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Abstract: Modern foreign language education in Russia is riddled with various challenges, 
ranging from the forced introduction of interactive technologies to complications imposed by the 
political agenda. The article analyses Olympiad tasks and their peculiarities at different Olympiad 
stages, considering various competitive projects, both university Olympiad projects and the All­
Russian Olympiad of schoolchildren. The author offers some recommendations on better preparation 
for the regional and final rounds of the All-Russian School Olympiad, which the author trialled while 
working with groups and individual students from Moscow and which have proven to be successful. 
The article specifies manuals which can be used for this purpose as well. Empirical material for the 
study comprises a survey, aimed at students who attended the courses to prepare for the Olympiad to 
determine their attitudes toward online courses. The suggested system can function in any region of 
Russia, which will help the development of young talent throughout the country.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Participation in intellectual competitions in Russia is becoming an attribute o f  public educa­
tion; the Olympiad movem ent is gaining momentum  in all regions o f  the country [Tsvetkova et 
al., 2020]. In our study, we analyse academic literature on the subject o f  the Olympiad, and we 
conclude that the issue o f  preparing schoolchildren for the English language Olympiad has not 
been sufficiently explored by previous researchers. The purpose o f the article is thus to highlight 
the particular features o f the competitive rounds, as well as to propose methods o f  effectively 
preparing students for them. Language competitions test all aspects o f English language acquisi­
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tion, including writing and speaking skills [Kurasovskaya et al., 2018]. English is becoming an 
important subject o f choice among school leavers who aim to enter the country’s top universities 
by taking the Unified State Exam. Alongside changes to the state exam, there are constant reforms 
being made to the All-Russian School Olym piad (later also referred to by its Russian abbreviation, 
VsOSH), as well as school Olympiads held by individual universities.

The Olympiad m ovem ent is gaining popularity in Russia, piquing the interest o f the vast m a­
jority  o f school students. Grants, awards, the chance to secure a place at a higher educational insti­
tution, and the drive to assert themselves amongst peers are some o f the key motivations leading 
children to take part in m ultiple m unicipal-level subject competitions at once as early as in grades 
7-8 [Gorshkova & M aksimchik, 2020]. As a rule, in grades 9-11, students narrow down their focus 
to 1-2 similar subjects, although there are rare cases o f successful participation in Olympiads in 
completely unrelated subject areas -  for example, History and Physics; English and Ecology; Rus­
sian and Law. Precedents like these are, however, the exception to the rule, even though it is worth 
noting that many students often choose English alongside some other subject in their pursuit o f  an 
Olym piad diploma. The logic behind this is that English is a “practical” subject that can be studied 
for personal development and is a gateway to integration into international spaces, which brings 
about opportunities such as using English-language resources to study the main subject o f interest.

Nevertheless, English language Olympiads are challenging intellectual competitions requir­
ing participants to demonstrate not only advanced productive skills (i.e. writing and speaking), 
but also analytical comprehension skills, such as extracting information from  texts and classifying 
judgm ents as true or false according to the source [Kurasovskaya & M akhmuryan, 2018]. In es­
sence, the Olym piad is an academic test that probes fitness for university study. In light o f this, test 
developers -  as a rule, university lecturers -  try to rank participants according to their academic 
skills, critical thinking and creativity. A closer look at some o f  the tasks in the All-Russian Olym ­
piad for schoolchildren in English shows that they tend to invoke vocabulary and task formats 
characteristic o f  academic tests at C1-C2 level, in spite o f  their formal difficulty level being capped 
at B2-C1 [Methodical recommendations o f the Central M ethodological Commission for the Eng­
lish language, 2018]. Worth highlighting at the same tim e is the pronounced distinctiveness o f the 
approach to task writing -  for example, the integration o f listening and reading, the introduction 
o f creative tasks (such as writing fairy tales or giving guided tours to an imaginary audience or to 
a partner) and the use o f non-standard tasks (crosswords, puzzles, wordplay tasks) only feature in 
Russian Olympiads. In the Western approach, with communicative m ethodology at its forefront, 
tasks like these generally play an insignificant role and are mostly used by teachers with the sole 
aim o f bolstering motivation by incorporating “gamification” into their teaching style. In academ ­
ic exams, the assignment format is pre-determined, with a specimen paper and clear preparation 
guidance from  the exam board accessible well in advance [Besyadovskaya, 2017].

