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Abstract. Rapid growth of learning platforms in the Russian higher education
system is observed over the last decade. Online learning platforms are widely
used in the educational process in the English language teaching. The Ural Fed-
eral University, Russia, and the online English Skyeng School conducted a joint
experiment to choose an effective English teaching model in the context of the
digitalization of education. In the paper, a comparative analysis of the blended
learning model and online learning model on the online learning platform Vim-
box is described. The study was undertaken with students of technical speciali-
ties of the Institute of Radio-Electronics and Information Technologies at the
Ural Federal University while mastering the discipline “Foreign language” dur-
ing the 2" year of the bachelor degree course. They studied the same discipline
in different teaching models: the traditional face-to-face learning, flipped learn-
ing, and online learning were compared. The advantages and disadvantages of
each learning model were demonstrated. The results indicate some problems
that show inefficiency of two experimental learning models offered by the
Skyeng for higher institutions. Poor technical implementation, inappropriate
curricula of the courses elaborated by the Skyeng School, and lack of attend-
ance control have led to disinterest and decreasing the motivation among stu-
dents.
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1 Introduction

For the last decade, the system of higher education institutions in the Russian Federa-
tion is subjected to a number of major changes. One of the key trends is the digitaliza-
tion of education caused by changeable demands of the information society and im-
plementation of the information and communication technologies in education (ICT).
The State program “Development of Education for 2018-2025 years” released by the
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Ministry of Education and Science of the Russian Federation is setting the following
goals [1]:

— achievement of high-quality education and its accessibility,

— implementation of online-learning in higher education,

— creation of e-learning environment and active use of the Information and

Communication Technologies (ICT).

These enumerated goals demand changes in organization of the learning process in
higher education institutions. It is necessary to develop new teaching methods and
learning technologies on the basis of modern information technologies and e-learning
environment for improving the quality of higher education and corresponding to
needs of a new generation of students entering universities.

Current Russian students should be called the “Digital Generation” [2]. This defini-
tion combines students of two generations “Millennial generation” and “Generation
Z” who were growing and socializing during the active development of the Internet in
the Russian Federation. At the moment, their values are significantly determined by
the processes of globalization, development of information technologies, mobile
communication, and the Internet. They are accustomed to using the different techno-
logical devices (PC, laptops, cell phones, smartphones) in their everyday life. They
have their unique characteristics, and other learning strategies are needed to teach
them [3].

Students are not interested in the traditional way of learning and teaching any more
when the educators transmit knowledge by giving lectures and students should do
some practical exercises in a paper book to apply knowledge into practice.

Nowadays, to learn new information better and quicker, it is recommended to use
various technological devices in the classroom [4]. The Information and Communica-
tion technologies in the learning process contributes to learners’ rapid integration into
the learning environment and increases their interest in a discipline.

The “Digital generation” has its own unique teaching characteristics, which we
should take into account [5].

1. Work in groups (making projects, collaboration in groups).

2. Integration of technology into the learning environment.

3. Active and interactive learning activities.

According to the peculiarities of teaching the “Digital generation”, the State Pro-
grams demand, the higher education institutions in Russia to be searching for new
educational and digital technologies that could improve the efficiency of the learning
process. Universities are interested in “producing” the competitive graduates, for
whom a foreign language must be an instrument for professional communication.

The Ural Federal University named after the first President of Russia B. N. Yelt-
sin (UrFU, Ekaterinburg, Russia) and the online School for learning English Skyeng
have conducted an experiment to find the best model of teaching English. The tradi-
tional, blended, and online models of learning were tested to find the best strategy for
the students of the Institute of Radio-Electronics and Information Technologies to
learn the English language.
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2 Blended learning and flipped classroom technology

The term “blended learning” was started to use in the academic circle in the early
2000s by C. J. Bonk and C. R. Graham who defined the blended learning as a combi-
nation of the face-to-face instructions with the computer-mediated instructions [6].
The blended learning is a teaching approach, which combines the online and face-to-
face instructions [7,8]. At the moment, the blended learning has become a big trend in
higher education. In the Russian pedagogy, the term “blended learning” is defined as
a technology combined the face-to-face learning and elements of the online-learning
[9].

