced us to the complexities of producing good 
quality video. I had completed one class in video production, and that 
provided the needed training. Next, we edited the videos using Final 
Cut Pro. One of the huge tangible benefits of this project was that the 
student workers learned not only video production but also video 
editing, skills they will take with them into their eventual careers. We 
produced 15 short videos, between one and three minutes each. 
Having the content divided into short films will allow us to re-use 
videos that are still relevant, and re-shoot topics which change. I esti
mate that we will have to re-shoot a few videos each year in order to 
keep up with the changes in the center and technology. 

Next, we had to find a way to distribute the material to language stu
dents. I knew that students would not view the films "just because 
it's a good idea:' So, how could we make them accountable? I con
cluded that they would need to be given quizzes to monitor whether 
or not they paid attention to the film content. I asked the student 
workers to write multiple choice questions and answers for each of 
the videos they helped script and shoot, and they came up with 
wonderful questions. I edited and narrowed them down, resulting in 
a total of 25 questions that hit at the core of what we want students 
to know about the lab, including opening hours, what type of infor
mation is available via the website, passwords they might need, etc. 

Finally, we needed to find a way to monitor which students did the 
orientations, the quizzes, and how to keep track. We decided to take 
advantage of our course management system, Blackboard. I worked 
with the local Blackboard administrators to create a separate "LLRC 
Online Orientation" course for each language class. So, for example 
students in Spanish 101-001 had that Blackboard course as well as a 
"LLRC Online Orientation Spanish 101-001" course. Both the class
room instructor and I, as lab director, functioned as instructors for 
that orientation course. That allows us both to monitor student per
formance in the orientation course. Because on-site orientations to 
the center had always been required, it was not a big step to require 
that all students complete the online orientation. Instructors were 
asked, by the department chair, to incorporate the grades for the 
online orientation into the overall grade for the course. How they 
weighted it was left to their discretion. 

A quick spin through some preliminary statistics shows that: 

-Of the approximately 1300 students in language classes, about 1000 
completed the orientations. Even though completion was 
"required:' the lab had no direct way to enforce completion, nor did 
I want to become an enforcer. 
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-Of those who completed the orientation, about 85o/o of them 
scored highly (80-IOOo/o) on the quizzes. In other words, they actu
ally watched the videos and gathered the information that was per
tinent to using the center. We know from experimentation that 
students who choose to complete the quizzes without watching the 
videos score notably lower. 

We believe that our new approach has some genuine benefits. We are 
certain that students get better, more compact and more accurate 
information than they did previously. The videos were produced 
carefully to transmit content as efficiently and clearly as possible. We 
are also confident that students actually learned more. For one 
thing, they have been made accountable for their learning due to the 
inclusion of evaluations-the quizzes. Staff workers have fielded 
fewer questions from confused students about center services than 
in previous years. We have the impression that a much higher per
centage of students who come to use the center already know about 
its services and how to take advantage of them. 

Actual usage of the center has increased compared to the equivalent 
period one year ago, as documented by a simple head count taken 
every thirty minutes. Students can now come to the center and study 
without fear of another group descending upon them when they are 
trying to concentrate. Lab student workers have been able to provide 
better individualized service to students without the distractions 
caused by group presentations, which typically went on over a period 
of several weeks. Finally, instructors are happy to have an "extra" hour 
of class time instead of allocating the time to accompany their stu
dents to the center. Overall, from my observations, the center has been 
a quieter but more effective learning place than it was at the beginning 
of previous semesters due to this change in orientation procedure. 

We have noticed that the rate of completion for some classes is 
much higher than for others. Why is this so? Why are some students 
more motivated to learn about the center than others? Why are 
some instructors more motivated to encourage use of the language 
center than others? In other words, why did some instructors 
enforce completion of the online orientation, whereas others did 
not? I feel it may be related to the degree to which instructors feel 
the lab can help their students. There seem to be lower rates of com
pletion among the classes for less commonly taught languages. 
These are questions I will be investigating. 

Finally, what are the implications of a project like this for our future 
use of course management systems, such as Blackboard? Is this a 
good way to deliver information on a broad scale, to lots of students, 
in a way that monitors both completion and retention? 

All of these questions get to the heart of what language centers do, 
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what they don't do, and what they could do better. 

Well, that was my "Lab Note,-a printed description of a project 
that was essentially paperless, and one that makes compelling use of 
virtual media. Perhaps a fitting piece for a Journal that is going 
paperless. Go figure, as a dear colleague used to say. 
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Appendix A: 

Screen shots of the online LLRC Orientatio n Program at Loyola University Chicago 
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