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Abstract 
It is a well-known fact that images worth a thousand words and they proved their efficiency in 
supporting educational processes long time ago. It is long ago that teachers of English as a Second 
Language learned how to blend the learning of foreign languages combining printed text books with 
the power of video. Open education videos allow any ESL teacher to take advantage of using 
authentic materials and bring life to the classroom. Students benefit from being exposed to various 
view points and learning from outstanding professionals from around the world. It helps them not only 
to master a foreign language but also become better professionals in their field. Working with video 
materials gives students better inside into the national culture they study, ignites their cognitive 
interests and motivates them to participate in discussions and various types of collaborations with their 
mates. 

This article focuses on the ways of bringing open education videos into ESL classroom to boost 
cultural awareness and summarizes the successful practices used in Moscow State Institute of 
International Relations (University). It is vitally important for MGIMO graduates not only to have perfect 
command of English but also have a high level of cultural awareness, understand how historical 
events account for the processes in social and political life today. With that goal in mind, the author 
selected a number of videos from open education platforms and incorporated them into ESL University 
course along with a number of assignments. Another purpose of the article is to compare the 
outcomes of this video course with professional competences the students are expected to possess. 
Moreover, the author evaluates the students’ level of satisfaction with the course. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Learning foreign languages is one of the primary objectives these days especially for those whose 
native language doesn’t happen to be English. Since English is a lingua franca, mastering it is one of 
the must do things for practically every person in the world. Communicative competence and the 
importance of soft skills can hardly be underestimated. There are a number of factors that contributed 
to the fact that English has become a language of international communication. First, it was the impact 
of the British Empire, then the growing socio-political and economic influence of the United States, and 
by all means the biggest and the most influential empire which is the Internet. The position English 
currently retains as lingua franca is partially due to the impact Anglo Saxon world still exerts on 
humanity today. 

The advent of the World Wide Web turned out to be a mixed blessing, the advantages and 
disadvantages of which are widely discussed these days; however, the Internet forced nearly 
everyone to gain at least basic mastery of English. It brought about not only opportunities to integrate 
into the global world but also a number of challenges. Since English seems to belong to everyone, 
what sort of English are we teaching and learning in our class rooms? What is essential for a non-
native speaker to achieve understanding with their English native speaking counterparts? What is the 
difference between the ways of learning English at tertiary level and acquiring language skills in 
community colleges? What is to be learnt besides grammar and vocabulary? Apart from sufficient 
mastery of any modern (and ancient) language, coming to grips with its structure and form, it is 
undeniably important to understand the culture which is behind the language we study. One of the 
reasons why Esperanto, which was initially designed to be a language facilitating international 
communication, never fulfilled the function it was created for, is that it doesn’t represent any culture. 
Designed to be a language of many, it has become a language of a chosen few. 
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The importance of gaining cross-cultural competence became evident after World War II when nations 
declared their willingness to work together towards promoting peace and cooperation. It was observed 
[5 ]that however similar we might look, we have some profound differences which by no means can be 
ignored. It was in 1946 when a renowned American cultural anthropologist Edward T. Hall established 
Intercultural Communication as a scholarly discipline at the Institute of Foreign Service in the USA. It 
is increasingly frequent that events which occur in social or political life of this or that country have 
their roots in the past of that land. Moreover, students’ own cultural perceptions can cause them to 
misinterpret other people’s behavior and practices based on different set of values. Therefore, 
intercultural competence is able to foster mutual understanding and cooperation and help an individual 
realize his / her communicative intentions adequately. We learn languages in order to be understood, 
however lack of intercultural competence can lead to misunderstanding and a number of other 
problems related to that.  

Today we are exposed to a great variety of materials which enable us to study whenever we want, 
wherever it is more convenient to us and at whatever pace we wish. The very fact that various 
materials coming from different sources are available to students contributes to their better 
understanding of peculiarities of different countries. Since we remember better if information is 
presented to us through various channels, open education videos can be immensely helpful in this 
regard. Youtube which started in 2005 with a video featuring a young man’s experience visiting a zoo, 
is now one of the biggest collection of all kinds of video materials. With thousands of new videos being 
uploaded to Youtube daily, the necessity to navigate in this steam has become of paramount 
importance.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
To solve the problem identified, the experimental study was conducted. Throughout the academic 
year, first year undergraduate students majoring in International Journalism took a cultural awareness 
course based on a number of open education videos available at www.youtube.com  or 
http://documentarylist.net . They are a set of documentaries on the history of Great Britain led by a TV 
host and historian David Starkey. A story supported by demonstration of historical documents, 
episodes of reconstruction of different historical events, peculiar facts from historical people’s lives. 
Starkey’s emotional but, at the same time, professional and systematic manner of narration makes the 
process of watching enjoyable. Having watched a video fragment, students do a number of 
comprehension activities, learn active topical vocabulary and discuss what they have learnt with their 
team mates. Sometimes, when their background knowledge is not enough, they have to do some 
extra research work as a home assignment. The final stage of the process is analytical: students 
analyse the material, contemplate on the cause and effect of the historical events they have just 
learned about and try to connect what they have learned to present events. For instance, the 
relationship between Great Britain and France has always been complicated and cannot be properly 
understood if we are ignorant of the details of a series of conflicts between rulers of England the 
House of Plantagenet and House of Valois, who ruled over France. The event was named the 
Hundred Years' War and stretched between 1337 to 1453. If someone leaves without saying 
“goodbye”, the English say that he / she “took a French leave”, however, there is widely used 
expression in Russian “to take an English leave” and means exactly the same. It can be explained by 
the fact that the Russian language borrowed the expression from French. According to today’s 
conventional manners, it is believed to be impolite to leave and not say “goodbye” to those who stay, 
therefore the English and French attribute that to each other and not their compatriots. People from 
high and low context [5] cultures also perceive each other differently.  