M. Horn, co-founder and Executive Director of Education of Innosight Institute,
describes this notion like “a formal education program, in which a student leans at
least in part through online delivery of content and instruction with some elements of
student control over time, place, path, and/or pace” [10]. M. Horn distinguished 4
models of the blended learning. Between them, the flipped classroom model is the
most common and popular.

The flipped classroom technology, first popularized in the USA by two chemistry
teachers J. Bergmann and A. Sams, emerged from the K-12 education [11]. The
flipped classroom is characterized by an inversion of educational process. The con-
cept is based on the idea that the traditional teaching is inverted, and the exercises,
which are initially done in class have been done at home and vice versa [12, 13]. Be-
fore classes, the students receive the lecture material and online exercises then famil-
iarize with it at home and at their own pace. The classroom time is devoted to form
different competences according to the curricula of a discipline.

Proponents of the flipped classroom have listed numerous advantages of the
flipped teaching and learning in higher education either for students or for teachers.
The flipped learning allows students to use information technologies and learn it in
their own pace. So, it frees up the actual class time for more effective and interactive
learning activities, and the learners take control and responsibility for their learning
[14].

At the moment, the flipped learning is actively used in distributed learning, open
learning, and e-education. Development and implementation of thedistance learning
platforms, massive open online courses (MOOQOC) are in progress with the develop-
ment of the flipped classroom. Therefore, in 2011, Salman Khan applied the flipped
learning technology in the educational platform "Khan Academy" to watch theoretical
materials via video lectures in advance and online practice with a teacher [15].

Activities in the flipped classroom are consisted of the following parts: warm-up
activity (5 min), questions and answers time on video (10 min), and guided practice
(75 min) [12]. The “Q&A time” is crucial because students need to put some ques-
tions for clearing up difficult moments or misunderstandings.

In this paper, we consider the flipped learning as an educational technology that
uses the Information and Communication Technologies in the learning process and
combines the face-to-face learning with the active learning. PC, tablet computer, mo-
bile phone, electronic textbook, multimedia projector all of these devices are the es-
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sential technological tools for conducting the flipped lessons and increasing the effi-
ciency of the educational process in the information society.

3 Interactive platform Vimbox

The Vimbox platform is a modern environment for learning and teaching English
online, especially elaborated for the online English Skyeng School, which provides
the online English lessons with the tutorial assistance. One of the goal of this platform
is to implement modern information technologies in teaching English predominantly
in Russian schools. The “ecosystem” Vimbox contains a mobile application and
browser extensions. The aim of these services is to help learners to form and develop
competences in learning English, to increase the students’ motivation; and to encour-
age people to learn English language [16].

Originally, the Skyeng was created as an educational platform for the secondary
education to teach pupils from Year 5 to Year 11. Now the Skyeng is going to estab-
lish cooperation with Russian higher education institutions and elaborate educational
programs for universities. In 2017, the Expert Council of the Agency for Strategic
Initiatives approved implementation of the interactive platform Vimbox to the educa-
tional process in higher institutions and institutions for further education.

The interactive platform Vimbox consists of the following components [17]:

1. System for collecting and analyzing data about each student: it also summarizes
students’ overall progress.

2. Report on learners’ results and visualization of their progress.

3. Special homework system.

4. "Smart browser", which monitors the interests and search queries.

The teacher creates a classroom in a Vimbox account and invites learners to a vir-
tual classroom sending them a link. In class, teachers and students are in an interac-
tive classroom, they see each other via the videoconference Zoom. The teacher has a
possibility to see all the actions and students’ responses and can help them at any
moment.

