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ABSTRACT

In today’s world, people from different cultural and linguistic backgrounds are more
and more closely connected with each other. In this context, globalization has shrunk
the world and brought a wider range of cultures closer than ever before. This
phenomenon has caught great attention and interest in academic circles and led to
various proposals concerning the "competence" required for successful intercultural
communication. This means that what learners of foreign languages need is more than
just grammar and vocabulary of the target language and other basic language skills such
as listening, speaking, reading and writing. They also need to be “interculturally
competent” to achieve the ultimate goal in their foreign language learning. Although
scholars have studied intercultural competence in foreign language teaching (FLT) for
decades, most intercultural competence teaching and assessment has not produced the
desired outcomes, especially in developing countries such as China, where there is an
urgent and huge demand for foreign language and foreign affairs talents that are
interculturally competent. In this context, it is of great importance that the courses of
foreign languages in Chinese universities and colleges can successfully cultivate the
intercultural communication ability in their students. The aim of the current study is
twofold. First, it will explore the FLT policies, curriculums, syllabuses, textbooks and
pedagogies in Chinese tertiary education to map out the history and current status of
intercultural competence teaching and assessment and identify major problems and
challenges. Secondly, based on the identified problems and challenges, the research is
intended to propose suggestions for policy, pedagogical and especially assessment

improvement.
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Chapter One: Introduction:

Chinese Foreign Language Teaching

1.1 A brief history of foreign language teaching in tertiary education in China

It has been 70 years since the founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in
1949. During this period, China’s higher education system has experienced flourishing
development. The seventy years of higher education development in the PRC could be
divided into three periods: (1) 1949-1966 or the “17 years”, the period of the recovery
and development of higher education upon establishment of the PRC; (2) 1966-1978 or
the period of “Cultural Revolution,” and (3) 1978-2019, the period of the “Reform and
Opening Up” (Wang & Sun, 2019).

In the early days after the founding of the PRC, the Chinese people’s educational level
and average literacy level were quite low. During the period of the Republic of China,
for a long time, due to the influence of the education system and the years-long social
turbulence, the popularization of education could not be realized. By the time the PRC
was founded in 1949, more than 400 million out of China’s population of 550 million
were illiterate, or 80% of the population. At that time, illiterate people were those who
knew fewer than 500 Chinese characters. Therefore, The Chinese Communist Party
launched a large-scale anti-illiteracy campaign within ten years of raising to power. The
main activity of the anti-illiteracy campaign was helping people learn more Chinese

characters.



At the end of 1951, literacy classes were opened across the country. At the same time,
unified literacy standards and rules and regulations for literacy examinations were
stipulated. However, the Ministry of Education issued the “Decision on the Adjustment
of the Departments of Education, English, Physical Education and Political Science in
Higher Teacher Training Schools ( { X Tm5 i #RAF . Fig. KEH. BUASE
RAEH R B IR ED ),” (hereinafter “the Decision”) the first policy guideline
about the foreign language teaching for the tertiary education in China, on July 20, 1953
(Zhang, 2012). According to Zhang (2012, p. 244), it was stated in the Decision that
“As the availability of English courses in secondary schools began to diminish, a
decision was made to limit the provision of these courses to a select few secondary
schools. Consequently, the logical step was to significantly scale back the number of
English departments in higher teacher training institutions. This led to the resolution
that only the English Department at East China Normal University would continue
operating, with its specific mandate being to prepare English teachers for secondary
schools across the nation. All other English departments in similar institutions were
scheduled for closure.” At the time, there were eight teacher training colleges with

English departments, seven of which were discontinued after the Decision was issued

(Zhang, 2012).

In October 1964, the Ministry of Education promulgated the “Outline of the Seven Year
Plan for Foreign Language Education ( (4MEZE LHEMEINE) ) (hereinafter

“the Outline”), which determined English would be the first foreign language in school

1 Instructions of the CPC Central Committee and The State Council on the seven-year Plan for Foreign Language

Education ( A 3t o gt | % B, kT AME A E L E R WA S B it 7R .(1964-10-20)(2007-06-
13)).http://www.ce.cn/xwzx/gnsz/szyw/200706/13/t20070613 11731293.shtml accessed 18 March

2019.


http://www.ce.cn/xwzx/gnsz/szyw/200706/13/t20070613_11731293.shtml

education. It was also pointed out in the Outline that the quantity and quality of students
trained by foreign language colleges could not meet the needs of China’s socialist
construction and foreign affairs. The basis of foreign language education was
incompatible with the country’s needs, presenting sharp challenges. The issuance of the
Outline reversed the stagnant state of English majors in the seven years following the
founding of the PRC, and also criticized the status quo of foreign language majors,
especially English (major) education, in the eight years since 1956 as it could not meet

the needs of national development.

