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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to help language teachers at all levels of education to understand in 
depth problems posed by linguistic superdiversity. Based on the study of scholarly literature, 
documents of educational bodies and the authors’ experience in language teaching in different 
countries, the article answers the question of how the teaching of world languages such as English 
and Russian is changing due to the recognition that their functions and status differ in various 
countries. We explore why, despite gradual changes in curricula, there is still pervasiveness of 
pedagogies attempting to achieve a ‘perfect’ command of the studied languages, without considering 
students’ needs and language repertoires, the local sociolinguistic situation and labor market 
requirements. We focus on methods of teaching English and Russian, taking into account various 
aspects of language ideologies related to mono- and pluricentricity. To show the dependence of 
language teaching on the socio-cultural situation, we apply the concept of Critical Language 
Awareness covering aspects of language variation and changes in attitudes to normativity, 
prescriptivism and regional language varieties. We also show that innovative pedagogies put new 
demands on teachers requiring that they have to adjust to new teaching formats, acquire skills of 
using educational technologies and teaching diverse student populations. The focus of the review on 
teaching English and Russian proves that despite different histories of their pedagogies, the interplay 
of language, ethnicity, identity, culture and education systems is significant for both, and without 
taking all these elements into account, the goal of educating effective multilinguals is elusive. 
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Аннотация 
Цель настоящей статьи – помочь преподавателям языка на всех уровнях образования глубже 
осознать, с какими проблемами они сталкиваются в условиях “языкового сверхразнообразия” 
(linguistic superdiversity). Основываясь на исследовании научной литературы, документов  
органов управления образованием и опыте авторов по преподаванию языков в разных стра-
нах, статья отвечает на вопрос о том, как меняется преподавание таких мировых языков, как 
английский и русский, в связи с признанием того, что их функции и статус в разных странах 
различны. Мы исследуем, почему, несмотря на постепенные изменения в учебных планах, 
все еще распространены педагогические методы, направленные на достижение «совершен-
ного» владения изучаемыми языками, при этом не учитываются ни потребности студентов и 
их языковой репертуар, ни местная социолингвистическая ситуация и требования рынка 
труда. Основное внимание уделяется методике преподавания английского и русского языков 
с учетом различных аспектов языковых идеологий, связанных с моно- и плюрицентрично-
стью. Чтобы продемонстрировать зависимость обучения языку от социокультурной ситуа-
ции, мы опираемся на концепцию критического языкового сознания (Critical Language 
Awareness), охватывающую аспекты языковой вариативности и изменения отношения к нор-
мативности, прескриптивизму и региональным языковым разновидностям. Мы также пока-
зываем, что инновационная педагогика предъявляет новые требования к учителям, ожидает 
от них адаптации к новым форматам обучения, освоения образовательных технологий и при-
обретения навыков обучения разнообразного состава студентов. Особое внимание в обзоре 
уделяется преподаванию английского и русского языков. Доказывается, что, несмотря на раз-
личия в педагогических традициях, для обеих значимо взаимодействие языка, этничности, 
идентичности, культуры и системы образования. Без учета всех этих элементов комплексная 
цель воспитания успешных мультилингвов недостижима. 
Ключевые слова: международный язык, lingua franca, нормативность, прескриптивизм, 
критическое языковое сознание, вариативность 
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1. Introduction: Teaching languages with a changing status 

The necessity to write this article was dictated by major changes in the role 
language plays in the globalized world and its economy. Intensification of 
migration, technological advances promoting fast exchange of information, and 
transnational connections in business and private life are among the factors that 
make effective language learning an urgent issue in contemporary life. Like in other 
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fields, language pedagogies require fast response to societal needs, but are not 
always able to keep up the required pace. 

Relying on our own long-term experience in teaching English and Russian to 
various audiences in different countries we aim to alert academic linguists and 
practitioners in educational systems to the interconnectedness of social changes and 
growing multilingualism in populations with the need for flexible language 
pedagogies. While in the past Russian teaching was almost exclusively oriented to 
the Moscow norm, in the post-Soviet decades Russian speakers have formed 
numerous vibrant but dispersed speech communities influenced by new contact 
languages. As a result, new regional varieties are evolving and cannot be ignored 
in teaching practices. Therefore, focusing on teaching English and Russian, we will 
try to show what Russian-speaking societies can learn from the Anglophone world 
in the sphere of pluricentric language usage, maintenance and teaching. We will 
continue our discussion focusing on standard and/or dominant language ideologies 
and their consequences for the language teaching and learning. 

Material for the article is drawn from multiple scholarly publications and 
documents issued by various educational committees (see, e.g., Haß, Frank. 2016, 
Leppänen et al. 2007, Levi et al., 2019). We studied coursebooks for different 
student populations and different levels of linguistic and communicative 
competences, and we analyzed multiple online resources. We reviewed our own 
and our colleagues’ lesson protocols and conducted discussions with teachers, 
parents and students. A variety of resources enabled us to look at the language 
teaching from different perspectives. We applied content analysis to single out 
themes relevant to our aims and we employed critical discourse analysis to place 
language pedagogies into the socio-cultural context. In addition, we used the 
method of included observation, an essential tool in ethnographic studies. 