The developers and methodologists of the Skyeng outline that all the interactive
exercises correspond to the Federal State Educational Standards and are aimed at the
development of two general competencies (General Competence-4, General compe-
tence-5).The ecosystem has a number of advantages: mobile application, interesting
material, personal learning path, and ease of use.

The main advantage is the mobile application, which helps to learn new vocabulary
and do interactive exercises. The student’s personal learning path controls several
indicators (attendance, testing activities, homework, and interaction with the teacher
during lessons). It is argued that the educational materials created by methodologists
and educators of the Skyeng contain current and interesting learning materials and
activities to improve the motivation.

The platform integrates the interactive learning assignments for students: podcasts;
video clips; application to learn vocabulary; English speaking club (every month); a
mobile application, and the Skyeng YouTube channel.
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The platform is equipped with an easy-to-use interface for the teacher. The teacher
has an access to virtual classrooms, academic programs, and a class register. The
educator can also send interactive homework for developing listening, reading, writ-
ing, and grammar language skills [17].

4 The joint experiment

The Ural Federal University and the online Skyeng School for learning English have
conducted a joint experiment during the second term of the 2018 — 2019 academic
year on the basis of the Department of Foreign Languages and Translation. The mas-
tering discipline was the “Foreign Language” (English), which is a basic subject for
all technical programmes. It was implemented in three different models.

The students of radio engineering specialities of the Institute of Radio-Electronics
and Information Technologies at the Ural Federal University were involved in this
study. All participants were second-year students who studied the discipline “Foreign
Language” (English) in the three learning models.

1. Traditional format (Model 1) — control group.

2. Blended learning (flipped classroom Model 2) — the first experimental group.

3. Online format (Model 3) on the interactive platform Vimbox — the second ex-
perimental group.

For the purpose of examining the efficiency of each model 72 students participated
in the experiment, they were divided into 3 models (2 groups in each module) accord-
ing to results of the entrance test conducted by the Skyeng School. 27 students were
in the control group, 26 students were in the first experimental group and 24 students
were in the second experimental group.

The students of Model 1 took the traditional face-to-face training without using the
online courses. These students demonstrated low results during the entrance test, they
had a level A2 (CEFR “Elementary”). The second and the third groups were experi-
mental. The second group consisted of students with the levels A2-B1 (CEFR “Pre-
Intermediate” and “Intermediate”). The lessons were conducted in the blended format
(on the basis of flipped classroom model). The third group included the students who
had demonstrated a high level of English language skills; therefore, they studied only
on the interactive platform Vimbox with an online teacher.

The entrance test was compiled by the Skyeng School methodologists. It included
exercises to test knowledge about Listening, Reading, and Use of English, it lasted 35
minutes.

4.1  Traditional face-to-face learning (Model 1)

Classes in traditional groups were conducted without any materials of the Skyeng
School. It is necessary to note that the students of the Institute of Radio-Electronics
and Information Technologies do not study English in the traditional face-to-face
format. They have been doing a part of their homework (grammar) independently in
the electronic educational environment the “My Grammar Lab” [18]. The grammar
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tasks done in the “GrammarLab” are taken out of the in-class activities and are not
checked in the classroom.

To form foreign-language communicative, intercultural, and technological compe-
tences, the English teachers of the Department of Foreign Languages and Translation
use the five-level general adult authentic English course the Language Leader and
some authentic materials from the My Grammar Lab with access to the electronic
educational environment [19]. Having the access, students do grammar exercises
remotely, which are not checked in the classroom.

4.2 Experimental groups

Two other experimental groups had one electronic textbook the New English File
with different levels (Pre-Intermediate, Intermediate, Upper-Intermediate levels) and
some Skyeng materials on the Vimbox for the students of the Ural Federal University.
The New English File became the main textbook for students of the second and third
models. The homework assignments were posted on the interactive platform Vimbox
and were sent by the Skyeng methodologists. In the first lesson, each student received
a login and a password to enter the platform. During the experiment, they were doing
all the homework on the interactive platform.