Olympiad English can clearly be categorised as English for Specific Purposes (ESP), along 
with business English, medical English, aviation English, etc. For successful preparation for the 
Olym piad it is crucial to focus on past-paper formats, which requires thorough research and anal­
ysis o f past tasks by the teacher. As a rule, Olympiad task sets are based on putting participants’ 
academic English skills to the test whilst also incorporating tasks geared towards evaluating their 
language aptitude, creativity and ability to understand the main idea o f a task under tim e pressure 
[Gorodetskaya, 2019].

The relevance o f our study stems from  insufficient methodology and research available on the 
topic o f Olympiad preparation under the conditions o f increasing school digitalisation. The work 
uses various methods, ranging from  analysis o f  articles and publications on the topic to system a­
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tisation o f data obtained empirically. The purpose o f our study is to determine the main features 
specific to Olympiad preparation in a 21st-century school equipped with digital technologies, as 
well as to describe the model employed for preparing M oscow students for the regional and final 
stages o f the All-Russian School Olym piad during the pandemic.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

As part o f our research, we studied the works o f  international [Smith et al., 2021; Ahm ed et 
al., 2020; Anwarudin et al., 2021] and domestic experts on the subject o f  the proposed article. We 
also made use o f the results obtained in the course o f  a survey o f the M oscow English Olympiad 
team. A num ber o f  researchers identify specific problems associated with teaching generation-Z 
students [Keldibekova & Avazova, 2018; Vergasova, 2015], who, whilst being technologically 
adept, face issues o f a socio-psychological nature precisely because o f their excessive immersion 
in virtual reality; this, however, does not inhibit successful teaching in a digitised environment. 
Some authors believe that the digital competencies o f a m odern student can be built on to increase 
engagement in a new-generation lesson [Campillo-Ferrer & M iralles- M artinez, 2021], this m is­
sion being facilitated by the ubiquitous spread o f  technology. We have also studied the general 
regulations and annotations to past Olym piad papers [Kurasovskaya, 2017; Kurasovskaya, 2021; 
Gorodetskaya, 2017], issued under the editorship o f the members o f the Central Subject-M ethod­
ological Commission for English. Some researchers believe that preparation for Olympiads and 
other intellectual competitions is part o f a “hidden curriculum” [Makhmuryan, 2012]; others, on 
the contrary, believe that Olympiad achievements are a direct indicator o f  a high level o f teaching 
and learning in educational institutions [Golubnichaya & Yanova, 2021; Tsvetkova & Abaturova, 
2020]. We note that many researchers agree that Olym piad participation provides powerful incen­
tives to learn a language to an advanced level [Besyadovskaya & Trubitsina, 2020; Egorov, 2017]. 
We also studied the task formats unique to the All-Russian School Olympiad in English, as well as 
the specificities o f  devising these tasks [Kirdyaeva, 2018; Kirdyaeva, 2020; Nikitina, 2021].

3. MATERIALS AND METHODS

Consider the main drivers o f the growth o f the Olympiad movement, which encompass a 
guarantee o f a place at any higher educational institution o f choice (on a program me relevant to 
the subject o f  the Olympiad), coupled with scholarships and grants for gifted children awarded 
by local governments. Talent support programmes operate in many regions o f Russia; there has 
been a rise in the num ber o f so-called supplementary education centres, both public and private, 
which aim to help children win Olympiads [Mamontova, 2018]. State financial support for schools 
producing Olympiad winners and prize-winners incentivises secondary educational institutions to 
actively participate in the process and compete for a high Olympiad ranking. A phenomenon ob­
served across the country is “academic migration” -  in search o f  high-quality Olympiad training, 
children change schools, switch to distance learning, and some even relocate to a different region.

