
Frontiers in Education 01 frontiersin.org

Review of effective methods of 
teaching a foreign language to 
university students in the 
framework of online distance 
learning: international experience
Zulfiya R. Akhmetzadina 1*, Aigul R. Mukhtarullina 2, 
Elena A. Starodubtseva 3, Maria N. Kozlova 3 and 
Yulia A. Pluzhnikova 4

1 Sibai Institute (Branch), Bashkir State University, Sibai, Russia, 2 Bashkir State University, Ufa, Russia, 
3 Financial University under the Government of the Russian Federation, Moscow, Russia, 4 Kolomna 
Institute (Branch) of Moscow Polytechnic University, Kolomna, Russia

The research goal is to analyze the existing and most frequently used methods 
and competency-based approaches to distance learning of a foreign language. 
The tasks are formulated to achieve the goal. They involve classifying the methods 
of foreign language teaching based on the competency approach and identifying 
the effective methods. The methodological basis of this research includes 
methods of analyzing the practical experience of foreign language teaching 
based on a competency-based approach, synthesis of national and international 
experience, comparison of national models of the language environment, and 
generalization of sociological data. As a result of the conducted research, it has 
been revealed that among various methods, approaches related to information 
and communication technologies [ICT] are utilized most often. We  believe 
that when teachers conduct courses using synchronous computer-mediated 
communication [SCMC] tools or platforms, students should be given opportunities 
to express their opinions. Most teachers recognize the creation of instructional 
videos as the most effective. According to the students, this type of activity also 
has the greatest learning effect and stimulates creativity. The scientific novelty 
of the research is the study of foreign language teaching methods based on a 
competency-based approach within the framework of online distance learning 
and the relationship of all interested parties, in other words, teachers, students, 
and educational institutions.
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1. Introduction

Global integrative trends, expansion of intercultural interaction, and rapid social 
development contribute to mastering one or more foreign languages not only to communicate 
with representatives of other cultures but also to improve professional skills since modern 
society requires specialists to solve global issues (Berger, 2021). Teaching a foreign language has 
long gone beyond the boundaries of classrooms. The very term “distance learning of foreign 
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languages” includes an entire educational paradigm related to the 
socio-cognitive, pragmatic, and ethical aspects of the foreign-
speaking world.

Both foreign language learners and teachers in the process of 
communication face not only issues related to ethnicity and dilemmas 
associated with historically, socially, and culturally different 
psychology and worldviews. It includes ways of rationalizing 
perception, knowledge structures, attitudes, and the choice of 
expressing these feelings and beliefs. For both students and teachers, 
language learning and cognition are inseparable from the emotional 
component, which regulates adaptation to changes caused by external 
and internal educational events. Considering these issues within the 
framework of the psycholinguistic discipline, several studies (Ko and 
Rossen, 2017; Marlina, 2018; Liu et  al., 2021; McCallum, 2022) 
propose a set of interrelated methods and actions, including (1) 
systematic approach to developing the competencies of a foreign 
language learner and teacher; (2) introduction of a psycholinguistic 
approach to the study/teaching of a foreign language [ELL/ELT – 
English Language Learning and English Language Teaching], which 
highlights the student, their personality; (3) support of language 
training programs for graduates and postgraduates with 
ethnolinguistic components of intercultural learning; (4) development 
of compatible formats of teacher and student research activities and 
mechanisms for the use of these products (Marlina, 2018). This 
collective monograph examines the tasks related to implementing 
these actions, with recommendations leading to a methodological 
basis for developing a linguistic personality in ELT. The proposed 
methodologies appeared by virtue of a series of studies by scholars 
(Kholod, 2018; Marlina, 2018; Zhang et  al., 2021) in the field of 
linguistic categorization of emotions, language acquisition, and 
bilingual identity, as well as the basics of culture research in 
language education.

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on 
education. Almost overnight, it stopped teaching in most 
educational institutions and gradually affected all levels of 
education. The situation was unprecedented. Educational 
institutions had to switch to a new form of education rapidly. The 
pandemic has affected both the means and the forms, methods, and 
teaching approaches, including the competency paradigm in 
teaching a foreign language (Wang and Zou, 2021; Samorodova 
et al., 2022). The tasks of the pedagogical community are to create 
conditions for building up the information technology base of 
educational institutions, developing, and implementing adapted 
teaching methods based on the potential of information 
technologies. For example, Russia is implementing the National 
Project “Education,” which plans to “…create by 2024 a new and 
secure digital educational environment in all educational 
institutions at every level, which will ensure high quality and 
accessibility of education of all types and levels” (Ministry of 
Education of the Russian Federation, 2022). The Modern Digital 
Educational Environment (MDEE) was created as part of the 
project, uniting more than 100 Russian universities and 70 different 
educational platforms. Currently, MDEE offers 1,560 courses on 
various subjects where students can improve their knowledge, skills, 
and abilities in their major (Akubekova and Kulyeva, 2021).