The students had 2 academic hours for doing each homework, which consisted of
lexical and grammar exercises, listening tasks, watching videos, or reading texts. The
out-of-class work (homework) was not checked in-class. Each lesson began with a
new topic and was conducted according to the flipped learning technology. The
grammar part was accomplished by students themselves without any tutorial assis-
tance. All the in-class work was aimed at developing the speaking skills. The commu-
nicative approach (CLT) was the main English teaching during the experiment.

The blended learning classes included the following speaking topics: Healthy Life-
style, World Cafe, | have a dream, Celebrities, Summer Plans, and Superheroes and
superpowers. At the final lesson, students had to make the project presentation “My
university dream”. As for the technical equipment, the classrooms were equipped with
a multimedia projector and speakers.

Students of the second experimental group were engaged into the online format of
education. A teacher from the English Skyeng School sent students a link for each
lesson, and they communicated twice a week for two academic hours via the vide-
oconference Zoom. After each lesson, students did their homework on the Vimbox.
The in-class activities were held in the form of English speaking club. 10 students
gathered in the classroom, connected to a videoconference, using their mobile devic-
es, and talked to each other and a teacher. They discussed the following topics:
Healthy Lifestyle, The World Around Us, Technological Advance, Russia. In compari-
son with the students of the first experimental group, the students of the 3 model did
not make any project work.

It is necessary to mention that the classrooms for the online learning must be
equipped with a multimedia projector, speakers, a desktop microphone (1 group), or
each student has to have a workplace with a computer.
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5 Results

To establish the rationale for teaching English to students of technical specialties
using these learning models, it was suggested to write an essay on the topic “The pros
and cons of the English teaching experiment” to determine the degree of their in-
volvement and motivation in that project. We collected and analysed 37 essays: 8
works from the control group, and 29 essays from the two experimental groups (17
reviews of the flipped learning and 12 works about the advantages and disadvantages
of the online learning experience).

Half of the students mentioned that during the entrance test they had not known
about the goals of the test, and, therefore, many of them were not taken that test seri-
ously, and, as a consequence, some students were distributed into groups with a lower
level of English.

The students, who were participating in the traditional face-to-face learning (Model
1), did not notice any changes, apart from a new group and a new teacher.

Students, who were studying in the flipped classroom (Model 2) expressed a posi-
tive attitude towards the experiment (see Fig. 1). 23% of respondents emphasized
interesting materials, selected by the methodologists of the Skyeng. The same number
of students gave the preference to the grammar repetition in their homework. We
collected some of their impressions: “we started with the basics of English language;
this (the platform) allowed us to repeat and to get used to a new group”.

The majority of students (82%) highly appreciated the Skyeng mobile application
and the interactive platform Vimbox. These students used the means not only as a
platform for doing homework, but, also, as an interactive dictionary that helped them
quickly and easily to memorize new words. In addition to the advantages of the inter-
active platform, they also attributed: the presence of all homework in one place (inter-
active platform Vimbox), its implementation at any time and in any place, well-
structured materials aimed at developing communication skills (28%). The absence of
paper textbooks was also perceived positively (15%).
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Fig. 1. The advantages of the experiment

Studying in the 3rd online learning model became a completely new format of
learning for the 2nd year students studying English as a foreign language at the uni-
versity. Most of the students (8 out of 12 respondents) admitted that the participation
in the experiment was an interesting experience. However, the rest of the students
were not impressed at all. They were focused on passing the exam and on getting an
excellent grade, however, that project, did not prepare them for the exam.

Students of the second experimental group also noticed some advantages (see Fig.
1). All the tasks on the Vimbox were aimed at the development of communicative
skills and contributed to the development of foreign language communicative compe-
tence (66% of the responses.) The course had a clear structure and contained a large
number of exercises for the development of communication competence in English:
vocabulary and grammar exercises, listening, reading, watching some educational
videos, etc.

