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So you want a network, do you? Lan
guage lab directors are expected to be up on 
new developments in audio, video, com
puter, and satellite technology, and to be 
creative in their application to language 
instruction. More and more, language labs 
are incorporating computer networks into 
their facilities as a way of integrating new 
technologies for delivery of materials and 
for lab management. Careful planning will 
help to insure that a local area network will 
be an asset to your operation. 

Justwhatarenetworksand what do they 
do? One answer is that they are a set of 
connections that allow computers to talk to 
one another. Wide Area Networks (W ANs) 
provide links between distant sites, using 
phone lines or satellite connections. Local 
Area Networks (LANs) provide links be
tween computers located in the same room, 
or within a fairly short distance. Some of the 
characteristics of local area networks are: a) 
the LAN should be able to connect devices 
of many different types and from different 
vendors; b) every device on the network 
should be able to talk to every other device, 
or to all of them at the same time; c) the 
network should allow for later change or 
expansion; d) LANs may provide a means 
of communication for different kinds of data 
(such as text, voice, video, and fax) over the 
same cable. 
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Networks are great for circulation 
management, with centralized databases 
and statistics all in one spot. No more 
tallying up users on little slips of colored 
paper! Delivery of computer-assisted in
struction (CAl) may be expedited by locat
ing software and record keeping functions 
on a central file server. Software packages 
can be used to control the number of users 
on a particular program at one time, as well 
as to track usage of software and hardware. 
Networks are also well-suited for teaching 
writing skills, using activities adapted from 
the audio lab, and more. All it takes is your 
visionofwhatthenetworkshoulddo,money 
and good advice. 

QUESTIONS TO ASK 

A local area network will only be as 
effective in the language lab as the vision 
behind it. In fact, the crucial part of the 
process of setting up a network is determin
ing how it will fit into your vision of the lab, 
and how it will make your life easier. Fac
ulty and student input is crucial at the ear
liest planning stage; if users are involved 
from the beginning, they are much more 
likely to take advantage of the network 
when it is up and running. 

Your should have answers to the follow
ing questions before talking to vendors or 
mapping out hardware and cables: What 
do you really want from this network? Do 
you want to use electronic mail or dial-up 
services like CompuServe? Do you want to 
run computer-assisted instruction programs 
from a central file server? Are you planning 
to add interactive audio or video to your lab 
services? Do you want to share printers or 
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videodisc players? Do you want to 
centralize circulation management and 
maintain all data in a central location? How 
will this network make you more efficient 
or effective in your work? Will you be able 
to offer more or better services without 
incurring additional cost, or hiring addi
tional staff? Will the network relieve you of 
some of the more onerous tasks associated 
with the lab, such as usage statistics and 
materials management? How much do you 
really want to know? 

Unless your primary function is to 
manage a network, as a language lab direc
tor you should not have to be a network 
expert. It is easy to feel that you need to 
know all about packets and Ethernet and 
IEEE before you can be involved with the 
networks, but a basic understanding of the 
principles of communications technology 
ought to be sufficient. There are some good 
resources for learning the basics. The Well
Connected Macintosh provides a good intro
duction to computer communications. Con
tents include everything from how to use a 
modem for connecting to dial-up services, 
to basic network design. In addition, a team 
from Apple Computer has put out a useful 
guide for the beginning network manager 
called Planning and Managing AppleTalk 
Networks. This guide, while focusing on 
AppleTalk networks, provides a clear and 
non-jargonistic explanation of networks, 
from initial planning all the way through to 
daily management and troubleshooting. In 
addition, both of these books provide 
additional references on various aspects of 
networks. 

PLANNING YOUR NETWORK 

Find someone qualified to provide 
consulting on your network. This consult
ant is crucial, unless your are very familiar 
with data communications. The consultant 
should be able to provide you with train
ing, work with you to determine the 

hardware and software configuration 
appropriate to your situation, and support 
your network when it is operational. If your 
campus does not have a computer center, 
you could check with nearby campuses or 
local computer user groups to locate a con
sultant. Don't rely on your local computer 
dealer to provide an objective point of 
view; you may not geteverythingyou want. 

Your consultant can help you address 
strategic issues for your network, such as: 
What physical environment will this 
network go into? Will it link users in a single 
room, or a building, or between buildings? 
How many people will use the network? 
Will more users be added in the future? 
What types of computers and peripheral 
equipment do you want connected to this 
network? What are the priorities for the 
network: speed, flexibility, cost, security ... ? 
How does this network fit into the long 
range plan of your lab and of your campus? 

