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Abstract

The purpose of the article is to study specific features of foreign languages distance learning and give
recommendations for practical application. The author studies main psychological and pedagogical
problems of distance learning, among which are minimal opportunities for contact work with students, as
well as different students’ preferences when working with educational materials. The methods proposed
for solving problems are 10 methodological principles of Task-Based Language Teaching, mixed reality
platforms, organizing academic and non-academic support, involving students in research activities in the
language being studied, video-conferencing and others. Despite the abundance of technical tools and
practical methods for implementing distance education, in practice, you can face organizational, technical
and methodological difficulties. To assess the critical situation with foreign languages distance learning, a
survey was conducted among students who study Russian as a foreign language, particularly those from
China and Taiwan. They evaluated remote classes in the form of a video conference. The results show main
ways to overcome organizational and methodological difficulties. For example, it is necessary to provide
recordings of classes in the form of video conferences with possibility of transcripts, prepare basic and
additional educational materials in electronic form, alternate activities (listening, speaking, writing,
reading), use technical facilities of distance learning platform to encourage oral speech (separate channels,
recording device). As the preferred control form of the acquired knowledge, students most often chose
testing. The students’ answers provide material for further clarifying research and allow to determine basic
principles of distance learning methods in foreign languages.
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1. Introduction

This article presents an analysis of distance education possibilities for FLT purposes in the context
of a dialogue of cultures in higher education institutions. It also describes tools and conclusions on the
problems of distance foreign language acquisition.

The relevance of the study depends on need for a sharp transition to the mass use of distance learning
in Russia in March-April 2020 in connection with the coronavirus pandemic. Naturally, the question arose
about variability of such training and students’ attitude to it.

The study was conducted in the form of a questionnaire. The respondents are native Chinese
students; students of the Russian language Institute, for whom Russian was a foreign language. The research
conclusions of the article will help an FL teacher determine pedagogical approaches and select appropriate

teaching tools for linguistic competencies formation, taking into account students’ capabilities and needs.

2. Problem Statement

The ubiquity of computer and Internet technologies has made language education available. It
allowed students to be located in different countries and speak different languages, but at the same time
they can learn a certain language taking distance courses, for example, at a University.

Russia follows global trends, so various forms of FL distance learning are also common here: for
example, mass educational courses for a wide range of students, University distance courses developed to
meet certain educational needs of students in accordance with approved curricula.

Events related to the spread of coronavirus infection in Russia in the spring of 2020, spurred a sharp
and total transition of University education to a distance learning platform. Despite sufficient experience in
this area, it has become objectively clear that both teachers and students are not ready for such significant
changes.

Offline classes, which have prevailed so far in universities, are conducted by a different method than
online classes. The situation is also complicated by the fact that many international students who study a
foreign language (for example, Russian) live in other countries, their places of residence, which means
different time zones. In the educational process, this is manifested in an inconvenient schedule, reduced
communication quality, etc.

All of these factors have led to the search for short-time methods that help quickly analyze
advantages and disadvantages of FL distance learning (for example, Russian) and adapt offline teaching
methodology to remote methods of teaching this academic discipline at University.

The practical use of such research is to identify pedagogical tools that make it easier for students to
learn a foreign language and promote interest in this academic subject.

This article does not allow us to fully cover all aspects of FL distance learning that exist in different
countries. However, we can outline the main trends in distance education linguodidactics, which will

undoubtedly be useful to study to determine the approach in the pedagogical process.

3. Research Questions

When we started our research, we made the following assumptions:
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1. the world teaching practice has accumulated sufficient methodological tools for FL distance
learning.

2. Distance learning methods have both positive and negative aspects.

3. There is specific training depending on target language characteristics.

Analysis of world practice in the field of distance learning languages will help identify existing
problems and opportunities to overcome them. Especially interesting is the experience of the last decade
(2010-2020), when new technical tools were introduced into University environment.

With all positive attitude of University teachers to distance learning, it is worth noting the presence
of certain difficulties in its implementation for the purposes of linguodidactics. First of all, they are related
to the necessity to activate communication in the target language and provide feedback on the results of
such communication.

In addition, there are learning difficulties associated with the learned language characteristics. For
example, Russian grammar and orthoepic norms are difficult for Chinese students to master, because

Russian and Chinese are languages of different typological origin.

