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A course of distance learning in language education
The article is written in English and is addressed a different audience from the one that could access it in case it were written in Russian. This is done intentionally to appeal those people who are involved in intercultural education, ready to cross the boarders of thought from one culture to another, sure to take the idea of diversity of points of view as an instrumental factor for the development of the academic world. The goal of the present article is to analyze the pedagogical design methodology of a distance course from different perspectives: the perspective of the course’s tutor, a student and the instruction methodology used by the course designers. 
Distance learning provides very good opportunities for teaching subjects the instruction of which is based on knowledge, such subjects as history, literature, psychology, biology, chemistry. These disciplines require an amount of information – content to be accessed, perceived and digested. A practical course of a foreign language has a different nature, like many other subjects as musical instruments performing, athletics training.  These spheres are based on acquisition of skills. So, all subjects can be divided into content-oriented and skills-oriented.   

Such differentiation needs separate approaches to teaching and learning. As teaching and learning English is better organized through personal participation in systematically organized activities provided by traditional lesson training, distance learning, that requires autonomous work on the part of a student, without an opportunity of immediate correction of mistakes and immediate contact with an English speaking teacher, may seem inappropriate for acquiring a skills-oriented subject. This contradiction is harmonized if the distance course is focused on writing, reading and is addressed to advanced learners of English.
A distance foreign language course is a wonderful means of in-career teacher training. The author of this article has a wonderful opportunity to take an e-teacher course “Critical Thinking Skills in the EFL Curriculum.”, which provides valuable information not only due to its general content, but also due to the effective distance learning methodology applied by the course designers. The course is created by the professors of American English Institute of the University of Oregon (USA) Dr. Deanna Hochstein, Dr. Leslie Opp-Beckman and others. 
The role of a teacher is to thoroughly think over and plan all the elements of the course. This process is generally modified by ready-made design of the e-platform from which instruction is organized. Yet, the teacher always has a set of technical opportunities from which to select relevant elements for teaching the subject.   The menu of the course includes the following buttons: announcements, course information, assignments, websites and readings, discussion board, course documents, contacts, grades. All the information of the course is covered by these items, so it is recommended to present the interface of the platform in this very concise and convenient structure. 
Of particular interest is the system of organizing the so called threaded discussions, the notion that doesn’t exist in the Russian approach to distance learning. Threads are understood as tasks in the forms of a set of questions or one question, or an activity. Distance learning has to have a hierarchy of assignments very clearly set and presented to the student, otherwise without additional explanations it would be very difficult for the student to realize how to access a source of information or what task to proceed to. The button “Assignments” contains only the strategy of work – what aspect to begin with, in what order the tasks and activities are supposed to be performed. Threads are composed by the teacher in such a way that they give a succession of questions or assign an activity. Every thread to provide an active discussion of the course participants requires a consistent response to somebody’s writing. Not only the messages of the professor, but one of the students. The criteria of assessment of the participation in the discussion clearly states the “corridor of thought” that is considered relevant and irrelevant to the actual aspects of the issue at question. The responsibility of the course’s tutor is to check the relevance of the responses. 

I would like to share “feedback” of the course from a perspective of a student. First of all, I’d like to mention, that each participant represents a different country.  It creates a very special atmosphere of exchange of the points of view that allow studying the cultural approaches to education and the mental frames within which major education concepts function. It also allows seeing one’s own system of language education in comparison with others, analyzing the advantages and disadvantages of what has been gained in this sphere with years. 
I discovered for myself that the system of language education in Russia is very favorable if compared to some other countries. A teacher of English in Russia would normally have no more than 15-20 students, while in other countries academic classrooms may have about 50-100 students. As for the difficulties we as teachers of English may face, I can name students’ motivation  for acquiring knowledge and skills not only for national aptitude or achievement tests, but for further professional development. Students are very often pragmatically minded – why should I learn it, if it is not included into the final test? 
Studying in a multicultural and multinational virtual classroom also demonstrates different ways of the development of pedagogy in the historical perspective of its development. For example, US methodology of teaching Critical Thinking considerably relies on the Socratic method of questioning that is practically not referred to in methodology developments of Russian pedagogy as a science. We would rather mention in our dissertations modern versions of the questioning techniques described in our research by prof. Makhmutov. US education seems to have a closer dependence on antique ideals than it is the case in Russian pedagogy. I think that it is good to refer to the seminal forms of organizing the academic process, but it makes us doubt of the efficiency of over 20 centuries of the development of the academic   system. 
This experience of being a participant in such a course is hard to overestimate, because it gives sensitivity to educational issues on the global scale and one feels a genuine subject of information age.   