The main questions we intend to answer in this review are as follows: 
 How does the superdiversity of learners and teachers affect language-

teaching processes? 
 How should language pedagogies of pluricentric languages differ from 

those of monocentric languages? 
 Are international language pedagogies transferrable? 
 What knowledge and skills are prerequisites for language teachers today? 
 What are the arguments for teaching Russian outside the nation as a 

pluricentric and international language? 
 

2. Language pedagogies in the context of socio‐cultural changes 

There is a growing body of research into English as an International Language 
(EIL), and there is emergent literature on Russian as a pluricentric and international 
language, which in various situations can be used as a lingua franca. These three 
terms are in no way interchangeable since they denote different, although partially 
overlapping phenomena. A pluricentric language develops varieties in different 
countries and regions under the influence of contact languages. A global/world/ 
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international language is spoken in various geographic areas, and so it also has 
multiple varieties. As a rule, global languages are big with millions of native and 
non-native speakers. They are accepted for communication in various international 
organizations and have a large body of literature published conventionally and 
electronically. A lingua franca meets communication needs of various speech 
communities and for this reason it is often simplified by the speakers who may use 
it in a limited number of domains and with multiple and different mistakes which, 
however, do not hamper communication. International languages are most popular 
in language education, as they enable speakers to use them in a variety of areas, in 
multiple functions and for a multitude of purposes. Teaching a variative language 
entails development of multiple approaches taking into account local traditions, 
vernaculars, various degrees of preliminarily attained competences, educational 
background and professional ideologies of pedagogical staff, available equipment, 
and other factors (Sharifian 2009, Marlina and Giri 2014). These changes in 
approaches require significant adaptation and transformation on the part of 
educators, including building upon students’ interests, balanced use of other 
languages and literacies, without shying away from translanguaging methods 
(García et al. 2011, Sayer 2013). The linguistic and national identity, flexibility and 
professional competence of a teacher depend on the context of language acquisition, 
general education, and experience in teaching languages. Therefore, the language 
is differently transmitted to the students, and almost always, a teacher has his/her 
own speech habits and mannerisms, as well as values and beliefs (Zheng 2017). The 
discourse of identities shapes the learning of a language because it is impregnated 
with sociolinguistic variables, such factors as geographic location of the school, 
ethnic belonging of the teachers and students, types of dwellings found in the area, 
language spoken in the communities, overall attitudes to multilingualism, and 
others (Archakis and Tsakona 2012). 

Teaching a language can hardly succeed without teaching culture, but what 
culture should one teach first – one’s own or alien, the global or the local? Who has 
the right to represent the culture connected to the language – only those who speak 
this language perfectly or also those who want to acquire and expand their cultural 
capital? The situation of the world languages spoken in multiple countries differs 
from that of the languages spoken just in one country or by small groups of people 
(Pennycook 1994, Byram 2012, Farrell 2019). Educators are increasingly inclined 
to teach their students to use English and Russian as international languages that 
can function as a lingua franca in various situations. Clearly, this is a new 
pedagogical target (Baker 2015, Bayyurt and Akcan 2015, Tatsioka et al. 2018), 
and it is often accompanied by purposeful simplification of the language material 
taught to speed up its acquisition and use for communicative purposes (Templer 
2012). 

Multidimensional and multilateral curricula, application of new technologies 
and innovative forms of interaction, linguistic diversity and superdiversity, as well 
as changes in the status of languages have become a reality of our time. Languages 
are seldom isolated, and today they interact and develop in contact as never before. 
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The classic four-skill model has been replaced by integrated multi-skill instruction 
addressing a range of skills requisite in oral and written communication 
simultaneously. Only situationally relevant pedagogies which take into account the 
needs and linguistic repertoire of the students motivate the learner (Hinkel 2006, 
Taylor et al. 2017). Yet, practitioners are not always ready to embrace new 
didactics, but prefer to go along the well-trodden path. Moreover, in the schools of 
economically weak countries new coursebooks are often unavailable, and the 
teachers have to make do with what they have been using for decades. 

On the whole, the distance between the teacher and the learner has decreased, 
while the degree of the learners’ engagement has grown. Students have become 
more active in determining their goals of language learning. The stakeholders 
should be aware of these changes and introduce new skill and proficiency 
measurements while revising curricula, setting the goals of learning, choosing the 
format of learning (face-to-face, blended or online only), providing guidelines for 
writing teaching materials and deciding on forms of assessment. Today, in the same 
language classroom, there are often first, second, foreign, minority, international, 
and heritage language learners (Beaudrie et al. 2019, 2021, Bergmann, Böhmer 
2020), which requires flexibility of approaches. 

The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) has 
become an international standard for language ability, making it easier to exchange 
teaching and testing materials and engage in joint projects. In 2020, an updated 
version was published (Council of Europe 2020). Its authors sought to create a 
continuum of progression from schools to higher education and build a bridge 
between local and global contexts of languages worldwide. At all levels of skills 
the CEFR addresses ethnic and linguistic superdiversity of language learning and 
various modes and media of communication. While in the past the emphasis in 
language teaching in many countries was on receptive skills, the CEFR promotes 
the development of a combination of both receptive and productive skills as 
inseparable components of communication. Moreover, it sets a goal of ensuring 
equal opportunities and enhancing life chances for learners from different cultures, 
regions, and sectors. 

