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Abstract 
Online teaching has become an alternative teaching form. Students at Kazan Federal University in 
Tatarstan in the Russian Federation study English as a Foreign Language as their major subject in 
preparation for careers in teaching and translation. For language and culture students, actual 
engagement with native speakers and persons from different cultures remains a key aspect of making 
these topics more than just subjects for study.  Trips overseas and face-to-face visits from persons 
speaking their native languages and sharing their native cultures may be off limits as departmental 
resources decline. To address the gap between needs and resources, this paper discusses one 
example of the exploratory use of the online mode for teaching Linguistic courses in English as a 
Foreign Language (FL) and Sociological courses in Cultural Relations, though online teaching requires 
more time than traditional classroom teaching. The use of the online mode becomes the key to 
engage and develop students’ understanding outside of the direct experience method. 

This paper presents the methods for teaching language and culture and examples of the first phase of 
an exploration into cross-cultural use of online. As this project continues, the instructors hope to 
include synchronic methods and applications into their face-to-face modes and even to move to 
complete use of the online model for international cooperation. This example has focused on 
academic engagement, primarily using academic, governmental and popular texts and videos to 
supplement traditional methods and sources for learning. For future classes, we intend to include 
these methods as an introduction before moving into task-based methods, materials and online 
applications for Russian Federation-United States student asynchronous and synchronous problem 
solving and dialogic models that would center the students rather than the instructors. By using such 
methods, we hope to move from a ‘sage on the stage’ model of teaching to a ‘guide on the side’ model 
where students take over their own learning, with instructors facilitating this process rather than 
leading it. As such, we hope to engender the new wave of self-guided students who can continue their 
own learning in the absence of the instructor and who can engage beyond the classroom, across 
borders where problems can be solved before they become larger issues of concern. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The status of foreign language teachers has always been high. They have an important role in 
fostering cross-cultural communication, in promoting tolerance and connecting and bridging nations 
and countries. It’s up to date nowadays for a complicated geopolitical situation we are facing. It’s up to 
teachers to make students understand the essence of successful communication that lies in 
respecting the diversity of cultures, peoples, nations and languages. In this respect being culturally 
competent is of great importance. 

For two years we’ve testing the creative use of alternative online teaching modes that was for two 
target groups: students and school teachers of English in Tatarstan Republic.  

It is obvious that actual engagement with native speakers and persons from different cultures remains 
a key aspect of FL study for our students at Kazan Federal University study English as a Foreign 
Language as their major subject in preparation for careers in teaching. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
Current theory on teaching language and culture combines both traditional language as a subject of 
study and language for use methods. Sometimes memorization is necessary to learn aspects of 
language that may be required to accomplish a task. Teachers may choose from any methods 
necessary to teach students and students may use a range of methods in learning language to use it 
in the real world. The online mode should be understood as a process whereby instructors and 
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students learn using all the methods available as necessary to learn and engage with the materials 
given. This includes whether memorization in the class in preparation for the online portion is 
necessary or whether students must engage in dialogue with each other inside and outside the 
classroom in order to connect the topics presented. [1] 

The two instructors were involved in this project, one at KFU and one at HACC, Heather Mello; they 
exchanged syllabi and materials in order to assess where in the KFU curriculum online methods might 
best be used to supplement the traditional face-to-face modes of teaching. While the KFU students 
are not only focused on learning English as spoken in the US, the predominance of US English 
requires that they become familiar with some of the various cultural and linguistic peculiarities of 
persons from this multicultural society.   