According to statistics, more than 6 million illiterate farmers and residents became
literate in 1957, marking the climax of anti-illiteracy education under the CCP regime.
Around the same time, the college entrance examination was officially established in
1955, when colleges and universities began to recruit students, and the development of
China’s higher education began to recover. However, in the 1960s, people experienced
a decade-long “Cultural Revolution” that greatly hindered China’s educational
development. China’s higher education was divided into two stages during the Cultural
Revolution. The first stage was from May 1966 to June 1970, when China’s education
suffered a great loss because the so-called “class suspension and revolution” was carried
out, and all colleges and universities in China stopped enrollment. In the early stage of
the “cultural revolution,” 160 colleges and universities were abolished. On June 13,
1966, the People’s Daily published the “Notice of the CPC Central Committee and the
State Council on Reforming the Measures for Enrollment and Examination of Colleges
and Universities ( {H1 3 de . [E 55 B 56 T olOE m S5 2 R A il MA@ 71 ),
which held that the enrollment and examination system of colleges and universities was
“not conducive to absorbing more revolutionary young workers, peasants and soldiers
into colleges and universities.” It proposed to “completely revolutionize” the
examination system. On the same day, the People’s Daily published an editorial,

“Thoroughly Do a Good Job in the Cultural Revolution and Thoroughly Reform the



Education System ( (AR L SCAL R H Ay, A ECEEE &) ),” proposing to
reform the current enrollment and examination system as “a breakthrough to destroy
the bourgeois educational line” completely and ‘“thoroughly revolutionize the old

education system.” All universities in China stopped enrollment for as long as six years.

The second stage was from June 1970 to October 1976, when the Gang of Four?> was
crushed. On June 27, 1970, the CPC Central Committee approved the Request for
Instructions by Peking University and Tsinghua University on Enrollment (Pilot).
Chinese colleges and universities then began to resume enrollments, but only for
“workers, peasant and soldier college students.” An admission system combining
recommendation by the masses ®, leadership approval and school review was
implemented. At this stage, China’s education, as a whole, began to recover gradually;
colleges and universities resumed enrollment, and basic education also witnessed
development. Throughout this second period, education was generally maintained and
basically restored to the level before the “Cultural Revolution.” In fact, during the
“Cultural Revolution,” due to the retrogression in the development of higher education,
more than one million people lost the opportunity for professional training, resulting in
a severe shortage of talents in all posts. Therefore, from August 4 to 8, 1977, Deng
Xiaoping, China’s then supreme leader, chaired a symposium on science education and,
together with other participants, reflected and criticized the system of “voluntary
registration, grass-roots recommendation, leader approval and school review.” Deng

Xiaoping also immediately reinstated the college entrance examination that year.

2 The Gang of Four refers to an extremist group within the Chinese Communist Party that rose to prominence in
the spring of 1976. This faction became a notable political influence during that period but was subsequently
subdued within the same year. The quartet comprising Zhang Chungiao, Wang Hongwen, Yao Wenyuan, and Jiang
Qing faced trial and received prison sentences for their activities.

3 In Chinese political culture, “the masses” usually refers to the populace. In this specific context, it refers to the
ordinary people who had worked with the student they recommended.

9



In General, since the “Reform and Opening Up™*

in 1978, higher education in China
has expanded rapidly. As of 2017, there were 2631 tertiary colleges and universities in
China, with 37.79 million students. The 45% gross enrolment rate has exceeded the
average of the world’s middle- and high-income countries (Sun, 2019). In October 2018,
the Chinese Ministry of Education promulgated a directive titled “Opinions on
Accelerating the Building of High-level Undergraduate Education and
Comprehensively Improving Talent Training Capacity( { 5% T IR & /K AR F &
WA S AA R FRRE S ELY),” also known as the “Opinions”. These guidelines
articulate the imperative for higher education institutions to fundamentally enhance the
caliber of talent development. Per the "Opinions," higher education institutions are
mandated to fully comprehend and embrace the crucial aspect of significantly
enhancing the quality of talent development. Undergraduate education should be
prioritized as the central element of talent training, serving as the foundational aspect
of educational and teaching endeavors, and as a leading force in the educational
evolution of the New Era. There is a call to invigorate undergraduate education,
establish an advanced system for cultivating top-level talent, and aim for fresh progress
in the realm of higher education. In short, revitalizing undergraduate education and
comprehensively improving the ability to cultivate talents will be an important goal for

China’s higher education in the near future (Sun, 2019).

As an important part of China’s higher education, foreign language education is closely
related to the country’s social and economic development. This is because foreign
language education has always been deemed vital to the country’s future as it trains a
workforce that could bridge China and the world. China’s reform has also created a
high demand for well-trained foreign language speakers to serve the state’s diplomatic

“popularization,” vigorous cultural diplomacy development, and boost foreign

4 The "Reform and Opening Up" is a significant economic reform policy that was initiated in China in 1978 under
the leadership of Deng Xiaoping. The goal was to transform the Chinese economy from a centrally planned system,
typical of a socialist framework, into a more market-oriented system.

10



investment and trade development. Meanwhile, strengthening diplomacy theory and
practice in college students majoring in foreign languages and cultivating a large
number of highly qualified talents working in the field of foreign language has also
become an important task facing universities and colleges in China (Lao, 2012). For
this reason, the improvement of foreign language education has been considered, at the
national level, as an indispensable part of developing China’s higher education and even

the country's social progress.

It is widely acknowledged that the “Reform and Opening Up” policy launched in 1978
is a great revolution of epoch-making significance in Chinese history as it has
significantly contributed to China’s rapid economic growth over the past few decades,
transforming the country into one of the world’s largest economies. This is because the
policy of opening up encouraged foreign trade and investment and made China start
integrating itself into the global economic system, join the World Trade Organization
(WTO), and begin participating more actively in global commerce. More importantly,
it has injected enormous vitality and vigor into foreign language education in China,
ushering in a new period of development (Qun, 1990). During the past 40 years of the
“Reform and Opening Up,” China has gone through a development process from self-
isolation to openness, from a planned economy to a market economy, from partial
opening to opening across the board, and then to deepening the “Reform and Opening
Up” and approaching the center of the world stage. The economic take-off and social

changes have put forward new requirements for cultivating foreign language talents.

