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Abstract 
English for aviation industry is one of the most internationalized and content-language consistent 
areas of English for Specific Purposes, and it urgently requires new methods for teaching it, especially 
for the purpose of aviation safety. ICAO guidelines for Aviation English Training programs (Cir 323, 
2003) demand to teach content-and-language integrated courses of English to the professionals of the 
aviation industry with the listening skills, speaking skills and vocabulary as key targets. A teacher of 
aviation-related English at the university level is aimed to integrate students into communication 
process in English in professional context, and therefore, has to create this context for them. 

Watching documentary films in English on aviation topics may be one of the effective and efficient 
tools to make the process of learning English a content-based one and encouraging cognitive abilities 
of students. While there are many different non-fiction films on aviation, not any film can be integrated 
into the educational process of university students, though. 

Films of the National Geographic Channel provide the new learning initiative built around a set of 
attitudes, skills, and knowledge that embody the attributes of a student-explorer. They are a source of 
the language and content to observe and document, they stimulate students to communicate new 
knowledge, motivate a new type of understanding of the professional world and its language from 
spoken language and audio-video media. 

Films of the National Geographic channel have been the subject of the study, and documentaries 
Inside Miami Airport, Megastructures: Airbus A380, Megafactories: Boeing 747 are considered to be 
relevant to the English-learning objectives during the introductory aviation-related English course 
(about 100 academic hours), which goal is to level off the English command of students after high 
school, introduce students to basic aviation concepts, prepare them to the specific professionally 
oriented English program (English for air-mechanics, air-logistics, ground services, economics, 
avionics etc.). 

Watching films in the classroom places students into the general aviation context, encounter them with 
real-English professional background and terminology, master their listening skills (both general and 
for detail), interconnect visual content with its verbal implementation, as authentic information is 
presented in a dynamic and emotional manner. 

The paper summarizes the personal perspective on classroom exploration of video-studies and 
focuses on criteria for film selection for students of civil aviation background, shares the language-
and-content teaching model, looks at the stages of film studies, discusses in-class challenges. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
English for Aviation is one of the most internationalized and language consistent areas of English for 
Specific Purposes, and it urgently requires new methods for teaching it. 

There exist two specific subject and language zones in Civil Aviation English: the first is Aviation 
English taught to air traffic controllers and cabin crews, whereas the second is English taught to future 
professionals of ground handling operations, namely, passenger services and maintenance services. 
Textbooks and teaching resources on Aviation English, e.g. Flightpath: Aviation English for Pilots and 
ATCOs (2011) [1], Aviation English: For ICAO Compliance (2008) [2], English for Aviation: Express 
Series (2008) [3], and even a research Aviation English: A lingua franca for pilots and air traffic 
controllers (2016) [4], mainly address students of the air-traffic controlling major and target compulsory 
ICAO language proficiency certification, when materials for students of other future personnel of the 
civil aviation industry are rare, or second to none. 
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ICAO guidelines for Aviation English Training programs (Cir 323, 2003) [5] demand to teach content-
and-language integrated courses of English to the professionals of the aviation industry, mainly to air 
traffic controllers and pilots, with the listening skills, speaking skills and professional vocabulary as key 
targets. Students of aircraft maintenance, passenger & cargo logistics and streamlining, computer 
science also need to be integrated into communication process in English in professional context, and 
a teacher, therefore, has to create such context for them. 

Foreign language competencies of aviation-related graduates require pragmatic skills (monologue and 
dialogue modes of speaking, giving opinion, agreeing and disagreeing, turn-taking, giving commands 
and replying to them), socio-cultural knowledge (understanding up-to-date working life of people in 
aviation industry), command of professional vocabulary and language structures in relation to their 
area of expertise. 

Content-based instruction focuses on the topic or subject matter, i.e. students are targeting learning 
about some subject using the language they are trying to learn as a tool for developing knowledge, 
and so they develop their linguistic ability in the target language. 
National Geographic Learning’s mission is to bring the world to the classroom and the classroom to 
life. Students learn about the world by experiencing it, developing the language and skill the need to 
be successful global citizens. [6] 

Watching and studying documentary films on aviation topics in English produced by the National 
Geographic channel may be one of the effective and efficient tools to make the process of learning 
English a content-based one and to present the process of studying language as the natural 
exploration of professional realities and professional language. Documentary films are supposed to a 
productive source for named above skills and knowledge. 

Some data of initial stages of this research have been published in Russian in the research journal of 
the Moscow State Technical University [7] and presented at the 3rd International Conference on 
ESP/EAP/EMI in the Context of Higher Education Internalization in 2016 in Moscow, Russian 
Federation. This paper summarizes the final findings upon the completion of the research project in 
March 2017. [8] 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Documentary series on aviation of the National Geographic Channel have been studied, and some of 
them have been chosen to be watched in a classroom as relevant for the teaching goals in English 
language studies for future aviation-related professionals during the transition from general English 
studies of the first year (about 100 academic hours) to more specific and industry-oriented English 
studies of the second year. 