The transformation of foreign language teaching methods based 
on a competency-based approach within the framework of online 
distance learning has affected all interested parties, for example, 

teachers, students, and educational institutions. Therefore, the 
research on these relationships is scientifically significant.

The research aim is to analyze the existing and most frequently 
used methods and competency-based approaches to teaching a 
foreign language remotely (online).

The following tasks have been actualized to achieve the aim:

 1. Classifying the methods of teaching a foreign language based 
on the competency approach;

 2. Identifying the most effective methods according to teachers 
and students.

Combining creativity and new technologies in teaching and 
learning a foreign language achieves these tasks. The basis for the 
current research is the scientific work of specialists from different 
countries (Alipichev and Takanova, 2020; Baker, 2020; Almehlafi, 
2021; Wang and Zou, 2021). It covers the issues of teaching foreign 
languages and the results of a survey of teachers and students of 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees (Bailey et al., 2021; Zubr and Sokolova, 
2021). The analytical methods of this work include the study and 
analysis of the work of some Eurasian scientists and teachers (Marlina, 
2018; Ogbonna et al., 2019; Hovhannisyan, 2022; McCallum, 2022). 
This choice is justified by methodological limitations, namely the use 
of relevant literature over the past 5 years in the field of effective 
methods of teaching a foreign language to university students in the 
framework of online distance learning, mainly in Europe and Asia. All 
literature is freely available (Springer Nature Switzerland AG.) and 
allows determining the development trends of foreign language online 
education today. Besides, we used the method of interviewing teachers 
and students in the form of an anonymous questionnaire.

The methodological basis includes methods of analyzing the 
practical experience of teaching foreign languages based on the 
competency approach, synthesis of national and international teaching 
experience, comparison of national models of the language 
environment, and generalization of sociological data in the 
distance segment.

2. Assessing the effectiveness of 
distance learning in foreign languages

When describing methods and approaches to learning foreign 
languages directly, it is crucial and relevant to evaluate the effectiveness 
of online learning. Active academic mobility in Eurasia is also 
supported by a great variety of English-language programs at all three 
stages of the Bologna process. According to the Masterportal.com 
portal, there are over 20,000 bachelor’s programs in English, 22,000 
master’s programs, 2,500 Ph.D. programs, and about 5,000 online 
degree programs in Europe (Balan, 2022). From 2014 to 2021, the 
number of English-taught bachelor’s programs increased by 2.47 
times. Simultaneously, English-language programs are equally 
available at state universities on a paid and budgetary basis. For 
international students from outside the EU jurisdiction, free English-
language programs are available in Germany and Norway; in France, 
Austria, and Belgium, programs are available at a low cost of 200 to 
3,000 euros per year (Balan, 2022). To study in English-language 
programs, students must submit diplomas of international exams 
confirming the level of English proficiency (PTE Academic, IELTS 
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Academic, TOEFL iBT) (Balan, 2022). The largest share of English-
language programs is among educational programs in Switzerland 
(80%), the Netherlands (60%), Denmark (56%), Finland (55%), and 
Sweden (50%).

The future of education is defined in the Open University (OU) 
innovative pedagogy report 2022 (Hulme, 2022). The goal of the 
research by Zubr and Sokolova (2021) is to present the survey 
questionnaire results, which focus on the experience of distance 
learning students. The questionnaire contains feedback from students 
regarding the distance learning form (distance mode) they have 
encountered. The study was conducted at the Faculty of Informatics 
and Management [FIM] at the University of Hradec Králové (Czech 
Republic). The interviewed students studied during the 2020/2021 
academic year using distance learning. A total of 122 students took 
part in the study. The results show that FIM often uses online tools 
such as Microsoft Teams and BlackBoard. Students pointed out that 
the BlackBoard Learning Management System [LMS] is the most 
useful tool. In general, respondents are equally satisfied with distance 
learning and face-to-face training. The researchers emphasize that it 
is impossible to determine whether students prefer distance learning 
or full-time education (Zubr and Sokolova, 2021). The survey “Digital 
Learning at the Bashkir State University” (Bashkir State University) 
among 204 s-year bachelor students at the beginning of the 2021/2022 
academic year revealed that 84% of students prefer distance learning 
in a foreign language. In total, 95% of students always attend online 
classes and video conferences. The majority (80%) increased their level 
of motivation for distance learning (Akubekova and Kulyeva, 2021). 
We agree that it is difficult to say unequivocally that distance learning 
is 100% a priority. Our teaching experience shows that blended 
learning is the most effective method. The most interesting digital 
methods of learning foreign languages will be considered further.