Since 1978, China has opened wider to the outside world, and it urgently needed to
learn and use advanced foreign technology, culture and ideas. In the process of the
“Reform and Opening Up,” China’s foreign language education is still constantly

adapting to the needs of opening up, such as foreign trade, foreign affairs, diplomacy,

11



international finance, international business, international exchanges and other fields.
In order to cater to the overall situation of “bringing-in,” the National Symposium on
Foreign Language Education (2 E/MEHE ¥ AT 22) was held in Beijing from
August to September 1978 to make planning and guidance for the development of
foreign language education under the new circumstances of the “Reform and Opening
Up” (Zhang, 2019). The meeting discussed policies and measures to strengthen foreign
language education, enhance the level of foreign language education and cultivate
foreign language talents in all aspects for early realization of the Four Modernizations
(WA EARAL ) (the modernization of agriculture, industry, national defence, and science
and technology) (Fu, 1986). The key signal released at this conference was that when
the country is opening its doors, embarking on the “four modernizations” journey and
establishing the opening-up policy of “bringing-in,” all kinds of foreign language
talents were urgently needed to develop all walks of life. Foreign language education

was regarded as an important historical task and a “political task” (Xu, 1978).

On April 22, 1978, the National Education Work Conference ( 4= [EZ( & TAESW) )
was held in order to find out how to strengthen foreign language education and train
foreign language talents in all aspects for the early realization of the “Four
Modernizations (PY4~EAX4k).” The “Opinions on Strengthening Foreign Language
Education ( {N5R/MEZE K JLAE ) )~ put forward at this meeting was later
approved by the State Council and issued nationwide on March 29, 1979 (Wang, 2018).
This document fully reflected the spirit and requirements of the Third Plenary Session
of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) (3 1+ —/m=
th 4= 45) 5. Meanwhile, the foreign language education policies stipulated by the

document were also clear and compelling and have been widely welcomed and

5 The Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) was a significant
turning point in modern Chinese history. The meeting took place from December 18-22, 1978, and it marked the
beginning of the "Reform and Opening Up" policy, which led China down the path of economic reform and market
liberalization.

12



implemented by the foreign language community. According to Wang (2018), the
document puts forward the following requirements for higher education: 1) Strengthen
foreign language teaching in primary and secondary schools (omitted); 2) Pay great
attention to public foreign language courses in colleges and universities; 3) Provide
professional foreign language education; 4) Optimize the diversity of languages; 5)
Train foreign language teachers; 6) Select and publish mainstream foreign language
teaching materials; 7) Conduct research on foreign language education. Through this
document, the Ministry of Education required colleges and universities to vigorously
run public foreign language education and various forms of amateur foreign language
education, and train scientific and technological talents with both professional skills
and foreign language proficiency. Also, colleges and universities were required to fully
tap their potential and offer various foreign language training courses for science and
technology personnel, university science and engineering teachers and overseas
students. Furthermore, the document also suggested building a number of key foreign
language colleges into a base for high-level foreign language translators, professional
foreign language teachers and literature research professionals. In order to cultivate
senior translators, research talents and backbone teachers of specialized foreign
languages in higher education, the colleges and universities were also required by the
document to gradually expand the enrollment of graduate students, actively carry out
scientific research, and strive to make the schools into teaching centers and scientific
research centers. Through the document, the Ministry of Education also required
colleges and universities to have a strategic vision and long-term planning in the
arrangement of language varieties, the training and cultivation of foreign language
teachers to be vigorously pursued, and to strengthen research on foreign language

pedagogy and language science (Wang, 2018).

At the same time, in April 1979, the State Education Commission of the PRC also issued

the “Four-Year Teaching Plan for English Majors in Foreign Language Colleges (Trial
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Draft) ( {ZME =B 38 T ML PUFEHI B0 11 R GRATEZ) ) )7, “Four-Year Teaching

Plan for English Language and Literature Majors in Comprehensive Universities (Trial

Draft) ( (R & K2 de[JiE 5 3k R B it R G475 %) ) )7 and “Four-

Year Teaching Plan for English Majors in Higher Teacher Training Colleges (Trial Draft)
(RS IMYE B AR S8 Tl DU AR BRI GRATEEZR) ) )7 (Guo, 2019). According

to Dai (2008, p. 62), the objectives of English major training in these three types of
institutions are stipulated as follows: foreign language colleges train English translators

and teachers and other English workers with all-round moral, intellectual and physical

abilities; comprehensive universities train researchers and teachers of English and

American language and literature and other English workers with all-round moral,

intellectual and physical abilities; and higher teacher training colleges train English

teachers with all-round moral, intellectual and physical abilities. The above three

teaching plans show that the classification of colleges and universities and their training

objectives are inherited from history. This is “the first relatively complete and realistic

unified teaching plan for English majors after the founding of the People’s Republic of
China” (Dai, 2008, p. 63).