Constantly on the rise is the num ber o f  school clubs and extracurricular study groups, as well 
as advanced training courses on offer for teachers. Progressively more communication is being 
established between the Central Subject-M ethodological Commission (Russian abbreviation: TsP- 
M K) and regional teams o f experts. The criteria for examining productive skills are becoming 
more transparent and more widely available for download on the Internet; the availability o f past 
Olym piad questions (together with the answer keys) allows students and their mentors to gain
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familiarity with the format [Kirdyaeva et al., 2019; M aksimchik, 2020]. Despite the restrictions 
imposed by the pandemic, in 2021, the regional and final stages o f the VsOSH were successfully 
held in person, with the speaking part o f each taking place online. The ubiquitous spread o f video 
communication allowed expert boards to assess the responses remotely, which also played a role 
in facilitating inter-regional exchange o f methodological experience.

The num ber o f Olym piad participants grows every year; for example, in Moscow, more than 
30 thousand schoolchildren (grades 7-11) take part in the municipal stage -  o f these, about 1500 
(grades 9-11) make it to the regional stage. The final stage sees participants from all over the coun­
try -  generally no more than 250 people -  flock to the hosting location. All subjects o f the Russian 
Federation are entitled to send at least 1 participant to the final stage, even if  the cut-off score was 
not achieved by anyone in the region (in which case, the person with the highest regional score is 
allowed to progress to the final stage).

The possible num ber o f winners and prize-winners o f the final stage is capped at 45% o f the 
total num ber o f participants. In 2020, the final stage was cancelled due to the epidemiological sit­
uation. All participants from  grade 11 were automatically conferred with prize-w inner status; no 
winner diplomas were awarded. Students in grades 9 and 10 were granted automatic progression 
to the next y ear’s final stage, which led to the num ber o f participants increasing to 258 in the 2020­
2021 academic year. O f these, 24 participants were 9th-grade students; grade 10 accounted for a 
further 88, and grade 11, the rem aining 146. In the aftermath o f the competition rounds, 116 people 
were awarded winner and prize-winner diplomas. We note that for many participants, English is 
still a “practical” subject and more o f  a tool they use to further their education rather than its main 
focus -  as a result, many do not take advantage o f the opportunity to get a guaranteed place on a 
language-related university course that Olym piad diplomas provide [Pogrebnaya, 2020].

The transition to a distance learning model at the Center for Pedagogical Excellence (Russian: 
Tsentr Pedagogicheskogo M asterstva GAOU DPO, further: TsPM), where Olympiad preparation 
courses for the M oscow regional subject team s are held, had to be very abrupt in light o f the ep­
idemiological situation in the country; it is worth noting, however, that prior to that we had long 
been trialling this learning model on classes held in small groups and one-on-one consultations. 
The cohort preparing for the final stage in the 2019-20 academic year had their courses moved 
fully online in M arch-April 2020.

After the restrictions were relaxed, TsPM chose to default to this online teaching format for 
English language courses. Consider the key reasons for the switch to remote teaching and learning:

1. Olym piad preparation classes generally take place after school hours; in metropolitan are­
as, the commute can be very time-consuming;

2. Video communication platform s can host more participants in a single conference than a 
standard classroom can accommodate, which is convenient for the organisation o f  lecture-format 
lessons. M odern platform s also furnish a function allowing to split the group into session rooms, 
which makes it possible to carry out project-style activities;

3. A fully remote municipal stage and remote speaking rounds o f the regional and the national 
stage call for the development o f digital competencies;

4. Online learning eliminates the risk o f the spread o f infection between members o f the 
team, which, in mass numbers, could invite quarantine measures.

We will point out the use o f technologies students are fam iliar with as, in principle, the main 
motivating factor used to encourage in-depth study o f their chosen subject; students are accus­
tom ed to using the Internet for work, independent search for information, and communication on 
discussion boards and in m essenger apps. As Internet “natives”, many generation-Z children and
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adolescents find it easier to understand and process information presented electronically than to do 
so offline [Abramova, 2019]. This approach, o f course, is not all-encompassing and does not meet 
all the needs o f every student; in-person pedagogical engagement is a crucial component o f the 
learning process and is im plem ented through short, intensive “field courses” and “boot camps” . 
Nonetheless, a num ber o f experts emphasise m ixed learning as being the most effective approach 
that allows teachers to tap into students’ full potential. We also note that some researchers have 
developed their own digital Olympiad preparation programmes.