3. Methods of formation of 
multi-literacy

An interesting technique is the formation of multi-literacy. 
Multimodal writing positively impacts students’ written competency, 
ability to cooperate, and motivation to learn. The study by Zhang et al. 
(2021), based on the theory of multi-literacy and the use of technology, 
is aimed at studying the influence of multimodal writing on 
vocabulary acquisition by EFL students (English as a foreign 
language). Seventy students were recruited, including 35  in the 
experimental group (EG) and 35  in the control group (CG). The 
selection criteria were teaching multimodal writing and EFL students 
mastering the English vocabulary in tweet-based writing in the official 
WeChat account. The experimental group mastered the multimodality 
technique, and the control group mastered the traditional technique. 
After a 7-week experiment for EG, positive improvements were noted 
in the acquisition of vocabulary, especially in the use of the dictionary. 
There were no significant differences when comparing traditional 
writing and multimodal writing. Questionnaires and interviews about 
the perception and attitude of students toward writing tweets on the 
official account were conducted among 35 students in EG. Most 
students considered multimodal writing a pleasant and effective way 
to improve vocabulary acquisition (Zhang et  al., 2021). The 
methodology of multi-literacy and teaching Russian to Greek-
speaking students has also been tested in European countries. As 

practice shows, the most preferable is the division of students into 
microgroups (3–4 students). According to the gender composition of 
microgroups, it is recommended to adhere to the proportions of 50:50 
and 60:40 (Kholod, 2016).

From 2016 until today, the dilemmas method has been applied 
during online foreign language classes in groups of pedagogical and 
historical faculties of Yaroslavl State Pedagogical University named 
after K. D. Ushinsky (Yaroslavl, Russia). On average, the method is 
used several times per semester. The parameters adopted for 
evaluating heuristic (sounding) speech in foreign practice were used 
during the control: accuracy, fluency (freedom), interaction with the 
communicant, pronunciation, variety, and goal achievement. 
Compared with the control groups, where the method was not 
applied, the students of the considered groups showed an increase in 
fluency by 30%, a variety of language structures and an improvement 
in pronunciation – by 16%, accuracy – by 20%, and communication 
with a partner and achievement of a goal – by 25% (Kholod, 2018). At 
the Sibay Institute (branch) of Bashkir State University (Sibay, Russia), 
Bashkir State University (Ufa, Russia), and Financial University under 
the Government of the Russian Federation (Moscow, Russia), the 
distance learning system is organized in the Moodle educational 
platform, which allows work effectively in tandem for both teachers 
and students. The system is accessible; it is designed for different levels 
of learners. Marinina emphasizes, “Providing access to the platform 
and its content from any remote point of the country and the world is 
another of its absolute advantages compared to traditional teaching 
methods” (Marinina and Kruchinkina, 2020). The teaching staff 
develops their own electronic courses with theoretical and practical 
material on multi-literacy and tests based on the approved DWP 
(disciplines work programs). The Sibay Institute (branch) of Bashkir 
State University, Bashkir State University, and Financial University 
under the Government of the Russian Federation offer a large set of 
interactive elements for the formation of foreign language multi-
literacy: forums, glossaries, chats, blogs, video conferences.