In the early years of reform (from the late 1970s to the late 1980s), foreign language
education planning witnessed great progress in curriculum, teaching materials and
faculty development. Higher education and primary foreign language education have
been gradually established and improved, and foreign language education planning has
been restored across the board. However, in that period, foreign language courses were
mainly offered to normal, comprehensive and specialized foreign language universities
with a small annual intake. As a result, the number of graduates every year was small
and far from meeting the demand of the human resources market (Zhang, 2019).
Moreover, the number of types of courses approved by the Ministry of Education to be
offered in universities was also limited. According to the information released by the

Ministry of Education in 1990, during this period, there were only seven types of

14



foreign language majors, namely, normal foreign language (in the field of teachers’
education), foreign language (offered by comprehensive universities for general
purposes), foreign language and literature, foreign language and culture, foreign
languages for technologies, foreign language for foreign trade, foreign language for
tourism. The number of graduates from all these courses across English, Japanese,
Russian, French, German and another 15 languages was slightly more than 3300 per

year (Qun, 1990).

In the 30 years since China’s reform commenced, the pattern of foreign language
education gradually changed. In 1980, the Ministry of Education issued the first
university English Syllabus since the “Reform and Opening-up.” “English Syllabus
(Trial for Undergraduate in Science and Technology in Higher Education) (%1 2
RN GEaEm R LREARHAH) ) ),” which played an important role in the rapid
restoration and development of university English teaching in the early stage of the
“Reform and Opening Up” (Wang, 2018). In the mid-1980s, after nearly ten years of
the “Reform and Opening Up,” China’s economic development started to gain
momentum, and all walks of life have seen steady development. However, there have
been some structural and institutional problems in developing the national economy,
and reform in the field of education has also been carried out. In 1985, the CPC Central
Committee issued the “Decision of the CPC Central Committee on the Reform of
Education System ( {4k i g 5C T 20 E il SO 1) Ut € ) )7 (Shen and Bao, 2018).
According to Shen and Bao (2018), the fundamental purpose of this reform is to
improve the national quality and produce more and better talents. In order to achieve
the goal of reforming the education system and meet the domestic demand for foreign
language education talents in national economic and social development, the national
foreign language education plan actively conforms to the needs of the development of
an export-oriented economy. It vigorously promotes the reform of college English

teaching, the College English test system and improves college students’ foreign

15



language skills. This was all done based on establishing rules and regulations and

improving the foreign language curriculum and teaching setting of schools at all levels.

In October 1986, the National Symposium on Reforming Foreign Language Education
in Secondary Schools, organized by the State Education Commission, was held in
Dalian, and the conference issued the “Opinions on Reforming and Strengthening
Foreign Language Teaching in Secondary Schools ( {5¢F S AN 58 HH 22 AME 2
B LA = LY )’ (Wang, 2018). As Wang (2018) indicated, the three national
conferences on foreign languages not only raised the status of foreign language subjects
in education, but more importantly, clarified the direction and measures for reforming
foreign language subjects and promoted the process of developing foreign language

education.

At the same time, there was a “craze for foreign languages” in China, which was, in
fact, a “craze for English” and remained strong for about 20 years after the 1980s (Bai,
2008). This phenomenon not only created social conditions for the reform of teaching
and learning foreign languages at that time but also indicated the change to the

traditional concept of foreign language talents training.

At the start of the new century, after more than 20 years of great efforts, China has
gradually formed a foreign language education system from primary school through
high school to university, and then to foreign languages for special purposes. The
development trend of basic foreign language education and higher foreign language
education goes hand in hand, which has effectively enabled China to actively draw on

the fine experiences from around the world and introduce the world’s advanced science,
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technology and culture. It has played an important role in significantly improving the

comprehensive national strength (Shen & Bao, 2018).

In 1999, “College English Syllabus (Revised) (for undergraduate of higher education)
( ARZFBFABBZ RABITA (GE5EFRAFIHD ) ) was published. The College
English Syllabus Revised (1999) combines the former two syllabuses of science and
technology, arts and science into one, and sets the teaching target for undergraduate
courses of all kinds of colleges and universities nationwide, putting forward the ideas
of “classifying requirements and teaching according to students’ abilities” and “four
years of English study without any discontinuity.” For the first time, the College English
Test (CET-4)® was set as the basic requirement to be met by students of all kinds of
colleges and universities in China. According to Wang (2018), since the first CET-4 in
1987 and the first College English Test 6 (CET-6)’ in 1989, the scale of the exams has
been increasing, from just over 100,000 participants in 1987 to 11 million in 2004,

making them the largest single subject exams in the world.

In addition, China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2003, hosting
the Olympic Games in 2008, and the World Expo in 2010 are closely related to the
policy changes associated with foreign language talent training and the concepts of
foreign language teaching and learning. Although China boasts vast natural resources,
when distributed across its large population, the per capita natural resources are not
abundant. Under such resource constraints, China needs to participate in the global

economic system to ensure long-term strategic safety for the nation (Wu, 2003).

6 CET-4 is an intermediate English proficiency test. It aims to examine whether a student has reached the
corresponding English level in the “College English Curriculum Requirements”. It tests students on listening, reading,
and writing skills.

7 CET-6 is an advanced proficiency test. It’s designed for students who have passed the CET-4 and have continued
to study English. It covers similar areas to the CET-4 but is more challenging. The CET-6 is more focused on the
ability to use English in academic or professional settings.