4. RESEARCH RESULTS

Successful Olympiad performance requires high-quality language training, combined with a 
deep understanding o f the task format. In our opinion, the most successful preparation trajectory 
at primary and secondary stages is the consistent acquisition o f successive language levels on the 
Common European Framework o f Reference for Languages (CEFR), consolidated and certified 
by obtaining a Cambridge English qualification in each. Preparation for exams such as KET (Key 
English Test), PET (Preliminary English Test), FCE (First Certificate in English), etc. can serve as 
a basis for versatile language skill development, as well as teach students to work with all aspects 
o f the language. The exclusive developm ent o f comm unication skills at the expense o f others can­
not guarantee Olym piad achievement, since many tasks, especially in the Reading and Listening 
sections, are aimed at examining students’ critical thinking, as well as and information search and 
analysis and logical skills. Brilliant public speakers who achieve top scores in the Speaking part 
but struggle with convoluted Reading tasks or a confusing Listening section, will not be able to 
compete with those equipped with strong analytical skills. M oreover, the information required to 
answer the questions is often scattered throughout the text, which demands full concentration and 
m aximum  effort from the participants, as well as puts to the test their ability to quickly memorise 
information and use it in their reasoning.

Use o f English section tasks, such as crosswords, anagrams, mistake search or contextual 
word formation, are aimed at examining not so much exclusively language skills, but rather crea­
tivity and ability to quickly adapt to an unfam iliar format.

The All-Russian School Olympiad is the m ost prestigious academic competition o f its kind in 
the country, organised by the M inistry o f  Education. Children first get the opportunity to take part 
in Olympiads at school and municipal levels from grade 5, whilst competition for regional and 
final stage rankings begins in grade 9. In the 2020-21 academic year, a change was introduced into 
the selection process -  students in grades 9, 10, 11 for the first time in the history o f  the English 
Olympiad, were ranked separately, with different cut-off scores required to progress into the final 
stage for each year group. Bearing this in mind, m ost o f the tasks were still the same for all three- 
year groups, as prior to the change. The Olym piad structure incorporates four sections: Listening 
and Reading, Use o f  English, W riting, and Speaking. In 2021, Use o f  English was the only section 
where the tasks set for different year groups were different -  this was not the case in previous years, 
where there was no difference in the question papers for grades 9-11, with a single cut-off score. 
An important feature o f the Olympiad is that the tasks in the regional and final stages are identical 
nationwide, which ensures equal opportunities for all participants and standardised assessment 
criteria.
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As a rule, the contextual basis o f Olym piad tasks relies on the assessment principles used in 
internationally recognised English language proficiency exams, such as IELTS (International Eng­
lish Language Testing System), TOEFL (Test o f English as a Foreign Language), CAE (C1 Cer­
tificate in Advanced English), CPE (Certificate o f Proficiency in English), etc. At the same time, 
the declared difficulty level o f the tasks at the regional and final stages ranges from  B2 to C1 -  in 
our opinion, however, some o f the vocabulary used in the source materials (e.g., reading texts) and 
the peculiarities o f the creative approach to the development o f tasks place the difficulty level o f 
some o f the individual tasks at C2. At the same time, it is important to note that it would be wrong 
to try to classify Olympiad tasks into difficulty levels using exclusively the CEFR framework, as 
the main goal o f the Olym piad is not simply to test pre-existing language skills, but to uncover 
students’ language learning aptitude and their ability to make use o f underdisciplined skills.

The key features o f the structure o f English Olympiad tasks include:
- lack o f a rigid framework for task developers or any specification limiting the choice o f 

them e or format;
- extensive use o f “creative” tasks, such as anagrams, crosswords, or puzzles, which require 

students to think outside the box and draw on their general knowledge;
- the presence o f a block o f “socio-cultural competence” questions, which examine students’ 

familiarity with the cultural features o f the countries where the target language is spoken (general­
ly, these questions mostly focus on the USA and the UK);

- the use o f “modified” assignment formats, when participants are offered a task whose for­
mat is recognisable and bears many similarities to those encountered in international exams, but 
is at the same time different from  them  in specific ways (as a result o f  which misreading or incor­
rectly interpreting the wording o f the task may lead students to fundamentally m isunderstand the 
question);

- the use o f  “integrated” tasks, which may require students to combine application o f listen­
ing and reading skills, or reading and writing skills.