4. Purpose of the Study

The research conducted aims at studying organizational and methodological features of distant
learning in Russia and abroad as well as at forming efficient learning environment for acquiring foreign
language skills during videoconferences. Achieving the goal requires deep theoretical analysis (the one of
distant learning issues) along with survey (students studying Russian as a foreign language are engaged in

assessing organizational and methodological potential of videoconferencing).

5. Research Methods

5.1. Basic terms

When starting to study the issue, it is necessary to determine the terminology. Moore et al. (2011)
studied differences in understanding of the terms to follow: distance learning, distance education, e-
learning, online-learning, and others. If distance learning, distance education denote common points in
training organization, taking into account opportunities, place and time, then e-learning, online-learning
specify principles of technical and methodological organization of this process.

In this article, we will use the term distance education, which we understand as learning outside
University in accordance with the established program, schedule and map of competencies using distance
technologies (Internet access, IT platform for organizing classes) and learning tools (technical: computers,
laptops, tablets, smartphones; educational: educational videos, audio messages, podcasts, files with texts,
presentations, links to educational resources, etc.) under teacher’s guidance who sets goals and manages

students’s training, as well as acts as a scientific consultant.

5.2. Scientific basis and methodological principles

The scientific basis is use of advanced linguistic educational practices: "The choice of this

pragmatically oriented view of educational practices is due to the fact that foreign-language education
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condition, which today requires to improve process effectiveness of influencing the person learning a
foreign language, in order to develop ability to participate in the dialogue of cultures” (Tareva, 2015, p.
78).

The degree of mastering Russian language linguistic norms by foreign students depends on students’
activity. Without sufficient motivation to study and desire on the part of students it is difficult to deal with
didactic tasks. For example, Russian as a foreign language classes, in addition to solving their special tasks,
help students reveal their potential, opportunities to apply creatively and accurately the acquired
knowledge. We believe that a foreign language University teacher is interested “in creating prerequisites

and conditions for creative actualization of the individual” for effective learning (Uskova, 2005, p. 28).

5.3. World experience in organizing FL distance learning
5.3.1. Key problems of distance education

Since 1980, distance learning in the world has gone through several stages of development: from
professionalization and institutional consolidation to "interactive learning, MOOCs and OERs" (Zawacki-
Richter & Naidu, 2016, p. 1).

One of the key problems of distance education is “the lack of opportunity to interact one-on-one
with the instructor” (Simonson et al., 2019, p. 71).

The experience of organizing support for Open and Distance Learning students, described by
Simpson, can be interesting and useful to solve the problem (2002). The types of such support are academic
and non-academic. They are defined and described in detail. For the purposes of this article, we are
particularly interested in the tools of academic (scientific) support, although organizational aspects (non-
academic support) are also important. Here is an example: academic support consists of "defining the course
territory, explaining the course, formal and informal assessment, chasing student progress, developing
learning skills, exploring the course, enriching the course” (Simpson, 2018, p. 64).

Another problem is preference for different ways of learning (Coggins, 1988). Some students work

better with educational materials, while others are focused on interactive communication.

5.3.2. Practical aspects of teaching foreign languages

The experience of interactive communication in FL distance learning, based on 10 methodological
principles of Task-Based Language Teaching, is described in the works of Doughty and Long (2003). Let's
list these principles, first expressed by Long: “1) use of tasks; 2) learning in action; 3) methodically based
learning information; 4) a rich curriculum; 5) encouraged inductive learning; 6) attention to forms of
presentation; 7) established feedback; 8) development of students' mental processes; 9) promotion of
collaborative forms of learning; 10) individual approach” (Doughty & Long, 2003, p. 52). The practical
implementation of the 10 methodological principles is shown, in particular, by the example of involving
students in research conducted in the target language country. Students and teachers communicated via
webcams, audio recordings, and a video conferencing app.

There are examples of using virtual games when learning a foreign language. For example, special

mixed reality platforms are used (a 3D model of a street with objects placed on it and a mirrored real image
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of the same street with a video demonstration), allowing students to engage in research activities (Ibanez et
al., 2011).

The possibilities of videoconferencing as an alternative to face-to-face training in situations where
students cannot attend classes due to territorial remoteness are studied in detail. Creating the effect of
presence in a virtual classroom using voice, intonation, moving the webcam for the best view of what is
happening, asking clarifying questions and provoking a dialogue of students “teachers need to be creative
and innovative to involve students in the process of learning via videoconference” (Rehn et al., 2016, p.
310).