During the introductory aviation-related English course the goal is to level off English command of 
students after high school English program, to introduce students to basic aviation concepts, prepare 
them to the specific professionally oriented English program (English for air-transportation, ground-
handling services, economics, avionics etc.). 

The selected films were shown to the university students of five language groups of A1-B2 levels, and 
the model of working with films was tested. 

In the end of the semester, students participated in the Google survey to give the feedback about their 
attitude to watching films in the course of studies. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 Criteria for selecting documentaries to be shown in a classroom 
The Internet provides a great variety of non-fiction films on aviation, not any film can be integrated into 
the educational process of university students, though. 

Solovova E.N. (2008) presents the criteria of authentic films to be appropriate for their incorporation 
into educational process: 1) the language of a film has to correspond to the level of students’ language 
command; 2) the content information has to be appropriate to the level of professional (subject) 
knowledge of students; 3) current and relevant content; 4) quality of sound and video; 5) a 
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communicative impact; 6) informative, socio-cultural and artistic merits; 6) films have to match 
studying goals. [9] 

The films selected for the students are Inside Miami Airport (2007) [10], Megastructures: AirbusA380 
(2007) [11], Megafactories: Boeing 747-8 – Boeing’s latest Jumbo Jet (2012) [12]. They have been 
analyzed by the language and content: 

1 the language of the films (both monologues and dialogues) corresponds to the level of English 
of first-year students of the University of Civil Aviation in Moscow (B1/B2); 

2 films’ content does not require any specific professional knowledge of students, as they present 
the basic operations at the airports and basic information on latest models of aircraft in an 
educational mode; 

3 documentaries are up-to-date – released after 2000; 

4 they have professional quality of picture and sound; 

5 they can be watched in clusters as they may be divided into episodes.  

Watching films in the classroom is not required by any specific grammar, vocabulary or subject topic of 
the curriculum, but necessary as it places students into the general aviation context, encounter them 
with real-English professional background and terminology, master their listening skills (both general 
and for detail), interconnect visual content with its verbal implementation, information is presented in 
the dynamic and emotional manner, which is authentic, too. 

3.2 Extraction of the professional language and content from documentaries 
The educational purpose of watching means that a film is a source of professional information and a 
tool to develop language command. 

The film Inside Miami International Airport [10] demonstrates the video content, which presents subject 
and language information for development of professional competencies: 

1 demonstration of airport services in regular and emergent mode of work with the professional 
vocabulary to be extracted: names of the departments and services, functions and 
responsibilities of the departments, instructions; and also verbs of motion, numerals, 
geographical names – development of language and sociocultural awareness; 

2 monologue speech of the presenter can be observed for text organization, linking words and 
transitions, usage of narrative tenses – development of language and pragmatic awareness; 

3 dialogues between staff or between staff and passengers present not only factual information, 
but also functional strategies of giving opinion, agreeing and disagreeing, etiquette, in addition, 
different American accents, especially southern accents – language, sociocultural and 
pragmatic awareness; 

4 diverse signs present sign information and develop sociocultural awareness. 

The film Megastructures: Airbus A380 [11] demonstrates one of the largest passenger planes and 
teaches students the history of the Airbus A380, from its design concept, its interior features, the 
precision manufacturing, the logistics, to its final assembly and its final maiden flight. The film 
Megafactories: Boeing 747-8 [12] allows to extract the information about another large passenger 
airliner Boeing 747-8. 

3.3 A model of learning professional language and content with films 
Watching documentary films without pre-watching, while-watching and post-watching activities would 
not meet the educational purposes of study and would only entertain students. Diverse exercises have 
to be done at different stages of working with films aiming different language skills and professional 
knowledge. 

The pre-watching stage targets to prepare students to perceive language and content information of a 
film. As an example of initializing activities, reading for the gist and for the detail and vocabulary 
exercises are recommended. Some research activity on the Internet by students is highly 
recommended as well. The while-watching stage is about the demonstration of a film and explication 
of language and content. While watching films there can be done listening, vocabulary, grammar 
exercises, and exercises on explication of the factual contextual information. This is about 
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“transmitting the information and language through oneself”. This stage is mostly about observation 
and analysis while practicing language skills. After watching exercises are aimed to recycle vocabulary 
and to activate speaking skills of students, that is an organization of information. Finalizing activities of 
personalization are supposed to be creative writing and speaking, so that the learnt information and 
language could be reproduced in another context. 

Going into more thorough representation of the model of studying films and working with them in class 
and out of class, it can be depicted as the below. 

Pre-watching: teams of three-four students search for the information about an airport or an aircraft on 
the Internet or in other sources and create an airport/aircraft profile, which is presented in a classroom, 
then compared and discussed. 