Another recent trend in language pedagogies is inclusiveness. Language 
instructors and researchers are investigating and experimenting with how to 
improve teaching students with learning disabilities (LD) and special educational 
needs. These students are a heterogeneous and expanding group, and their specific 
difficulties vary. They may experience greater difficulty than other students with 
decoding new vocabulary, visual and oral processing, retaining new information, 
and/or organizing ideas (García and Tyler 2010). One of the current goals is to 
reduce segregation of such students and include them in regular educational 
settings, providing them with additional support services that would facilitate their 
further integration into society and help them find employment. Research from 
different countries shows that these learners having specific difficulties in their 
native language will experience similar, and often more severe, difficulties with the 
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acquisition of additional languages and literacy skills in particular (see e.g., Kormos 
and Smith 2012, Russak 2016). Clearly, in order to help these students, diagnostics 
and special programs catering to their individual problems are required. Notably, 
linguistic superdiversity in current educational settings may increase errors in 
measuring the degree of LD and reduce the reliability of students’ difficulty 
assessments (Chu and Flores 2011). 

Special training and retraining courses are needed to help teachers give 
adequate assistance to LD and very weak students. One of the problems with these 
students participating in classes together with their peers is that in big classes the 
teacher seldom has an opportunity to cater to their special needs. This is possible to 
do during small-group or individual tutorials, recapitulating important points, 
jointly working out learning strategies appropriate for each student and encouraging 
LD learners to self-reflection about the tools and methods that are effective. It is 
beneficial for these students to combine face-to-face teaching and tutorials with 
digitized materials enabling students to work at their own pace (Tal and 
Yelenevskaya 2012). These students need accommodation in tests, and not all types 
of assessment are suitable for them. Yet, such technologies as text-to-speech 
software, the use of subtitles in videos, changing the speed of speech in audio- and 
video-recordings, enlarging fonts in texts, choosing colors and the format of paper 
and other types of accommodation may facilitate learning for LD students and help 
them find ways to continue perfecting the target language autonomously. 

 
3. Critical Language Awareness and the teaching of languages 

The theoretical frame for our study is formed by the theories of bilingual 
education, functioning of different languages in a society, language pedagogies, 
second language teaching, and language policy. All of these come together under 
the umbrella term of ‘Critical Language Awareness’ (CLA) (Lambert et al. 2000). 
The notion of CLA was conceived of by Norman Fairclough (1992). Later, together 
with some other scholars (e.g., Wallace 1999, Farías 2005) he elaborated it, 
claiming that CLA should be included in everyday language teaching practices. 
Awareness of what is going on with the use of language, its power and manipulative 
potential are vitally important for language teachers and learners. They should also 
develop a critical view of prejudices and stereotypes concerning whose language is 
‘appropriate’ and whose is not (Maunter 2010, Simpson et al. 2019). Decisions 
about what and how to teach have a long history, and they must be explained to the 
students, so that the learning process is fully conscious. It is also useful to introduce 
learners to the basics of critical discourse analysis, so that they understand the role 
of language in society. Without such ‘vaccine’ nobody can be immune to the myths 
of natural dominance of one variety above others. This is the most sensitive part of 
language functioning because it is connected with the personality of the speakers. 

There is a growing realization among educators that world languages should 
be taught differently from other languages. Some global languages serve for 
intercultural communication, which requires considerable additional knowledge 



Maria Yelenevskaya and Ekaterina Protassova. 2021. Russian Journal of Linguistics 25 (2). 546–568 

552 

from the students who have to process verbal, audio and visual information in the 
conventional and digital form and attain their goals applying their interactional and 
transactional competence (Houghton et al. 2013). Nowadays, the process of 
language learning should include acquisition of symbolic and translingual 
competences, as well as soft skills, such as regulation of prosody, body language 
and distance in communication. CLA can be trained with the help of teachers. They 
can share awareness of standardized and dialectal varieties with their students, 
explain how code-switching functions and when it is inappropriate. They can 
discuss which language versions give speakers privileges and which marginalize 
them (Carpenter et al. 2015, Godley et al. 2015, Shi and Rolstad 2020). Most 
importantly, they can motivate students to think about the role of language in their 
own life and in the life of their community. Development of CLA may be 
implemented with the help of different projects in which children and adult students 
collaborate with their peers in their own and other countries (Straaijer 2014, 
Karagiannaki and Stamou 2018, Scott-Monkhouse et al. 2021). 

Language learning is facilitated when learners build on their previously 
acquired language/s and world knowledge. In the past, some countries exceedingly 
relied on translation, others chose to use exclusively the target language in the 
classroom. Today, educators are trying to find a compromise resorting to their 
students’ L1 judiciously when it can promote learning of a target language. Pointing 
to language universals and alerting students to the problems of language 
interference may help develop language awareness already in the early stages of 
learning. 

 
4. Language teachers: New professional challenges 

Education departments in various countries issue documents addressing 
language teachers’ competences and provide guidelines for developing and 
evaluating them. Notably, in the past, the main criterion for being a language 
teacher was proficiency in the language (see, e.g., Butler 2007, Richards 2011). 
This point of view was particularly dominant in the teaching of English. So, it was 
enough to be a native speaker to be employed not only at school but also at the 
university. Holding degrees in fields as different as biology, sociology or 
engineering, these novices in pedagogy had little idea of educational psychology, 
didactics, or language-teaching methodologies. They had to learn on the job, relying 
on trial-and-error methods (Moussu 2018). New policies of teacher training set as 
their main goals support and guide English language teachers in their professional 
growth as they develop their professional and soft skills and pedagogical 
knowledge. Research-based principles should be used in teacher training and 
professional development programs. They can also serve as a complement to the 
tools for teacher evaluation. 