17



Additionally, enhancing national innovative capabilities is crucial for gaining a
sufficient market share globally. Therefore, actions such as joining the WTO become
an inevitable choice for the country’s survival. Comprehensive quality education and
innovation-oriented teaching are essential for expanding the nation’s survival scope

(Wu, 2003).

On the one hand, it led to the deepening of reform, accelerated economic development
and reform of foreign language education, which has played a role in overhauling the
traditional concept of tertiary education in foreign language teaching (FLT). In the first
decade of the new century, with the gradual expansion of China’s opening-up pattern,
foreign language education planning is facing the impact of the external world brought
about by economic globalization and education internationalization. How foreign
language education promotes language exchange and cultural exchange between China
and foreign countries and serves China’s economic construction and strategic
development needs under the background of globalization poses a new round of
challenges for foreign language education development planning. On the other hand,
with the steady progress of China’s compulsory education and the increasing maturity
of basic education, China’s higher education began to transform from an elite model to
a popular pattern, and the scale of foreign language education in colleges and
universities expanded drastically. The leapfrog development of China’s higher
education, in turn, puts forward requirements for change and innovation in foreign

language education (Shen and Bao, 2018).

By 2009, over 80% of colleges and universities offered English majors. The number of
students studying English in colleges and universities reached more than 1 million
(Wang, 2017). At this stage, the State Council and the Ministry of Education

successively promulgated a series of education planning measures, namely a “top-down
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institutional reform led by the Ministry of Education” (Wang, 2006). In 2003, the
Ministry of Education officially launched the “Teaching Quality and Teaching Reform
Project in Colleges and Universities (=25 i &= 5 B2 MR H ). Since then,
the quality of foreign language education in colleges and universities has also received

increasing attention.

At first, in order to promote the reform of university English teaching, continuously
improve the level of university English teaching, and cultivate students’ comprehensive
abilities in English application, the Ministry of Education organized relevant experts to
formulate the “Teaching Requirements for University English Courses (for Trial
Implementation) ( { KZFIEHRFEAFZRK (X17) ) )*® and carried out the pilot
work of university English teaching reform. According to the new ‘Teaching
Requirements for College English Courses (Trial)’, colleges and universities must use
the English teaching software approved by the ministry. The emphasis is on enhancing
students' independent learning skills. By leveraging modern educational technology,
institutions should create a personalized English teaching approach. The goal is to
enhance students’ overall proficiency in English, with a particular focus on listening
and speaking skills. This approach also helps institutions gather experience, paving the
way for a comprehensive reform in university English teaching. In order to promote the
reform of university English teaching, in early 2004, the Ministry of Education issued
the “Notice on Implementing the Pilot Work of College English Teaching Reform (No.
21 [2004] of the document of the Department of Higher Education) ( { <F S&jiti K2~
T SO S AR B 0 ) (2R F] 8K (2004) 21 5)) 7%, approving 180 colleges

8 College English Course Teaching Requirements (Trial), Department of Higher Education, Ministry of Education,
2004 Ministry of Education. Notice on the Issuance of Teaching Requirements for College English Courses (for Trial
Implementation).  2004-01-30.), http://www.moe.gov.cn/s78/A08/tongzhi/201001/t20100129 124828.html,
accessed 7 July 2019.

® General Office of the Ministry of Education. Notice on Printing and Distributing the Reform Plan of National
College English Test CET-4 and CET-6 (for Trial Implementation) ( {4 E KZHAEPY . NYHERDEE T R (6R1T))
138 %0). http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A08/57056/200503/t20050307 110833.html, accessed 7 July 2019.
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and universities to establish pilot college English teaching reform. After that, the
universities have actively explored and practiced reforming the teaching mode,
improving the teaching conditions and enhancing college students’ comprehensive
ability in English application, and have made promising achievements. In order to
further deepen the university English teaching reform and give full play to the role of
demonstration and expansion, the central government decided to select some colleges
and universities to set up demonstration points for the university English teaching

reform project, and the Ministry has invested certain construction funds.

At the same time, with the continuous reform of university English teaching, as an
important part of university English teaching reform, the reform of College English Test
4 (CET-4) and College English Test 6 (CET-6) was officially launched in March 2004.
Due to various reasons, the role of CET-4 and CET-6 had been overemphasized before.
Some schools have associated CET-4 and CET-6 with graduation certificates and degree
certificates, and some employers have taken the CET-4 and CET-6 certificates as the
necessary criteria for recruiting graduates. As a result, many schools blindly pursue the
passing rate and carry out exam-oriented teaching. A few students cheat in the exam,
and some people take the risk of violating the law and discipline. To this end, the
Ministry of Education launched the reform project of College English Test CET-4 and
CET-6, which was officially announced to the public in 2005. In 2005, The National
College English Examination Committee (4 [E K& iGN SNEHERZE R4 and
the College English Examination Reform Project Team (CKZ=TEiEPY . 7Sk
T H 4H) completed the development of the “National College English Examination
Reform Plan for CET-4 and CET-6 (Trial) ( {&E RZIENY ., SNEHERSE TR
(i1T)) )" after nearly a year’s effort based on thorough research and consultation with
various parties. It is hoped that all schools will make arrangements according to the

overall plan of the reform of CET 4 and CET 6, effectively strengthen teaching
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management, achieve a smooth transition between the old and new exams, and actively

promote the reform of University English teaching.