While being watched in class, films, which lengths are about 40 minutes, are divided into episodes of 
5-7 minutes, shown in the “play-pause” mode. While watching the episodes, students work with “gist” 
language and content tasks on handouts, which are checked, reviewed and commented by a teacher 
after each of the episodes. Every 5-7 minutes of watching require about 15 minutes of discussion of 
answers, as the experience of demonstration of films has shown. On the whole, in-class watching and 
primary language and content analyses takes about three academic hours.  

Watching for details and doing in-depth vocabulary, grammar, content tasks are recommended as a 
home assignment, because there students have an opportunity to watch the video as many times as it 
is necessary for them, which is important in the circumstances of diverse listening skills and different 
speeds in perceiving information. 

After in-class and home watching of films a teacher organizes revision of vocabulary and functional 
language by both drilling and freer practice. 

Finally, at the stage of personalization students are advised to create a mini-presentation of any 
airport or aircraft of their choices. Students present their works individually in class and are peer-
reviewed by their classmates in a special assessment from. Students talks are graded by text-
organization (10% of a grade), vocabulary usage (40%), airport services demonstrated (40%) and 
grammar (10%). 

A progress test is written and consists of four parts: listening, vocabulary, writing, speaking. Speaking 
progress test is fulfilled in pairs, when students get a role-play task of giving opinion, agreeing and 
disagreeing with statements, describing facts and figures, and need to act out dialogues, which are 
graded as successful in case of using the appropriate vocabulary and following the rules of 
communication strategies. 

The experiment of watching and studying different films with first year students (about 45 students) of 
the Moscow State Technical University of Civil Aviation (MSTUCA) has proved that integration of 
documentary films into the process of teaching aviation-related English makes the educational 
process emotionally attractive, able to maintain motivation of students and able to form persistent 
interest of students in content-based English. Students have shown the better progress test results on 
vocabulary usage and subject related knowledge demonstration. Timewise, the demonstration of one 
film and work with it took about six academic hours. 

3.4 Watching in-class challenges 
However, there are some difficulties in including work with a feature-length film into curriculum of 
English language studies at the university level. 

The first challenge is that the English language is studied during first and second year of studies in the 
baccalaureate programs of the MSTUCA and comprises from 108 to 244 academic hours. If the study 
of one film takes about 6 academic hours it amounts to 2,5–6 % of the overall studies, but averagely 
10-15 % of semester studies, which is rather time-consuming. It has not been proven yet that watching 
films is preferable to other language learning strategies, whereas it is the complementary language 
and subject learning practice. Whether watching one film per the whole program of studies is 
reasonable and effective, it is questionable.  

Based on the experiment with students of the MSTUCA, a teacher might be recommended to reduce 
in-class drilling and discussion time by transferring these tasks to home team work and to focus on 
instruction, facilitation and commentaries of students fulfillment. About 60 percent of film studies have 
to be done out of class, so that these studies could be efficient indeed. 
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The second challenge is students’ motivation to be involved in film watching and studying it. The 
students having taken part in the experiment were surveyed: they answered the question if they 
agreed or disagreed that watching documentary films in English on aviation subjects contributed to the 
development of professional competences and language abilities. 83 % of students considered 
watching films an effective tool of expanding their professional background and improving their 
language command, on the other hand, 17 % of students did not find film studies worth time spending. 

Students named varied reasons for being dissatisfied with such a type of activity, and among them the 
most frequent answers were that their individual speed of audio-/video-information perception was 
slow; that they felt the need to watch every episode several times for the gist and for the explication of 
language and subject information, which is not possible during class work; that they did not have 
enough of basic grammar and vocabulary to watch B1/B2-level films; that they were distracted by 
presence of their classmates and annoyed that they could not pause the film whenever they felt like 
doing that. Having commented on why students were not happy with home assignments, they 
mentioned not having enough of spare time for homework, as many of them were working part-time, 
“inborn laziness” and an inability to self-organize and time-manage their out-of-class studies, although 
all in all they were highly motivated in learning English. 

Therefore, a teacher of foreign languages in technical universities should thoroughly consider the 
algorithms of incorporation of film studies into curriculum, and before everything else, teach students 
how to work individually with films, how to set goals and independently check study progress. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Motivating and engaging students has always been a challenge for higher education instructors, and 
with today’s learners, who use, and often demand, solutions that support their unique study needs and 
preferences. English teacher are no more only language teachers, but instructors who arm students 
with skills to think critically in their professional careers and specific professional knowledge. 

Watching future-profession-oriented films with students of the schools of higher education contributes 
to development of the sociocultural competency by extending students’ knowledge of current 
professional life of specialists of the industry, to an improvement of language proficiency through 
active learning of specific vocabulary, terminology, and practicing listening skills, to an increase of 
pragmatic awareness of professional communication, and even to development of self-management of 
foreign language studies. 

In this new environment, instructors recognize the need to more fully integrate technology-enabled 
learning solutions into the classroom, solutions to teach language and subject.  

The research on National Geographic films in the instruction of foreign languages shows that 
documentaries are an effective tool for improving student engagement and learning, watching films is 
beneficial to the language learners. 
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