The current movement toward democratization, diversity and variability 
requires of educators to delve deeply into such issues as multilingualism as it varies 
by the very contexts in which people function at any given point in time. Language 
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teaching ideologies are gradually shifting from monoglossic to heteroglossic 
models. Innovative teachers try not to ignore that many of their learners are 
emergent bi- and multilinguals and look for ways to mobilize their knowledge of 
other languages in facilitating acquisition of a new language. Theorists supporting 
these ideologies advocate differentiating between the types of support that are 
required by emergent bi- and multilinguals at different levels of new-language 
proficiency (Huffeisen and Jessner 2018). As mentioned earlier, such multilingual 
practices as translanguaging should not be avoided in education. Just the opposite, 
learning tasks should be designed in such a way that bi- and multilinguals can use 
their different language resources in mastering a new language. Moreover, 
translanguaging should not be conceptualized as just a form of scaffolding, rather 
it should be viewed as a legitimate discursive practice of bilingual communities. 
Students should be exposed to bilingual writing and helped to explore how to make 
choices to best express themselves using all their linguistic resources (Flores and 
Schissel 2014: 474, Van Viegen 2016). 

An additional challenge for new and even experienced teachers is mastering 
fast developing educational technologies. It is no secret that digital literacies of the 
students often surpass those of the teachers. Learning a language in the digital age 
goes beyond learning grammar, acquiring vocabulary and becoming pragmatically 
competent in the target language. It also involves learning how to use various modes 
and media of communication. The new communicative competences needed in L1 
and L2 (and sometimes in L3, L4, etc.) is the ability to search for and critically 
evaluate large quantities of information in online databases, to construct meaningful 
reading paths through hypertext documents, to comment on the online writing of 
others in culturally appropriate ways and to construct knowledge collaboratively 
with peers (Jones 2014). 

Teacher-training programs include courses enabling trainees to perfect the 
mastery of the language they are going to teach, linguistic disciplines, such as 
phonology, lexicology, syntax, and discourse analysis, as well as history of 
pedagogical theories and psychology. Trainees take courses in such areas as 
curriculum planning, reflective teaching, types of assessment, classroom 
management, and others. An increasingly popular format is international 
collaborative projects in which teacher trainees in different countries work on joint 
projects and present them to their fellow-students and professors at teleconferences 
(Lawrence and Spector-Cohen 2018). Such collaboration has important social 
implications as it contributes to the establishment and solidification of transnational 
ties. In addition, it helps educators in partner countries to exchange their know-how 
and jointly work on innovating didactic methods. 

During the lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many schools 
worldwide went online. This gave a significant push to posting language teaching 
materials for various levels. They include video lessons, PPT presentations, charts, 
games, etc. Teachers can use them freely and are encouraged to give credit to their 
colleagues who uploaded them. Some of these presentations are accompanied by 
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voice and subtitles (see, e.g., multimedia materials of “English from Home” on the 
website of the Ministry of Education in Israel (sites.google.com/view/ 
englishfromhome/home, retrieved 20 April 2021). The site is regularly updated, and 
all the files are accessible and free. 

Moreover, some providers of content uploaded guidelines, materials and 
suggestions for activities that could be used by parents wishing to support their 
children’s studies at home. A case in point is a site of the British Council 
(learnenglishkids.britishcouncil.org, retrieved 20 April 2021). Materials on the site 
are free, and the parents are encouraged to use them without inhibitions even if they 
do not know English well, because instructions can be given in one’s own language, 
and at the end of the activity the children can report about it in that language too. 

New methods, platforms and ideas of distant teaching mushroomed and 
became topical. The situation emphasized the importance of home practices 
(storytelling and talk with children around these stories, not only in developing L1 
but also in developing children’s literacy skills as a whole. On the other hand, 
contact teaching developed into an expensive privilege not accessible to all. This 
sudden jump into the new world of teaching demands careful exploration and 
analysis which may be followed by a re-evaluation and revision of the previous 
attitudes and approaches. 

 
5. From foreign‐language textbooks to course‐management systems  

and pedagogical shareware 

When discussing materials used to teach international languages, many 
questions arise: who should write and compile course books? Where should they 
be printed, whose culture should be represented in them and how? (Curdt-
Christiansen et al. 2015). Students should be motivated to reflect on such issues and 
discuss their and other speakers’ belonginess. Essential topics in these discussions 
are the specificity of customs and elements of material culture, cuisine, clothes, 
music, festive traditions, etc. The critical attitude should be directed towards 
oneself, one’s in-group and others (Parks 2020). 

Although there is an abundance of English and Russian teaching materials 
available today, every creative teacher knows that even a good coursebook is never 
enough and requires additions, updates and adjustments to the specific needs of the 
students. These come in the form of supplementary work sheets, CALL lessons, 
PowerPoint presentations and digitized tutorials and quizzes with answer key and 
sometimes with guided feedback. It is also beneficial to use authentic materials such 
as newspaper articles and interviews, internet posts, and audio and video-clips. In 
order to make the best of these materials, language teachers supply them with 
glossaries, vocabulary exercises and questions for discussion and essay writing.  