History of Britain was chosen for the course since it is a homeland for the English language and many 
of the cultural and linguistic traditions can be traced from the history of this country. However, it will be 
worthwhile to design a similar course on American / Australian history and culture. It is necessary to 
mention that a number of educationalists and methodologists have stressed the importance of 
listening in the process of learning a foreign language[1] [2] [3] [4].  

At the end of the course, the students answered a number of questions and revealed their attitude to 
the course and its relevance to their future profession. It is worth mentioning, that some students 
majoring in International Journalism combine their studies with work and are well acquainted with the 
demands of the labor market.  

The activities our students did were divided into three categories: pre-listening / watching, while-
listening /watching and after-listening / watching. Pre-listening activities are aimed at activating the 
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students’ background knowledge and igniting their interest in the topic. Students are given either a list 
of questions to answer and discuss or they are supposed anticipate what they will learn by deciding if 
the statements they are given are true or false. At this stage, they rely only on their prior knowledge 
and experience. For example, here are the questions the students answer before watching the first 
episode: 

1 In what way is Britain different from other nations? What are their typical national traits? 
2 What is ‘island mentality’? 
3 What is English humor? Is it different from humor in other countries / your country? Are there 

any English joke that you don’t find funny? 
4 How do British / Americans tend to express their emotions? What is understatement?  
5 Do the British / Americans like to complain? What do you put it down to? What does “stiff upper 

lip” mean in Britain? 
6 What is constitutional monarchy? What is the Sovereign responsible for? 
7 What does the metaphor ‘melting pot’ mean in the USA? 
8 What are three most influential British / American personalities? How did they influence their 

country?  
9 When and how did English become lingua franca? Is it likely to retain its position of lingua 

franca in the future? 
10 What are the major historical events in Britain / the USA? How did they contribute to shaping 

people’s national identity? 

Students are expected to work in pairs and small groups (3 – 4 people) at this stage. They can also 
take advantage of the access to the Internet and find out the additional information they might need. 
After discussing the questions in small groups and pairs, they exchange their results with the rest of 
the class.  

After that the students are given active vocabulary / glossary of terms and notions they may not be 
familiar with and are asked to match them with definitions or explain their meaning. It enables them to 
understand the video materials without any difficulties. While watching, the students complete the 
table with missing information or draw a mind map where they have to show chronology of events and 
logical sequence between them. They also have to match a historical figure with what was done, e.g. 
King John – signed Magna Carta. A documentary is watched by small fragments to enable students to 
do the assignments / discuss / give their predictions.  

After watching, students make their presentations featuring some additional information concerning 
the historical event they have just covered in the video. There is one more strategy the students use 
before, while and after listening: Know –Want to know – Learnt (KWL). At the beginning of a video 
fragment, students summarize what they already know about the topic they are going to hear about 
and what questions they would like to find the answers for. At the end of the fragment, they discuss 
the answers they have received and identify areas for future individual research in case the answers 
were not given. It is more helpful to apply KWL having competed watching several documentaries: the 
students already know something and are motivated to learn more.  

3 RESULTS 
The cultural awareness course presented met the following objectives:  

• Learning new vocabulary of advanced level on history and culture will enable students to 
discuss the matters  they were nor even exposed to before 

• Learning through various sources teaches students to work with information, process it, 
differentiate between facts and opinions which is crucially important for a University student 
regardless of their major 

• Boosting students’ motivation and igniting their interest in the process of learning English. The 
students who take this course realize that learning a language goes far beyond memorizing 
grammar and vocabulary, that understanding is a complex and multi-layered process that 
requires background knowledge from various spheres. Students begin to understand that 
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learning about the events of the past can be beneficial for understanding cultural and political 
landscape today 

• Learning how to think critically, analyze and draw conclusions based on complex data 

The survey conducted after the course revealed a high level of satisfaction with it: out of 47 students 
questioned only 2 found it “boring” and “irrelevant” to their future career.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Building cultural awareness is one of the major skills professionals have to possess in the 21st century 
regardless of the field they work in. Whatever occupation one chooses, it is likely that he / she will 
collaborate with colleagues from across the globe/ thus will inevitably confront with approaches and 
value systems different from their own. The demands for learning foreign languages at University level 
are also different: students  of International Journalism are expected to find employment in 
international companies and diplomatic missions around the world therefore have to be ready to 
communicate efficiently with people from various cultures.  
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