When these issues have been resolved, 
hardware and software can be selected to 
meet your needs. The physical layout of the 
network will depend upon these needs and 
the requirements of the equipment you've 
chosen. No one type of configuration is 
better than another; some are simply more 
suited to a particular situation. 

LIVING WITH YOUR NETWORK 

The LAN manager,like the language lab 
director, should be a generalist. The 
creativity and sense of humor required to be 
a good lab director are essential in manag
ing a network. Technical skill is important, 
but less important than creative problem
solving and a cool head. 

LAN management and maintenance 
can be simplified with good training and 
strategy. Lab staff and patrons should be 
trained to use the network just as they are 
trained to use the audio console and other 
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lab equipment. Users will not need to know 
everything about the network, but should 
be aware of the following: a) background 
concepts and terminology; b) daily network 
procedures (such as how to log on and how 
to save work onto diskettes); c)user 
responsibilities (like checking with the LAN 
manager before putting an application on 
the network, or regularly using virus 
detection software); d) general information 
on network equipment (how devices con
nect and disconnect from the network); 
d) network applications (Email or word 
processing or CAl); and f) network security. 

When network problems arise, they take 
onmuchgreatersignificance than individual 
PC problems, since more people are de
pending on the network for access to soft
ware or shared devices. A malfunctioning 
network can bring down and entire depart
ment until the problem is isolated and cor
rected, or can cause intermittent problems 
that disrupt user activities. Responding to 
problems on the network requires patience, 
knowledge, a good memory, and skill. 

"Hands-on" experience is the best tool 
for diagnosing and solving network 
problems. If you don't have access to net
work support staff, you will have to culti
vate your own troubleshooting strategy. 
This starts with learning all you can about 
your network as it is installed, and keeping 
up-to-date with changes in its configura
tion. Once your network is in place, docu
ment it. Map out the cabling configuration 
of all the equipment connected to your net
work. Diagnosing network problems will 
be easier if you maintain current network 
maps. There are a variety of products that 
can provide network documentation. Some 
provide graphic maps of the network, al
lowing the network manager to compare a 
new map to a previous map to see changes 
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in the network. Familiarize yourself with 
the network when it is functioning well so 
that you'll be alert to problematic situations 
before they bring the network to a complete 
halt. 

Maintain daily backups of network files 
as well. Central files can be backed up from 
the server onto tape or other drives, and 
user files can be backed up on local hard 
drives, if necessary, using individualized 
login/logout scripts. These scripts can also 
be used by the network manager to keep 
track of software versions and access rights 
of individual users on the network. Finally, 
asystematic testing of network components 
can isolate problematic sections of the net
work. 

Networks can be a useful addition to the 
language lab toybox. Like laser printers or 
mass duplicators, once you have one, it 
becomes an integral part of the operation. 
Unfortunately, language lab directors have 
more demands upon their time than just 
making sure that their local area network is 
running at peak efficiency; despite all the 
benefits of having a network, it may not be -· 
the timesaver anticipated. However, care
ful planning will pay off by ensuring that 
your get what you want out of your net
work and by making the network easier to 
manage. 
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Athelstan publishes the information-rich Atllelstan 
Newsletter on Teclmology and Language Learning and the 
Tecllnology and Language Leanting Yearbook. 

Athelstan distributes a wide variety of language 
software for Apple Macintosh, Apple ll and MS-IX>S 

computers. Titles include the Stmyboard, Gapmaster, 
Qrorcemaster series (in different languages), Micm
Concord, ADAM & EVE, IDI Autlror, Culturgrams and 
Versa text. 

Athelstan distributes language videos, videodiscs, 
and teacher training videos. 

Athelstan distributes CD-ROMS such as Learn to Speak 
Euglislr and the Titittk and Talk series. 

Athelstan has an extensive selection of books on 
different aspects of technology and second language 
learning. We publish a variety of books and booklets 
including: Teaclzing Languages tvitlt Computers, by 
Martha Pennington ($12.50); How to Set Up a Computer 
l.ab, by Elizabeth Hanson-Smith ($4.95), and CALL 
Papers and Reports, edited by Mary-Louise Craven et al 
($14.95). Purchase orders accepted. Shipping and 
handling within the United States $1.75. Call for more 
information (619) 689-1757 or fax (619) 689-9270. 

athelstan, P.O. Box 8025, La Jolla, CA 92038-8025 
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