A lot of eduware and ready-to-use kits are available on the market today to 
help language teachers, but even though some of them are very attractive, they are 
not customized and are not equally effective in different educational contexts. Many 
teachers try to use web materials in their classroom. This adds variety and can bring 
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students closer to their interests and to authentic tasks they have to accomplish in 
their everyday digital practices. Yet, in order to truly enrich language learners, these 
authentic materials have to be seamlessly integrated into the course material, and 
meaningful tasks helping students process the information received and create their 
own are to be designed. 

As mentioned earlier, many language teachers generously share their materials 
uploading them to the web for free access. Most of them are for beginners, low-
intermediate and intermediate level students and are written for rote drill. Since 
some of them are supplied with feedback they are suitable for autonomous learning 
and can free classroom time for more creative tasks preparing students for 
communication in real-life settings. Advanced learners of Academic English can 
find tutorials providing tips as to how to write effective CVs and bio sketches, what 
to say and how to behave at a job interview and how to make oral presentations and 
visuals for them (see e.g., enago.com/academy/writing-a-good-academic-
biography, work.chron.com/win-job-interview-12892.html, youtube.com/watch? 
v=fXVoT7VMCpM, retrieved 25 April 2021. 

On the one hand, the demise of a traditional textbook has opened the door to 
teacher creativity and has enabled instructors to introduce changes and update their 
materials systematically; on the other hand, instant posting and dissemination of the 
new materials lack peer reviewing that safeguards high quality of materials. 

 
6. Teaching English: From a foreign to an international language 

Globalization of economy, growing access to electronic technologies and 
popularity of foreign travel contributed to the growing use of English in a variety 
of domains in the 1990s. Becoming the global language of communication for most 
of its learners, English is no longer just a foreign but first and foremost an 
international language with no particular national “owner”. Despite these 
statements, in most educational institutions in non-English language countries it 
still has the status of a foreign language with teaching oriented to one of the two 
dominant varieties, British or American. Curricula usually emphasize the 
importance of the English language proficiency for all the speakers, but disregard 
that most countries are multilingual today, with many students learning English as 
a third or fourth language. Documents issued by educational authorities often state 
that the high priority of English teaching necessitates an increase in the number of 
teaching hours, well-trained teachers, a carefully planned curriculum, attractive and 
learning-rich materials, and the setting of high standards for assessment. However, 
these ambitious goals are not always implemented. Another problem is that in the 
same class there may be two or three different L1s, which complicates the work of 
the teacher as s/he cannot rely on the same background knowledge of the students 
(cf. Leppänen et al. 2007). 

In many countries where English is not the native language, schoolchildren 
have to learn two foreign languages, and the first one is usually English. Even when 
a choice of several languages is offered as the first foreign language, English 
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dominates. Learning begins in the 1st to 4th grade, with many schools trying to start 
as early as possible. English is taught in the primary school in Italy and Spain, 
France and Greece, Croatia and Poland, Estonia and Latvia, Israel and Turkey, 
Indonesia and Malaysia, South Korea and Vietnam, Singapore and Taiwan and 
many other countries (Uysal et al 2007, Spolsky and Moon 2012, Hopping 2014). 
Moreover, preschools offering English lessons or even English immersion are more 
valued but are usually expensive. Decisions when to start English instruction are 
often made locally and funded privately. They depend on the affluence of the 
schools and families whose children attend these schools (Chinh et al. 2014, 
Shohamy 2014: 280, Tsiplakides 2018). The level of the English language 
proficiency is often an indicator of class distinction and an essential prestige 
marker. Since English proficiency is a prerequisite for successful university studies, 
such policies perpetuate inequality discriminating against young people from socio-
economically weak groups, whose families cannot afford paying for an early start 
of English instruction or send their children to schools where English teaching is 
effective (see e.g., Berg et al. 2001, Jeon 2012, Tamim 2014). Inequality also 
persists in the minority and immigrant sectors, where most of the linguistic efforts 
of the students are made to master official languages of their country of residence. 
English is then their third or even fourth language. So being multilingual does not 
only fail to provide academic advantage to multilingual learners but on the contrary, 
may penalize them as they are not knowledgeable in the languages that society 
values most. At the same time, the learners’ total linguistic repertoire is often 
ignored, therefore neither multilingual individuals, nor the society as a whole 
benefit from what could be valuable cultural capital (Kachru et al. 2006, Hall 2016, 
Kirkpatrik 2016, 2017, Proshina and Nelson 2020). The administrative bodies 
responsible for English teaching usually consult with academics while determining 
school policies related to English teaching and preparing documents and reports to 
be used as guidelines for teachers, school administrators, material and test writers, 
and teacher-trainers. 