4. Methods of learning English using 
artificial intelligence methods

Methods based on artificial intelligence are of undoubted interest 
for teachers of higher educational institutions. In the studies of Liu 
et  al. (2021), an application for studying the concept of a foreign 
language is proposed, combining the study of the concept of English 
and artificial intelligence technologies, such as automatic generation 
of options and speech recognition analysis. The app is based on a 
WeChat mini program aimed at helping and conducting English 
language learning by providing various exercises such as multiple-
choice and phonetic questions. To generate incorrect variants of 
multiple-choice questions, scientists utilize new words from WordNet. 
It is a large English lexical database in which word combinations are 
detected using statistical processing of natural language and neural 
network models, such as Continuous bag of words [CBOW] in 
Word2vec or BERT [Bidirectional Encoder Representations from 
Transformers]. The user’s voice input is built into the speech 
interaction for recognition and analysis. Based on the framework, 
scholars expect that this application will be  combined with other 
artificial intelligence [AI] technologies to analyze user performance 
and adjust the subsequent curriculum accordingly (Liu et al., 2021).
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The study by Ogbonna et al. (2019) provides an example of the 
use of synchronous computer-mediated communication [SCMC] 
in English lessons at Wuhan University (China) during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The goal is to identify the advantages and 
disadvantages of using applications with synchronous technologies 
in online English courses. The data set consists of ethnographic 
observations and in-depth interviews with the teacher and students. 
Thematic analysis shows that the advantages of SCMC include the 
availability of extensive learning resources, the availability of instant 
information exchange, and a relatively calm learning environment. 
The two main drawbacks are that face-to-face communication 
generally leads to the teacher showing “one person,” and the limited 
screen size reduces eye contact between the teacher and the 
students. The research (Ogbonna et al., 2019) shows that SCMC can 
be used during and after a pandemic to stimulate student discussion 
and cooperation.

5. Methodology of formation of 
communicative foreign language 
digital competency

Both voice and video blogs are widely used in various fields. Their 
use in learning English as a foreign language [EFL], mainly at 
universities, aims at improving the listening and speaking skills of 
students (Ogbonna et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2021). Few studies have 
examined how involving EFL students in creating video blogs can help 
improve their conversational speech (Liu et  al., 2021; McCallum, 
2022). Therefore, the publication of Wang and Zou (2021) is a study 
of the impact of the creation of voice and video blogs on the spoken 
language of EFL students and their perception of digital multimodal 
composition based on video blogs [DMC]. Sixty-seven high school 
students from Guangdong Province, China, participated in the 
10-week study. The data included their preliminary and post-test 
performance evaluations, two videos, a questionnaire, and a semi-
structured interview. The research results displayed a positive effect of 
DMC on conversational speech based on video blogs. The students 
showed better fluency from the first to the second video blogs. 
Additionally, EFL students leading video blogs surpassed their 
colleagues in accuracy but lost in fluency, in which they demonstrated 
some significant changes (Wang and Zou, 2021). The Russian 
experience of testing the methodology for the formation of 
communicative foreign language digital competency is focused on the 
use of YouTube video hosting in teaching a foreign language.

Portal features included in classroom and extracurricular activities 
can enhance learning quality (Ezhova and Pats, 2020). By producing, 
sharing, and commenting on educational videos, YouTube promotes 
student engagement in a creative and collaborative learning 
environment. The advantages of the portal in teaching a foreign 
language are the following. A wide range of video materials – from 
video lessons created specifically to use in teaching a foreign language 
to vlogs edited by bloggers, which can also be  included in the 
educational process – make it possible to work with authentic texts, 
listen to the speech of native speakers, and enter into dialogues with 
them. The visibility of information makes it possible to increase the 
efficiency of the learning process. While watching, it is possible to pay 
attention to articulatory features, facial expressions, and pantomime 
(Borshcheva and Kuzmina, 2021). Teachers of Bashkir State University, 

Bashkir State University, and Financial University under the 
Government of the Russian Federation during the survey indicated 
that it is also important that the student receives information about 
the appearance of the communication participants and the 
environment in which events take place. Videos can become a means 
of providing background information, an idea of the life, traditions, 
and reality of the countries of the studied language; these contribute 
to the implementation of such an important requirement of the 
communicative methodology of language cognition as immersion in 
a foreign language reality and its comprehension.

6. Conclusion

Among the wide variety of methods, competency-based 
approaches related to information and communication technologies 
[ICT] are utilized most often. We also suggest that when language 
teachers conduct courses using SCMC tools or platforms, students 
should be  given wide opportunities to express their opinions. 
Additionally, most teachers recognize creating instructional videos as 
the most effective for forming students’ creative abilities. According to 
students, this type of activity also has the greatest learning effect and 
stimulates creativity, making the learning process more interesting 
and effective.

The consideration of several relevant competency-based 
approaches is the practical significance of reviewing effective methods 
of teaching a foreign language to university students in the framework 
of distance online learning based on national and 
international experience.
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