To effectively carry out the reform of university English instruction and align with the
talent training demands of the nation and society in the new era, the Ministry of
Education convened a panel of experts. This team was tasked with revising and
enhancing the “Teaching Requirements for University English Courses (for Trial
Implementation)” in accordance with the aims of the university English teaching reform
and the practical experiences garnered from its implementation. In 2007, the General
Office of the Ministry of Education released the “Teaching Requirements for University
English Course ( { KZ=IEIERFEHEZEIKR) )” which serves as the foundation for all
higher education institutions to organize the teaching of English for non-English major
undergraduates. The requirements for teaching English at university level were divided
into three levels, i.e., general requirements, relatively high requirements and higher
requirements, which are the standards that all non-English major undergraduates in
higher education institutions in China should choose to achieve after their English
learning and practice at university level. The Teaching Requirements for University
English Courses was a programmatic document guiding the teaching of English at
university level, which was of great significance, further deepening the reform of
university English teaching in China and providing a prior exploratory experience for

the reform of other languages.

These measures reflect the new requirements of foreign language talent training and
foreign language teaching models in colleges and universities under the new situation
in the new century and highlight the problems and deficiencies in the development of

foreign language education during that period. Based on foreign language teaching
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reform at all levels, the strategic reform of foreign language education is imperative in

the new situation.

In May 2006, the Ministry of Education gave its official nod for the creation of
undergraduate programs in “Translation” across colleges and universities. Since that
year, institutions like Guangdong University of Foreign Studies, Fudan University, and
Hebei Normal University began admitting students to these newly established
translation programs, marking the inception of the first “translation major” sanctioned
by the Ministry of Education. The following year, in 2007, during the 23rd session of
the Academic Degrees Committee of the State Council ([E 45 [ 547 2% 51 £ 26 23 IX
231), the establishment of the Master’s Degree in Translation and Interpreting (MTI)
was deliberated and given the green light, setting the stage for both Bachelor's and

Master's Degrees in Translation and Interpreting.

In May 2007, the Ministry announced that a select group of 15 universities, including
prestigious names such as Peking University, Beijing University of International
Studies, Shanghai University of International Studies, and Guangdong University of
International Studies, would be the first to pilot the MTI programs. This strategic move
was primarily aimed at supporting China’s “Reform and Opening Up” policy and its
socialist modernization drive. By promoting international exchanges and focusing on
the cultivation of highly skilled, application-oriented senior translation professionals, it
was also resolved to introduce a specialized Master of Translation degree within China’
s higher education framework. As a result, the Ministry of Education released the

“Notice on the Issuance of the Program for the Establishment of Professional Degree

of Master of Translation (% T Fi& (BIFEM L 2= E TR BIER).

10 Ministry of Education. Notice on the Issuance of the Program for the Establishment of Professional Degree of

Master of Translation ( X T T &  # # ml - & ok % fu % B H £ ) @ 5 ).
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Post-2010 marked a new phase in China’s approach to foreign language education,
transitioning towards an “export-oriented” strategic shift as noted by Shen and Bao
(2018). In that year, the State Council of the People’s Republic of China released the
“Outline of the National Medium and Long-term Education Reform and Development
Plan ( (B X KIAHE SRR K R MK ELD) ),” which emphasized the need to
expand the enrollment of international students, to implement foundational programs
for studying in China, to increase the variety of courses and majors offered in foreign
languages at higher education institutions, and to enhance the overall quality of
educational programs for international students. The Plan called for higher education to
align with the economic and social globalization of the country, aiming to develop a
wealth of international talent endowed with a global perspective, familiarity with

international norms, and the capability to engage in global affairs and competition.

According to Shen and Bao (2018), the “Outline of the National Medium- and Long-
term Education Reform and Development Plan (2010-2020)” identifies the
improvement of quality, efficiency, and fairness as the fundamental objectives of
educational reform and development, emphasizing the strategic need for cultivating
diverse foreign language competencies. At the basic education level, reforms of the
foreign language component of the college entrance examination, the foreign language
proficiency testing system, and the fostering of core academic competencies have been
singled out as the “three major battles” to be engaged in for effective implementation
and follow-through. In the realm of higher education, strategic planning for foreign
language education prioritizes enhancing the quality and substance of instruction,
catering to national strategic demands, and bolstering the training of foreign language

professionals across various disciplines (Shen and Bao, 2018).

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A22/moe 833/200703/t20070330 82704.html, Accessed 17 July 2019.
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On December 10, 2012, the Ministry of Education and the National Language
Commission issued a notice on the issuance of the “Outline of the National Medium
and Long-term Reform and Development Plan for Language and Characters (2012-
2020) ( (1 K P RIIE F SO AL EOE AR R AR (2012-2020 4E) ) )
The Outline underscores the need to bolster oversight of language and writing use
across educational institutions, media outlets, public services, and in the creation of
teaching resources like books, notably dictionaries, films, TV dramas, and other cultural
and tech products. This includes a heightened focus on managing foreign language use
and pushing for standardization between foreign language and Chinese translations.
Moreover, crafting pivotal language strategies tailored for global concerns and
emergencies is essential. It's equally crucial to set up a national repository of
multilingual experts that echoes the nation's strategic visions. An emphasized call is
made for the development of a structured strategy for foreign language education and
its application, which includes a robust mechanism for recruiting and retaining
specialized linguistic talents for emergencies, coupled with the provision of linguistic
emergency services as needed. Prompt support in terms of language and writing should
be offered to national departments dealing with China's geographical and celestial
domains. There is a pronounced need to harness the capabilities of language
associations, cultivate a team of multilingual volunteers, and offer societal linguistic
aid. The structural framework of the Language Commission, its various committees,
and inter-departmental collaborations should be robust and dynamic. Lastly, nurturing
and supporting linguistic academic circles is vital, enabling them to lead or engage in
diverse roles, from academic pursuits to rights protection and professional self-

governance.