A problem specific for teaching polycentric languages, and English in 
particular, is that teaching materials, both intended for the international market and 
for local use, remain largely Anglocentric in their worldview and values. On the 
one hand, students do learn about the culture of the English-speaking countries or 
at least one of them from such course books; on the other hand, these cultures are 
not viewed analytically or critically. Moreover, course books are often oriented 
towards interaction with native speakers, but it is difficult to justify such an 
emphasis in materials intended for use in contexts where most English 
communication is between non-native speakers. Since some new curricula already 
proclaim English as a lingua franca/EIL, policy makers and educators have to make 
balanced decisions as to which varieties of English are relevant to their region 
(Matsuda 2012). To what extent should students be exposed to them and to what 
extent should they familiarize themselves with the standard varieties? These issues 
are complex from the pedagogical perspective and may be further complicated by 
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the political agenda of each country (Hino 2020). Furthermore, it is not yet clear 
how these changes in the language ideologies might be implemented in course 
books (McGrath 2013: 7–11). 

Despite rising demand for English proficiency in various domains, not all the 
teachers of English are competent enough to teach productive skills, in particular at 
advanced levels. In fact, some of the teachers in peripheral areas of some countries, 
or in schools located in areas largely populated by the socio-economically weak, 
have poor command of the language and can hardly converse in English. Moreover, 
the teaching materials do not balance information about countries where the target 
language is spoken with the information related to the students’ life and world 
experience, thus reducing motivation (Shin et al. 2011). Neither are they related to 
the studies of the students’ L1 and L2. Learning tasks should encourage students to 
use English as a means of gaining information in other subject areas, i.e., prepare 
them for CLIL. Yet, in practice there is little collaboration between English-
language teachers and their colleagues teaching other subjects. 

New English curricula developed in various countries set standards for four 
domains of language learning: social interaction, access to information, 
presentation of information and ideas, and appreciation of language, literature and 
culture. The latter one deserves special attention. Every educator knows that “digital 
natives” used to the hypertext prevalent on the internet often have trouble 
concentrating on linear reading. So, it is important for schoolchildren to be exposed 
to texts of different length and different genres, including descriptions, narratives, 
letters, recipes, advertisements, computer-mediated texts, etc. Moreover, children 
are expected to read extensively at home. However, schools are sometimes 
confronted with the problem familiar to all the educators today: pupils’ book reports 
clearly remind one of summaries of the book content posted on the internet. In the 
best case, the pupils slightly paraphrase the downloaded summaries, but it is not 
uncommon to see entirely copy-pasted versions of other people’s writing submitted 
as a pupil’s own homework. 

Updated English curricula presuppose that learners become acquainted with 
norms and behaviors in a variety of cultures and develop critical perspectives 
toward different cultural values and norms. In reality, however, even university 
students are not sufficiently equipped with knowledge about pragmalinguistic 
features of their own languages and English and differences between them (Kasper 
et al. 2010, Roever 2011). The linguistic hegemony of the official language goes 
hand in hand with cultural hegemony. Cultures of the other are often viewed with 
suspicion or patronizingly. 

As a rule, a curriculum gives a list of words to be acquired at every stage of 
learning and lists grammar items to be covered. Although the main principle of 
teaching English grammar today is pointing to grammar phenomena in context, 
among the items to be taught, some are unlikely to be actively used or even 
encountered by schoolchildren, such as the Future Perfect Tense or the expression 
of wishes and regret in the subjunctive mood. By the end of high school studies, 
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pupils are expected to be able to comprehend a wide variety of spoken and written 
texts and use them when creating their own texts. These expectations often fail to 
be realized. Approximately 90% of texts for reading is covered by around  
3,000 word families1. To read independently, a person has to know 7,000–8,000 
word families receptively (Laufer 2020). According to Nation (2006),  
95% comprehension in novels is realistic with the knowledge of 4,000 word 
families, whereas in audition, with 3,000 word families. Yet, according to various 
sources testing real vocabulary size in L2 learners across countries and across 
languages comprises less than 2,000 word families, i.e., a lexical gap is huge and 
this may hamper further studies at the tertiary level (Hui 2004, Milton and Alexiou 
2009, Schmitt and Schmitt 2014). 

Immigrant-receiving countries deal with big groups of learners who are 
immigrant schoolchildren, students in the tertiary education system and adults who 
need oral and written English skills in order to find white-collar jobs. Moreover, 
immigrants seeking employment in high-tech, or academia sometimes require 
English more than the local languages. Immigrants from the former Soviet Union 
(FSU) often have lower English skills than their counterparts in their host societies. 
Those who received their education still in the Soviet times were poorly prepared 
to use English in their professional life. Those who studied in the post-Soviet times 
in big cities had much better access to language education; quite a few had an 
opportunity to travel and study abroad, enrolled in various international programs. 
This makes them more competitive on the job market. 

 
7. Russian as a global language: Between stability and diversification 

Until now, Russian was presented as a granite monument without cracks and 
scratches. Only recently have some scholars become engaged in discussions about 
variability of this language. Following the descriptive and prescriptive paradigms, 
some experts failed to see and accept the reality of language use. Social upheavals 
and economic changes, and an increase in migration and traveling led to numerous 
changes in the language use. Many of them were stigmatized by policy makers as 
bad and abnormal. Some educators, who had absorbed “the one language, one 
norm” ideology, blamed themselves for their inability to teach their students to 
speak correctly, fully adhering to the illusory norm characteristic of a hypothetical 
ideal native speaker. Paradoxically, political populism does not support the idea of 
democracy, admittance of any form of language employed by its speakers 
(Mustajoki et al. 2020, 2021). Although the realization that Russian is a 
‘pluricentric language’ is gaining support among academic linguists, manifestations 
of its pluricentricity and their impact on the teaching and learning processes are still 
less frequently studied compared to such languages as English, French, German, 
and Spanish. 