The development of virtual technologies raises the question of professional development of teachers,
which “should include knowledge and competence in tele-teacher presence and especially transmedia
identity management” (Sime & Themelis, 2020, p. 70).

Thus, the leading approach to FL distance learning in the world practice is based on goals and
content of training using technical training tools, following psycholinguistics and linguodidactics

principles.

5.4. Features of FL distance learning in Russia and intercultural learning experience

5.4.1. Distance education in Russia

In Russia, distance learning in the classical sense (without use of modern technical means) has a
long tradition and was previously called external degree program. In order to study foreign languages, there
were linguistic courses, as well as departments in institutes and universities.

Now in Russia, distance education in universities is at a sufficient level due to the practice of
introducing training courses in various formats (both interactive and stationary). However, according to the
author’s observations, based on the experience of organizing commercial distance education projects in
2009-2017, commercial companies that are not associated with higher education were more interested in
applying the results of training after distance courses in practice. Such courses were used for practical
training of applied tools (not only in foreign languages) for office employees, sales staff, IT specialists, and
representatives of some other professions. Commercial companies typically used a variety of distance
learning courses and used learning management systems (LMS) to effectively manage them.

In University practice, the emphasis was shifted to the scientific, theoretical, and legal justification

of distance learning, which was reflected in a series of publications in 2000-2010.

5.4.2. FL distance learning

An urgent need for mass implementation and testing of distance learning methods, in particular, of
foreign languages, arose in March-April 2020 due to the forced self-isolation of students in Russia.

There was a question of clarifying methodological principles and features of the technical
organization of the process of FL distance learning. It should be noted that by now in Russia there have
been mass remote language courses, partially open on special training platforms, using Skype, Zoom and
other applications to ensure remote interaction between teacher and student (commercial forms of tutoring).

Textbooks published on distance learning method reflect pedagogical process features “at a

distance”, technologies of network learning are revealed and approaches to organization of teacher — student
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interaction are compared. The authors of textbooks recognize the role of interactive online communication
methods: "an important form of distance learning can be an Internet conference that can solve problems of
improving professional competence of teachers, transferring experience in using modern tools in the
educational process” (Weindorff-Sysoeva, 2018, p. 26).

Special computer programs are used with tasks, tests, videograms, pictures and animations to
achieve ELT goals. Mileyko (2015), exploring the possibilities of distance learning Russian as a foreign
language, notes: Russian language grammar and vocabulary can be enhanced through the use of multimedia
programs. It allows you to constantly maintain interest in learning Russian as a foreign language and
enhance the cognitive activity of students” (p. 25).

Blagonravova et al. (2016) point out that besides multimedia and cloud tools used in FLT, constant
feedback from the teacher and the student is important, for example, “by email, both corporate and personal,
in a chat or blog, by phone or Skype, as well as personal consultations” (p. 87).

Gerasimova and Makarova (2016), exploring FL distance learning and possibilities of individual
technological platforms, analyze conceptual pedagogical terms for creating a course of study and guiding
students' independent activities. At the same time, the researchers note that the effect of such training using
the platform "depends largely on teacher’s skill involved in this process" (Gerasimova & Makarova, 2016,
p. 92).

In the Russian practice of teaching foreign languages, taking into account intercultural

communications context, the idea of a dialogue of cultures is generally recognized.

5.5. Experience in studying attitudes to distance learning in Russia
5.5.1. Theoretical basis of research

The attitude of foreign students to distance learning of Russian as a foreign language in Russia
requires careful study. Assessment of motives and negative factors provides a tool for improving the
educational process using distance technologies.

One of the ways to get the necessary information is through online surveys. Such a tool has been
repeatedly used by researchers to study the possibilities of distance learning in University practice. For
example, students’ attitude to some remotely taught disciplines was evaluated and it was found that there
is a “request from below” for this type of training (Bondarenko & Kolmakov, 2018, p. 54).

Teachers of higher education institutions also participated in the survey and expressed different
views on distance education. The research notes that "pedagogical community does not perceive distance
learning unambiguously, realizing at the same time that there are not enough specialists in Russia for
implementation of this type of activity” (Dmitriev et al., 2016, p. 115).