Thus, the range o f tasks that may be set at the Olym piad is virtually unlimited, which rules out 
“grooming” students for specific task formats as a preparation method. Comprehensive prepara­
tion for the Olympiad can be said to be based on the following five “pillars” :

1 -  general language proficiency at the Advanced or Proficiency level,
2 -  familiarity with international language exams and well-developed tim e-m anagem ent skills,
3 -  familiarity with past Olympiad papers,
4 -  a deep immersion into the culture and traditions o f  the US and the UK, which entails 

knowledge o f their history, literature, geography, politics, etc.,
5 -  practice o f  mock tests based on the same principles as real past Olym piad papers that at the 

same tim e offer new, unexpected formats, which enables students to develop attention to detail and 
start engaging their analytical skills in order to identify the main idea o f the task.

5. STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES TO DISTANCE LEARNING

We conducted a survey o f  students in order to probe their level o f  satisfaction with the teaching 
quality, as well as to identify the elements o f the course that were m ost or least liked. We surveyed 
100 students (participants o f  the regional and final stages) who attended remote training courses in 
the 2019-2021 academic years. The results o f our survey are presented in the table below.
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Table 1. Students’ Feedback concerning Online Preparation for the Olympiad

Question Responses
Are you satisfied w ith 
the quality  o f online 

teaching?
"Yes": 80% "No": 20%

Would you prefer online 
preparation to in-person 

classes?
"Yes": 60% "No": 40%

W hat did you like most 
about online classes?

"Convenient access to inform ation in a digital form at at any tim e": 33% 
"The com fort o f working from hom e, tim e saved on com m uting": 27% 

"Collaboration on projects": 23%
"Automated assessm ent": 17%

W hat did you dislike 
most about online 

classes?

"Lack o f a real physical space": 28% 
"Lack o f in-person social interaction": 27% 

"Increased fatigue": 25% 
"Technical issues": 20%

As can be seen from the results o f  the survey, the vast majority o f  students expressed their sat­
isfaction with the online courses on offer -  at the same time, many would still prefer live teaching. 
Thus, despite the obvious advantages o f  distance learning, some students would prefer traditional 
teaching methods. Nevertheless, online teaching has vast development prospects. We note that for 
a num ber o f regions, online courses are the only viable option even in a favourable epidem iologi­
cal situation due to the lim ited num ber o f Olym piad mentors and the wide geographical spread o f 
talent in the region. Rem ote “field courses” make it possible to hold Olym piad preparation courses 
regardless o f the season, weather conditions, students’ area o f residence and other factors that 
could complicate the organisation o f face-to-face classes.

6. DISCUSSION

Successful preparation for the Olym piad is impossible without the use o f textbooks and teach­
ing manuals, but it is necessary to understand that this is not a question o f developing self-con­
tained manuals based on the domestic curriculum. The Olympiads test language skills beyond 
the standard school specification, which generally does not extend beyond B2-C1. Therefore, to 
develop higher levels o f language skills, it is preferable to use British textbooks such as “M aster­
class C2” (Oxford), “Objective C2” (Cambridge), or “Expert C2” (Pearson). These manuals also 
contain sample tasks used in the CPE exam (passing which certifies language proficiency at the 
highest CEFR level).

We offer several m anuals (authored by us) that are aimed at Olym piad preparation [Gulov, 
2019a; Gulov 2019b; Gulov, 2020a; Gulov, 2020b]. The “Olympway” series (publisher: M NCM - 
NO) compiles lexical and grammatical tasks o f  various levels o f difficulty; the “Olympiad Build­
er” series (publisher: Title) is a complete textbook series covering stages from elementary school 
to high school; the “Great Lengths” manual is a free textbook to be used with grade 9-11 students, 
published by Pearson Education in 2021.