                                                            
1 “A word family consists of a base word and all its derived and inflected forms that can be 

understood by a learner without having to learn each form separately” (Bauer and Nation 1993). 
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When we want to look at ideologies of teaching language under specific 
political conditions, we must take into account that Russian is one of the world 
languages. Although, according to various sources, the number of L1 Russian 
speakers is dropping (Aref’ev 2020, Eberhard et al. 2021), its geography in the post-
Soviet period has expanded, and its features of a world language mentioned earlier 
remain solid. 

We have chosen to talk about Russian language learning and teaching outside 
the country because of the presence of Russian in numerous countries as a heritage 
language, but also as a commodity (Heller and Duchêne 2012), and as an asset for 
many citizens both in Russia and outside her borders. The importance of the 
Russian language is growing in bilingual education. Clearly, Russian has become a 
commodity in many countries, and the ideological overtones in the policies of the 
Russian government in regard to Russian abroad are partially driven by this 
particular perception of the language, as a valuable instrument on the market of 
skills. ‘Russian speakers’ outside Russia are primarily multilingual. They are L1, 
L2 and heritage; many use the Russian variety as it evolved in their country of 
residence. Although in general it is better not to conflate ‘speakers’ and ‘learners’ 
because this can lead to incorrect categorization and numbers, they do meet in the 
educational process and interact with each other. 

A few language professionals, still a rather narrow circle, are engaged in public 
and academic discussions on Russian normativism, yet there are no rank-and-file 
educators among them. Russian teachers in the diaspora often have to struggle for 
survival, and many of them do not have an opportunity to enroll in refresher courses 
or attend conferences to get abreast of the latest pedagogical innovations. Yet, 
realities of their classroom encourage them to innovate their teaching approaches, 
although often by trial-and-error method. Therefore, like in many other domains of 
diasporic activities, informal associations and websites created by Russian-
language teachers working in the diaspora make an important contribution in 
sharing and disseminating professional know-how. As proof of the practitioners’ 
interest in new approaches to teaching, the webinar “Russian as a foreign language 
in the era of the pandemic” organized by the St. Petersburg publishing house 
Zlatoust and held on April 29, 2021 gathered more than 1,500 attendees. 

The ideologies behind the decisions of Russian families to emigrate vary and 
are not always thoroughly thought out. The outcomes of migration are suffered or 
enjoyed not only by adults, but also by children. In the post-Soviet space, new 
identities and new varieties of the Russian language are emerging and developing 
(Mlechko 2013, Mayorov 2015). In many countries of the world, Russian has been 
just introduced in education as a heritage or a foreign language (see e.g., 
Ryazanova-Clarke 2014, Nikunlassi and Protassova 2019, Noack 2021). This, 
together with new tendencies in language pedagogies, required elaboration of 
innovative approaches to language teaching, e.g., blended and online teaching that 
have received a huge boost due to the COVID-19 pandemic, collaborative projects 
in which children from different countries work together, as well as development 
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of various didactic games (Guelfreich and Golubeva 2019, Protassova and 
Yelenevskaya 2020, Protassova et al. 2020). A new trend clearly visible in the 
diaspora is professionalization of parents. Mothers and grandmothers eager for the 
children to maintain Russian are creative in family language policies and share their 
experience (e.g., Madden 2014). 

Entrusting children to bilingual preschools and schools or complementary 
Russian-language education centers, Russian parents enjoy the psychological 
comfort of speaking Russian, as they prefer to communicate in their own language. 
Parents in the diaspora believe that communication in Russian and the dominant 
language of the host country should be supported by teaching these languages. The 
majority value local languages and culture and understand their significance for 
integration. The Russian culture is sometimes appraised less than the Russian 
language; yet it is often graded as high or even higher than the welcoming culture, 
especially in the first years after immigration. Russian parents regard development 
of L2 as more important than of L1, but they still prefer the balance of languages. 
Conceivably, the reason for such an attitude is certainty of the Russian parents that 
Russian education is prestigious. Yet, some Russian parents make special efforts to 
read only or mostly in L2 to their children. 

Some researchers insist on more emphasis on writing, others on extensive 
reading programs. The approach is still teacher- but not student-centered. When the 
context of teaching materials is denationalized to downplay the nationalism, in 
effect, it often alienates students. When it links to the local Russian speakers and 
their impact on the local society, it raises the self-esteem of the learners and 
enlightens their future as bilingual citizens of respective societies. Haim (2015; 
2016) conducted a study of immigrant adolescents from the former Soviet Union to 
Israel to examine the transfer of literacy dimensions of academic proficiency across 
three languages (English, Hebrew and Russian) and made an important conclusion 
that the limited opportunities for immigrant children to study their heritage 
language throughout school years may curtail their development of academic 
proficiency both in L2 and in L3. 