T The Ministry of Education and the National Language Commission issued a notice on the issuance of the Outline
of the National Medium and Long-term Reform and Development Plan for Language and Characters (2012-2020).
http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A18/s3127/s7072/201212/t20121210 146511.html, Accessed 20 November 2020.
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In 2013, the Ministry of Education proposed to develop national standards for the
quality of undergraduate talent training in higher education institutions to regulate
school teaching and talent training, and instructed the Steering Committee on Teaching
of Various Majors in Higher Education Institutions to take the lead in setting national
standards for undergraduate teaching quality. In accordance with the requirement of the
Ministry of Education, the new Steering Committee on College Foreign Language
Teaching in Higher Education started developing the Guide to College English
Teaching ( { K2ZJEIEZ2AFERI) )12 immediately after its establishment. Compared
with the Teaching Requirements for University English Courses ( { K= HiBPRFE
2 HI3R) ), the Guide to Teaching English at University has added a preface to
emphasize the importance of English from the level of national strategic needs. It
stipulates that through learning and using English, the student should be able to directly
understand latest scientific and technological progress, managerial expertise and
theories, learn and understand the world’s fine culture and civilization. The Outline
concurrently aims to amplify the nation's linguistic capacity, propagate Chinese culture,
foster wide-ranging engagement with global citizens, and augment the country’s
cultural influence and soft power. On a practical level, the Teaching Guide delineates
the specific objectives of university-level English instruction, focusing on nurturing
students’ practical English usage skills. It prioritizes the enhancement of students’
awareness of cross-cultural communication and their communicative competencies,
along with fostering their self-directed learning skills and overall intellectual
enrichment. The overarching goal is to equip students with the ability to utilize English
effectively in their academic pursuits, everyday life, social engagements, and future
professional endeavors, thereby facilitating personal growth and addressing the

demands of society and the nation.

12" Guide to Teaching English at University ( { KZILIEZH IR ) ),
https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1681148886265387788&wfr=spider&for=pc, Accessed 19 November 2020.
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After that, the “Key Points of the Work of the Ministry of Education in 2015 ( {Z( &
#2015 FETAEE &) )13 also suggested that there should be a continued effort to
broaden the internationalization of education. This includes hastening the development
of foreign language skills in less commonly taught languages and within international
organizations, as well as enhancing the establishment of national and regional research
bases. Additionally, it advocates for expanding cooperative and exchange activities with
international bodies like UNESCO. Meanwhile, in 2015, the Ministry of Education put
forward the guiding idea of strengthening the training of talents in non-common
languages. In 2017 the “Reply of Ministry of Education to Recommendation No. 2229
of the Fourth Session of the 12th National People’s Congress (NPC) ( (&< T I
A E N RIYR BER 2229 S E D) ) pointed out that the Ministry of
Education would further strengthen the training of talents in non-common languages,
especially those related to the “Belt and Road Initiative” '°. The Ministry of Education
then would further strengthen the cultivation of non-common language talents,
especially those related to the “Belt and Road Initiative,” and accelerate the cultivation
of a group of applied and composite non-common language talents with international
vision and knowledge of international rules. These talents would participate in
international affairs and international competition to provide strong intellectual support
for implementing the national opening-up strategy, especially the Belt and Road

initiative.

13 Ministry of Education. Notice of the Ministry of Education on Printing and Distributing the Key Points of the
Ministry of Education in 2015. January 31, 2015

http://www.moe.gov.cn/srcsite/A02/s7049/201502/t20150212 189347.html, Accessed 8 July 2019.

U HEWHBENRT T RAEE AR RS 2229 SEWNESE () .2017-01-16.

“Reply of the Ministry of Education to Recommendation No. 2229 of the Fourth Session of the Twelfth National
People’s Congress”, 2017-01-16.
http://www.moe.gov.cn/jyb xxgk/xxgk jyta/jyta gaojiaosi/201701/t20170116 294935.htm| Accessed 20 July
2019.

15 Launched by the Chinese government in 2013, the "Belt and Road Initiative" (BRI), also known as the "One Belt,
One Road" strategy, is a significant global development campaign. It seeks to foster infrastructure development and
promote investment across approximately 70 countries and international organizations spanning Asia, Europe, and
Africa.
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Indeed, these reforms have significantly expanded foreign language education in China.
From the perspective of foreign language course development, the number of foreign
languages taught in colleges and universities across China has increased steadily from
41 to 98 in 2018. The number of major units of various languages is also growing
rapidly. Taking English as an example, the English major has expanded to include
English, Business English and Translation majors. As of 2018, the professional
development of seven major common languages, namely, English, Japanese, Russian,
German, French, Spanish and Arabic, has also been remarkable. Currently, in China,
1376 universities offer undergraduate English language courses. Among them, 737
offer English majors, with an annual enrolment of about 200,000; 367 offer Business
English majors, with an annual enrolment of 35,000; and 500 tertiary vocational
colleges offer Business English majors, with an annual enrolment of about 65,000; and
272 offer undergraduate translation majors, with an annual enrolment of about 10,000.
There are 506 universities with undergraduate Japanese majors, 160 universities with
undergraduate Russian majors, 117 universities with undergraduate German majors,
160 universities with undergraduate French majors, 91 universities with undergraduate
Spanish majors, and 46 universities with undergraduate Arabic majors (Zhang, 2019),

among others.