The basic lesson model for students consisted of prereadings, video with questions, home tasks, and 
teacher feedback. Prereadings are important to prime students into the concepts and vocabulary that 
they will encounter in the video portion of the lesson. Prereadings provide models of language-in-use 
for students and allow for immersion into the English language as written in the target culture.  Such 
prereadings are selected to illustrate major aspects of the lesson and to familiarize the students with 
aspects of the culture with which they may yet be unfamiliar, despite years of study.  Indeed, it is 
important that lessons not be too simple or include commonly taught notions of language and culture 
so that students are challenged beyond their existing knowledge, else they may ask themselves the 
question of why such supplemental online methods are even important. These prereadings also serve 
to model for the students the ways that they may further explore the English language and culture on 
their own as active learners outside of the classroom.  Despite the term ‘reading’ as included in the 
category ‘prereading,’ this portion did include both written and video materials, which included spoken 
and visual aspects.  [2] 

The video portion of the lesson brings the various topics in the prereadings together and summarizes 
them in a logical way. Videos present the topics in spoken language with all the nuances that visual 
and aural language bring to language and culture students, including accent and dialect, facial and 
gestural aspects of spoken language.  The video also reinforces that this is a real lesson with a real 
instructor from another culture, allowing for a more personal touch.  Research into the online mode 
reveals that students can feel a lack of connection with their instructor, therefore the video is important 
to begin to set this connection. This is called “community building”. When students feel that the online 
classroom is a community, they are more likely to interact with the material and with the in-class peers 
as well as to feel a connection to their instructor, which is the key to engagement for the online 
classroom.  Furthermore, with the use of the video, students get to hear the questions for home tasks 
as they are asked in a logical progression from the lesson’s topics.  

Home tasks cement the linguistic and cultural concepts in the students’ minds as they go from 
recipients of language and learning to producers of their own language. Students must also explore 
the various cultural topics, engaging their knowledge of their own culture and assessing the distance 
between their own and the target culture. Feedback on the home tasks allows for evaluation of student 
learning of English as well as their understanding of the material presented.  Indeed, instructor may 
become aware even of whether the students have done the prereading necessary to understand the 
topics presented. Assessment of hometasks provides insight into which concepts the instructors might 
need to focus on for further discussion if it seems that concepts may not yet be fully understood or 
language forms may not yet be learned or engaged successfully.   

The first two lessons centered around the question of ‘What Does It Mean To Be An American?’  For 
Part One, prereadings included selections from Amendment 14 of the US Constitution, demographic 
and other general information from the Wikipedia entry ‘Americans’, articles from popular online 
magazines addressing the question of ‘Who is American?’, and a short video series showing a 
diversity of American children answering the question ‘Who is American?’.  

For Part One, there were two videos to be shown in class. The first video was a Coca Cola 
advertisement that had been shown in the US during the annual US football competition, ‘The Super 
Bowl’.  In this video, various American voices sing the song ‘America, The Beautiful’.  The unique and 
controversial aspect of this video was that it was sung not only in English, but in other languages 
spoken by persons who can be considered ‘Americans’, such as Spanish-speakers, Filipino speakers 
and even one voice singing in a Native American language.  The controversy over this video in the 
American news consisted of opinions for or against the song being sung in languages other than 
English.  
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The second video for Part One included the US instructor discussing the controversy, introducing the 
controversy and detailing opinions that supported the video and those that did not.  This video also 
included a guest speaker specializing in US Constitutional Law, who spoke about the original 
constitution and the 14th Amendment to the constitution and how both sections laid out who may and 
may not be considered ‘American’.  An additional feature of this second video included a final portion 
exploring the accents and dialects of the two speakers – the US instructor and the constitution 
specialist – comparing their use of several features of English as spoken in the US.  Indeed, this is 
one additional bonus to the online mode, the ability to draw in additional speakers to supplement the 
primary instructor’s viewpoints and to provide additional language models, as each person speaks not 
only in their own language, but does so in their own way, influenced of course, by geographic and 
social aspects that we call dialect.   

For Part Two, prereadings were grouped by the major cultural and linguistic features of the American 
population, presented as major areas of diversity in the US.  These areas included readings and video 
selections from five major areas: language, citizenship and/or immigration status, race and ethnicity, 
religion, and lastly, love and family relations.  Language readings consisted of readings from the US 
Bureau of the Census on which major languages are spoken in the home besides English and 
readings on the movement in the US to have English become the only official language.  Citizenship 
and immigration status readings included US Bureau of the Census readings on the ratio of natural to 
foreign born citizens, facts about undocumented immigration to the US and readings on some 
American fears about the new refugee crisis in Syria and immigrants from Syria. Readings on race 
and ethnicity included articles on racism and ending racism and the diversity of named groups in the 
US.  Religion readings included Wikipedia entries on religion in the US, articles entailing the attitudes 
among so-called ‘Moderate Muslims’ in the US, and lastly articles about US Christians and their 
feelings of being only one among many religions in the US.  Readings on love and family included 
articles about adolescent sexual practices, debates over definitions of marriage in the US and 
demographics of marriage status in the US.   