Clearly, designing the learning process in such a way as to ensure equal 
opportunities to learners from different cultures and socio-economic sectors is an 
ambitious project which requires a new set of course materials – a far cry from the 
coursebooks for the so-called native speakers (Lovtsevich and Gich 2018, Slavkov 
et al. 2021). The textbooks designed by L1 speakers, aiming at attainment of the L1 
level of the language proficiency, based on Russia’s realities are still in use at least 
partially and target the norm of Moscow as it is set in the majority of grammars and 
dictionaries. Textbooks published centrally in Russia often ignore issues of concern 
in other societies, have alternative historical perspectives or treat conflicts 
differently. This challenge confronts other countries and their experience of 
teaching Russian outside Russia. Similar processes occur worldwide. Yet, the 
corpus-based methods of language description, as well as statistically based text 
corpora and levels of lexical difficulties, videogames, and others adopt more 
suitable criteria for updating teaching resources. 
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Other concerns are that the quality of instruction is inadequate. Classes are too 
big and meet for just a few hours per week; no educational technologies are used 
and teaching is conducted in a cultural vacuum. Moreover, many students in the 
first grades have not developed critical thinking, so they cannot transfer these 
mental skills to learning a L2. There is too much reliance on the native language 
during classes: the teachers are poorly prepared for instruction in Russian and had 
little practice in teaching productive language skills. Other issues are a lack of 
variety of teaching strategies and a boring repetitive format of the tasks. Teachers 
who are non-native Russian speakers have heavy accents and can hardly converse 
themselves. Therefore, they cannot teach speaking or pronunciation adequately. 
Teachers are low-paid, and the prestige of the school language teacher in society is 
not always high. Those who have a better proficiency often leave the profession for 
more decently paid jobs. Most teachers and instructors in secondary education are 
swamped with everyday teaching, test writing and grading. They are also expected 
to substitute for their colleagues when the latter are unable to show up for work, so, 
it is hard to imagine that teachers, particularly those who are in the middle or at the 
end of their careers, will be able to change their approaches to teaching overnight. 
Refresher courses help, and introduction to new theories is important, yet, as a rule, 
practitioners prefer concrete examples of how pedagogical principles and strategies 
are implemented to generalizations based on theory. 

 
8. Conclusion 

In this article we attempted to show that the current language curricula that are 
being implemented in schools differ from their predecessors in several important 
ways. Whereas previous curricula stressed language skills, the new curricula place 
greater emphasis on what should be achieved, along with how the language should 
be acquired (Timpe-Laughlin 2016). According to these innovations, teachers are 
encouraged to focus on domains, which are defined as “areas of language ability or 
knowledge,” rather than on skills. Four major domains are taken into consideration 
in the current curricula: social interaction; access to information; presentation; and 
appreciation of literature, culture and language. 

The interplay of ethnicity, identity, culture, education and language is evident 
and has long-term outcomes for all societies (Fishman and García 2010). Education 
models enabling effective language learning that does not hamper but facilitates 
studies of academic subjects are difficult to design and implement (Mohanty et al. 
2009). We discussed the concept of the Critical Language Awareness helping 
curriculum management under new social configurations, economic demands and 
educational research findings. 

The analysis confirmed that teachers should provide opportunities and 
motivate students to speak and write in a target language. Students should be 
encouraged to think about and discuss cultural differences reflected in the new and 
familiar languages in order to enhance understanding and linguistic sensitivities and 
develop socio-linguistic awareness. The critical approach presupposes continuous 
analysis of what is going on in the classroom, and what individual students’ goals 
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are. Teachers should carefully observe their students’ performance in order to 
determine their strengths and weaknesses, and work to boost the former and repair 
the latter. It is also important to reflect on how the languages in the students’ 
repertoire can interact with the languages being studied. Multimodality of function-
oriented teaching boosts multiliteracies and translanguaging, interactional and 
transactional competence. It also contributes to developing metalinguistic 
knowledge and metacognitive awareness. 

English is equally important for all learners because of its status as the 
international language of science, technology, commerce, and communications as 
well as for its usefulness in tourism and for international education and student 
exchange programs. Russian fulfils similar functions in the post-Soviet space, being 
important as the language of broader educational and professional opportunities. 
Migrants disseminate this language worldwide and use it in their transnational 
connections. Networks established by Russian speakers have a multiplicity of 
functions, ranging from mutual help in integration in host societies to starting up 
businesses and conducting joint research projects. Equally important is the role of 
the Russian language in establishing new and maintaining old friendships, 
organizing leisure activities for adults and children, and searching for romantic 
relations. Those who are proficient in Russian or want to maintain the language join 
numerous Russian-language online communities. 

For teaching Russian outside the nation these functions, learner goals and 
communication forms are partly new and have not been exploited yet. Experience 
accumulated by Russian teachers in the diaspora is fertile ground for further 
research. In some schools, there are classes for heritage or native speakers, the 
former being a new category of learners in Russian-language pedagogies, acquiring 
the language in ways markedly different from those who learn it as a foreign language 
and, therefore, motivating teachers to search for new approaches. Schools in the 
diaspora also accept exceptionally good students, speakers of other languages. For all 
students learning Russian inevitably involves discovering another culture, or rather 
cultures. Language learners’ comprehension of Russian-mediated cultures is 
influenced by their own culturally labeled worldviews. Symbolic competence 
acquired in the course of Russian studies enables students to benefit from the 
teacher’s civilization and all the values represented by the culture/s behind the target 
language. 
 

© Maria Yelenevskaya and Ekaterina Protassova, 2021 
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