5.5.2. Structure and hypothesis of research
Taking into account the experience of interviewing students and teachers described above, and
considering the need to obtain timely information about the attitude of foreign language students to distance
learning, the survey was conducted using an online questionnaire on the Microsoft Teams platform,

followed by uploading the results in MS Excel format for statistical processing.
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Russian students who study Russian as a foreign language in Russia (distantly in China and Taiwan)
completed an online questionnaire in Russian consisting of 9 questions with a choice of answer options
(including multiple choice). The survey was conducted 2 weeks after the start of universal distance learning
in Russian universities (mid-April 2020).

A total of 26 students were interviewed (2 groups of 3rd year students, 1 group of 4th year students).
A solid sample of respondents was used. The number of participants in the survey allows to give preliminary
assessment and formulate practical recommendations. This information will help to change the structure of
a video session in a timely manner and quickly respond to difficulties related to perception of educational
material and formation of speech skills. Questions were related to technical, methodological and
organizational aspects of online FLT in the form of video conferences with a teacher.

It was taken into account that students might not understand some questions or not clearly formulate
answers in Russian, so they were allowed to choose an answer or formulate it themselves. It was also
assumed that several possible answers could be marked.

Before starting the survey, a hypothesis was formed that a remote session in the form of a video
conference differs from an offline session and involves the use of:

- visualizations (video, photo, audio, smartboards);

- small texts with teacher’s interactive explanations (through commenting in chats or by typing text
in real time like a transcript);

- tests to assess the acquired knowledge and mobile voice recorders to record your speech.

In addition, the lesson should be held dynamically according to a certain scheme that allows to
alternate different types of activities (reading, listening, speaking, writing), and allows each participant to
regularly engage in dialogues with the teacher and other students during the video conference.

The results were processed using Microsoft Excel.

6. Findings

Respondents by location were distributed approximately equally between Russia (35%), China
(35%) and Taiwan (31%). Gender: 65 % female and 35 % male.

6.1. Attitude to distance learning and its organization

Let's look at the results of the survey. In general, it can be noted that the opinions of students on
most issues are divided. However, this allowed to identify several ways to keep students' interest in video-
conferencing sessions constant when they alternate.

Distribution of respondents' answers to the question "Are you always interested in distance

learning?” presented on Figure 01. 62 % of students answered "Yes", 27% chose "No".
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mYes
= No

m Other

Figure 01. The distribution of answers to the question "Are you always interested in distance learning?”’

The following questions allowed to understand under what conditions remote learning is
interesting, and under what conditions it is not. Among the factors that make distance learning attractive
(Figure 02), the first place was taken by availability of educational materials (65%), the second — ability
to study anywhere (62%), and the third — lack of need to spend time and effort on a trip to the University
(54%).

other I 4%
Ability to record a session for later viewing [N 229%
Al educational materials are available as files [ 65%
You can study in any convenient place [ 62%
No need to go to University [ sa%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% @ 70%
Percentage of respondents

Figure 02. The distribution of answers to the question "What do you like in distance classes?”

The main reasons for dissatisfaction with distance learning are poor communication quality (73%)
and the schedule (35%) (Figure 03).

Some students noted that due to poor connection, it is not possible to watch a video in real time or
quickly “save” a video file. In this regard, the recording of the session and a selection of training materials
(texts, videos, audio, transcripts of discussions) can be considered as an alternative to video classes in the
case of force majeure.

All students, including those who were in China and Taiwan, studied according to the schedule
that operated in Russia. The training did not take into account the five-hour time difference. Obviously,
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this caused great inconvenience to students and affected their interest in the educational process. Out of
17 people who were abroad (Taiwan, China), more than half (53%) noted inconvenience of the schedule.

At the same time, none of the respondents who were in Russia chose this answer.

Other I 4%
Everything is okay [ 4%
Platform where classes are held I 8%
Teacher's speech [ 8%
Poor communication quality [ 139%
Schedule I 35%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
Percentage of respondents

Figure 03. The distribution of answers to the question "What do you not like in distance classes?”

6.2. Evaluation of distance learning methods

In online classes, students most often lacked visibility — photos, videos, audio (54%) and dynamism
(35%) (Figure 04).

e
Lack of visibility 54%
I 199
Lack of intersting topics to discuss 19%
Lack of teacher's attention I 15%

Lack of dynamism e a5%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%
Percentage of respondents

Figure 04. Distribution of answers to the question "What is missing in distance classes?”