The teacher’s role as a moderator and manager of the educational process was
enormous. 50% of respondents noted the crucial role of the teacher in the online
learning. The teacher was a moderator and a facilitator of the learning process, who
was able to support students’ motivation and active engagement in learning English in
a virtual classroom.

Only one student mentioned that working in the e-learning environment contribut-
ed to the formation and development of technological competence. In addition, only
one student underlined that the Vimbox increased the level of motivation and contrib-
uted to a greater involvement in the learning process. Only 2 students out of 12 wrote
about the most important advantage of online learning, i.e., - the possibility of learn-
ing at any place.

The disadvantages (see Fig.2) of the 2nd model were connected with some organi-
zational and technical implementation. 20% of the learners believed that the discus-
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sion topics the in-class activities were too simple; therefore, they lost interest in
studying and discussing it. There were some quotes of the students: “simplicity and
naivety of topics”, “meaningless exercises”, “similar tasks”. A third of the students
noted that during the experiment they did not improve their English skills: “there were
a lot of videos and presentations, but this did not improve the learning process”. At
the end of the semester, students would pass the English exam. According to their
views, the tasks in that experiment wouldn’t help them to prepare for it.

There were constant mobile application crashes. The assignment was uploaded the
day before lessons, and some students had no opportunity to prepare for it. The class
attendance was not monitored. The educational program took into account only points
for the homework. Points for the attendance and active class participation were not

recorded; as a result, half of the students stopped attending lessons.

70
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easy topics and lack bad technical problems with the no attendance
of interest realization mobile application monitoring
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u Model 3 17 60 34 9

Fig. 2. The disadvantages of the experiment

Disadvantages mentioned by 70% of the essays of the second experimental group
were connected with the technical performance of the experiment. Moreover, the
technical problems were fixed during the in-class and out-of-class activities: weak
Internet connection, problems with sound and with the mobile application Skyeng:
“the quality of learning suffered from a poor technical equipment”, “daily technical
problems in-class”, "the program is not adapted for a mobile phone." Some recorded
the lack of grammar rules (16%). There were several grammar exercises, but during
the in-class time, the teacher didn’t explain the grammar rules. The students them-
selves highlighted that only interested and motivated students should have participat-
ed in such e-learning format of education.
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6 Discussion

After the experiment, we have identified a number of problematic issues that require
further discussion.

The theoretical basis of that experiment was the conceptual ideas of the blended
learning, especially, the flipped classroom. However, we have to admit that this ex-
periment was based only on the general idea of “flipping” the learning process and
omits some important moments. Using the flipped learning technology in educational
activities, the teacher should, first of all, explain the goals, objectives, motives, and
intended results, which would be achieved at the end of the experiment, but this was
not done. On the contrary, the students of the “Digital generation” were not aware of
the goals and objectives in advance; therefore, they did not take it seriously.

Topics and materials for the in-class and out-of-class activities did not correspond
to the curricula and did not contain any information on their future speciality. The
Skyeng program did not take into account the Radio-Electronics and Information
Technology topics.

The poor technical equipment of the classrooms and the bad technical implementa-
tion of the project. Due to the weak technical equipment of the Ural Federal Universi-
ty, not all lecture rooms are equipped with projectors and have necessary technical
equipment for conducting lessons on the basis of online-learning. The students had to
bring their own laptops and earphones to study.

There was no instrument of increasing motivation; moreover, we acknowledged
the predominance of amotivation in 50% cases. Many students understood that this
online platform did not record their attendance and classroom activity; so, stopped
attending classes. The training exercises, instruments of control, and assignment did
not correspond to higher education institutions.

The authentic programs of the online English Skyeng School was only aimed at the
development of communicative skills. They did not contain sufficient vocabulary and
grammar materials. Moreover, the programs were not aimed at the development of the
general professional foreign language competences stated in the educational program
“Foreign Language”, especially, for students of non-linguistic specialties of the Insti-
tute of Radio-Electronics and Information Technologies at the Ural Federal Universi-

ty.
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