The main features o f “Great Lengths” are:
1 -  the manual consists o f  15 complete sample papers, combining Reading, Listening, Use o f 

English, Writing, and Speaking tasks (300 in total);
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2 -  it presents a variety o f task formats, including integrated tasks -  a relatively recent intro­
duction to Olym piad papers;

3 -  m ost o f the texts the tasks are based on are o f  a socio-cultural nature, which has the ad­
ditional benefit o f  introducing students to the cultural realities o f English-speaking countries to 
prepare them  for regional studies questions;

4 -  a variety o f  productive skill tasks is offered; the “W riting” and the “ Speaking” sections 
cover typical formats such as articles, stories, reports, reviews, essays for the former and presenta­
tions and guided tours for the latter.

5 -  the manual underwent a testing period o f 3 years, during which tim e it was incorporated 
into the training program me for the M oscow Olym piad team;

6 -  within the framework o f  a non-com m ercial project, an electronic version in the form  of 
a .pdf file was published alongside the print version; free legal download and distribution o f all 
pages o f the manual is allowed for educational purposes.

7. CONCLUSIONS

O f note is the wide geographical distribution o f Olympiad participants. University-organised 
Olympiads are divided into 3 tiers; by the 2020-21 academic year, the M inistry o f Science and 
H igher Education o f the Russian Federation had formally approved 83 Olympiads, successful 
performance in which brings university admission benefits. We observe a broad interest among 
children from different regions; moreover, intellectual competitions are organised by universities 
located not only in M oscow and St. Petersburg, but also in Chelyabinsk, Kazan, Tomsk, Rostov- 
on-Don, and other large cities -  i.e. talented students can receive quality higher education without 
leaving their own regions. VsOSH, as the m ost prestigious competition, understandably attracts 
the attention o f students nationwide, and, as a rule, the final stage indeed hosts participants from 
all regions o f the country. The presence o f a “quota” -  i.e. the right o f  each region to send at least 
one participant to the final round o f the Olympiad, regardless o f their performance at the regional 
stage -  is a key factor in expanding the geography o f the final stage, transform ing it into a truly 
“all-Russian” project.

The nationwide nature o f  the competition also shapes the preparation system; different regions 
can jo in  forces to improve the efficiency o f their preparation programmes by exchanging m ethod­
ological experience and engaging methodological and research personnel specialising in a range 
o f subjects. The forced digitisation associated with the epidemiological situation in 2020 brought 
unexpected advantages -  many educational institutions have now converted their Olym piad prepa­
ration courses into a digital format.

As a final point, let us consider the specific requirements for the functioning o f  a course o f 
this type, with the constraints and requirem ents imposed by the subject area taken into account. 
Above all, it is important to highlight the need to analyse and draw from international experience -  
online courses aim ed at learning and teaching English are an important export product for the UK 
and the USA, which is something that can and should be taken advantage of. M ajor international 
publishers such as Cambridge, Oxford, M acmillan, and Pearson offer digital products for suc­
cessful language learning. M any teaching m anuals are also complemented by a digital version, 
available online by subscription. A range o f Am erican and European universities offer their own 
distance learning courses, many o f which have open public access. M ajor m edia outlets such as 
BBC, CNN and others offer educational materials based on their own journalistic output such 
as articles, podcasts, broadcast recordings, etc. However, Olym piad preparation is incomplete if
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undertaken with the use o f only “foreign” textbooks or authentic language materials. The goal o f 
Olym piad training is to combine standard global practices with domestic modifications that reflect 
the modern challenges o f language education in Russia. This type o f training builds on the prin­
ciples o f communicative language teaching whilst drawing important lessons from  the features 
o f the Olym piad format. We note that for English teachers, the transition to a virtual environment 
mostly ran very smoothly compared to other subjects, such as the hum anities or natural sciences. It 
appears possible to lean into internationally accum ulated experience and methodology in domestic 
realities, whilst, o f  course, m aking adjustments to account for certain aspects specific to Olympiad 
preparation.
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