When evaluating interesting moments in distance learning Russian as a foreign language (Figure
05), the majority of students chose to read texts on various topics (73%), watch videos (65%), and learn

from a native speaker (62%).
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Out of 26 respondents, one student chose only one activity that was interesting for them, and two
indicated all types of activity. Approximately an equal number of respondents (42% and 38% respectively)
identified 2 and 3 interesting points in distance learning. Thus, the teacher can vary methods and ways to

attract students’ attention and maintain their interest in distance learning.

The need to speak only Russian [N 31%
Opportunity to learn from a native speaker [ 62%
Watching videos [ 65%
Reading texts on various topics [ 739
Performing various tasks [ 22%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%
Percentage of students

Figure 05. The distribution of answers to the question "What of the following are you interested in
online classes of Russian as a foreign language?”

Students have identified ways of presenting information that allow them to easily remember
educational material in online Russian as a foreign language classes. This is presentation of information
in the form of a Power Point presentation (42%) and teacher’s explanations, accompanied by visualization

of the material (23%). The remaining 35% of responses are less significant factors (Figure 06).

23%

I
8%
11%
35%
- b
42%
a—— U

= Scheme = Table = Small text = Power Point presentation = Explanation of the material = Other

Figure 06. The distribution of answers to the question "In what form shall | present information so that
you can easily remember it?”
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When asked about the forms of knowledge control, more than half of the students (54%) said that

they are comfortable with performing tests in the form of a test with the choice of the correct answer from

several (Figure 07).

= Test (you need to choose the
correct answer from several)

= Task (you need to write the correct
answer yourself)

= Essay on a given topic

= Presentation report on working on
the project

m Other

Figure 07. The distribution of answers to the question “In what form should tests be so that you are
comfortable performing them?”

According to them, students most often experienced a subjective sense of satisfaction after a
distance lesson (Figure 08 in the questionnaire) “when everything they heard was clear” (92%) and “when

it was fun, funny, interesting” (81%).

When | managed to speak a lot of Russian

When | understood a complex rule

When it was fun, exciting, interesting

When the teacher praised me

When everything you hear is clear

o
[8)]

10 15 20 25
Percentage of students

Figure 08. Distribution of answers to the question "When do you enjoy remote lessons in Russian as a
foreign language?”

As wishes, students wrote that they would like to get more knowledge about Russia on topics that
were not included in the textbook. In addition, students expect interesting videos and explanations in the
classroom. Qualitative analysis of responses showed that it is important for students to provide materials in
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text form (including new words). Only two of the respondents (7.7%) wanted to return to University, and
61.5% of students did not express any special wishes.

Two respondents wrote that the class time was reduced. Taking into consideration that the time of
classes did not change, including when changing to the distance form, such comments may indicate a high
interest of students when "time runs unnoticed". All this indicates that students are satisfied with distance
learning.

One respondent expressed a desire to reduce the time of classes due to the fact that students are tired.
Such a wish may indicate a high psychological load during a distance lesson, associated with an unusual
format of communication with the teacher and fellow students, and further study of the issue is required.
One student's wish to increase self-awareness was notable, because "when we are engaged in remote
training, maybe someone is in touch, but the sound is turned off, and they do what they want to do." This
confirms relevance of increasing students’ interest in distance learning.

Thus, we can conclude that the hypothesis was confirmed. The proposed questions and answers to
them reflect the attitude of foreign language students to FL distance learning in Russia and give reason for

teachers to think about changing the method of conducting distance learning.

7. Conclusion

Of all the variety of ways to organize FL distance learning, the most popular in Russia in the
conditions of mass transition has become a video conference. The method of giving practical classes online
differs from the traditional form.

When starting to develop the content of a video conference, the teacher of Russian as a foreign
language can be offered the following:

- prepare the main materials used in the lesson and additional materials (for self-study), taking into
account students’ needs and interests, such as photos, videos, podcasts, texts, web links, etc.;

- convert all prepared text materials into electronic form (including printed versions of textbooks)
and place them in special storage facilities;

- to maintain interest and ensure the dynamics of the process, regularly alternate activities (listening,
speaking, writing, reading), use presentations, video clips, texts, tasks, podcasts, photos and illustrations.

- think about ways to fix explanations (writing in the form of texts or diagrams) and save the training
information of the lesson (transcript and video recording of the lesson);

- plan the use of various technical features to activate speech (for example, separate channels in
Microsoft Teams for working in pairs; mobile voice recorders for practicing reading skills and correct

pronunciation).
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