To wrap up this series, both Part One and Part Two of ‘What It Means To Be American’ and ‘Who Is 
American’, the video for Part Two summarized previous readings and videos from Part One as well as 
readings from Part Two.  In conclusion, the instructor asked the students to answer questions about 
the readings and videos on the specific title questions as well as to discuss the five major areas of 
debate as given in Part Two. The last question took the issue home for the students, asking them to 
explore how these questions form common areas of debate for other large multicultural nations, such 
as the US and Russia. In specific, students were asked about opinions related to these topics as 
discussed in Russia and among Russians and other nationalities within Russia.   

As mentioned above, home tasks included student responses to questions given in the list of 
prereadings as well as in the videos.  These tasks take students from passive recipients of information 
to active producers of language and explorers of culture – in the US and at home, in Russia.  These 
hometasks were monitored and discussed in the face-to-face portion of the class by the KFU 
instructor, within class and outside of class as students needed.  The KFU instructor explored the 
hometasks with her students first, addressing aspects of language use and writing as explored within 
her own curriculum. Next, the instructor sent the student responses to the US instructor, who read 
them and provided written feedback to the students on the individual papers, mostly focused on 
cultural aspects of the lessons. In addition, to further engage the students and to make the lesson real, 
to give it that personal touch, which as mentioned earlier can be experienced as a weakness of the 
online model, the teacher feedback included a video section, where the US instructor named various 
students in providing feedback. This assured the students that their hometasks are indeed being read 
and that the person in the video is in fact a real instructor, someone who is beginning to know the 
students through their work and their writing. This is the second part of that “community building” 
aspect of the online course, which helps students to feel like their work counts and like they are 
accountable to a real person, who will not only check their work, but who cares that they do it well, for 
the classroom and so they can succeed in the real world. This helps students develop a positive 
attitude towards the class and the material being taught. [3] 

The basic lesson model for school teachers of English consisted of pretask in the form of Power point 
presentation and video where the US instructor shared her experience in teaching English and 
Vietnamese and provided information on some recent developments in the language teaching field. 
She explained the difference between learning and teaching Heritage/Home Languages: Connecting 
Families and Communities, Second Languages: Connecting Communities, Creating Opportunities, 
Foreign Languages: Connecting Communities and Countries, Creating Opportunities, English or 
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Englishes: Connecting the World; compared some old and some new methods, highlighted new focus 
on Language for Communication vs. Language as Subject of Study, Standards-Based Curriculum, 
Assessment & Evaluation Based on Standards, Use of Technology for Language Teaching & 
Learning. [4] 

3 RESULTS 
It was the first phase of an exploration into cross-cultural use of online methods for teaching language 
and culture, for international cooperation.  As this project continues, the instructors hope to include 
synchronic methods and applications into their face-to-face modes and even to move to complete use 
of the online model for international cooperation. This example has focused on academic 
engagement, primarily using academic, governmental and popular texts and videos to supplement 
traditional methods and sources for learning.  For future classes, we intend to include these methods 
as an introduction before moving into task-based methods, materials and online applications for 
student asynchronous and synchronous problem solving and dialogic models that would center the 
students rather than the instructors.   

4 CONCLUSIONS 
By using such methods, we hope to move from a ‘sage on the stage’ model of teaching to a ‘guide on 
the side’ model where students take over their own learning, with instructors facilitating this process 
rather than leading it. As such, we hope to engender the new wave of self-guided students who can 
continue their own learning in the absence of the instructor and who can engage beyond the 
classroom, across borders where problems can be solved before they become larger issues of 
concern. We hope that this mode can provide the teachers of English with opportunities to improve 
their expertise. 
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