In reality, forty years of rapid economic development in China have generated new
requirements for foreign language education, which has required adaptation to the
market and meeting employers’ demands in foreign trade, foreign affairs, diplomacy,

international finance, international business, international exchange and other fields.

1.2 Globalization and the importance of intercultural competence development in
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FLT in China

As globalization advances, Chinese citizens are encountering a broader spectrum of
cultures and increasingly engaging in communication with diverse individuals and
entities around the globe. Parker (2005) characterizes globalization as an escalating
process of global interconnectedness, cohesion, and unification in all facets of human
life. This rise in global connectivity and human interaction is propelled by economic
and political changes, the intricacies of the business landscape, advancements in
information technology, and the emergence of new international entities (Thomas,

2008).

At the same time, Fantini (2009) observes that people engage with each other both
directly and indirectly. Direct intercultural encounters happen through avenues such as
studying abroad, migration, and overseas travel, while indirect interactions are enabled
by technological advancements, including but not limited to, emails, text messages,
phone calls, and the internet (Fantini, 2009). Consequently, intercultural
communication is becoming the norm in the everyday interactions of many individuals.
This shift has garnered considerable attention and sparked interest in scholarly
communities, leading to various discussions regarding the "competencies" necessary

for effective intercultural communication.

Moreover, people and societies globally are always in a state of change and constantly
producing new social dynamics as an ongoing process with which we must deal. Such
situations present both new opportunities and new challenges. In order to meet these
challenges, people need to learn more about other cultures, know how to get along with
them, build relationships with others from different cultures, and solve the problems

across cultures that inevitably arise. This implies that people need to learn how to
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communicate with others across cultures by thinking, feeling and behaving in new ways.
In short, cultural boundaries are shifting, and for this reason, the pace of social
transformation is accelerating. Consequently, cultural diversity and intercultural contact
have become a fact of modern life; hence, “intercultural competence” has become a

required response (UNESCO, 2009).

Since the late 20th century, the Chinese government has made significant progress in
promoting market-oriented reforms in various sectors, including education (Wu, 2003).
However, the close link between education and ideology, coupled with a one-sided
understanding of this connection, has led to inconsistencies in educational policies. To
face the challenges posed by globalization in the knowledge economy era, China must
undertake comprehensive educational policy innovations based on updated concepts.
Otherwise, it risks missing the unique opportunities provided by “educational

globalization,” potentially placing it at a disadvantage in global competition (Wu, 2003).

In addition, China’s “Belt and Road Initiative” launched in 2013 has provided more
economic globalization and cultural diversification opportunities for Chinese and
people worldwide. Indeed, the initiative aims to build open and inclusive economic
cooperation with countries along the route, promote common prosperity and
development of the region, and advance the construction of a political, economic and
cultural multi-dimensional community with a shared interest, future and responsibility

(Li, Liu & Lv, 2015).

However, according to Wu (2003), international experience indicates that, for a

prolonged period, developing countries that open up to integrate into the global
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economic system witness a more significant outflow of high-level, well-educated
talents than inflow. This leads to a severe shortage of human resources, including high-
quality foreign language professionals with intercultural competence, as evidenced by
China’s experience. Consequently, the successful cultivation of intercultural
competence among foreign language students has become a significant challenge and

responsibility for China's higher education system.

In reality, cooperation among countries covers a wide range of fields, including
education, scientific research, cultural exchange, transportation, energy,
communication, trade, tourism, finance and ecology. As all international cooperation
entails communication, Chinese enterprises at home and overseas urgently need a
workforce with strong language skills and high sensitivity to cultural differences. One
of the most important capacities that foreign language talent is expected to possess is
intercultural awareness. Under the “Belt and Road Initiative” umbrella, Chinese society
has further objective requirements for foreign language talents and their foreign
language ability. The most important thing is developing competence in intercultural

awareness and practical communication (Li, Liu, & Lv, 2015).

Li (2010) pointed out that “foreign language is the vanguard for a country to go global.
Language precedes the country”. In recent years, China’s Ministry of Education has
been attaching great importance to cultivating high-level foreign language talents, non-
English foreign language talents and regional and national talents, and building national
foreign language capacity. In addition, other important foreign language strategic issues
have also attracted much attention. Catering to China’s “Belt and Road Initiative,”
China’s training for the minority foreign language talents is also accelerating. The
enthusiasm of China’s foreign language educators to meet the national strategic needs

is soaring, and the political awareness, problem awareness, discipline awareness and
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research awareness in actively building the national foreign language ability are
increasing, which also provides a sound guarantee for the transformation and

development of foreign language education planning (Shen & Bao, 2018).

In the realm of global foreign language education, experts have long acknowledged that
the primary objective should evolve from aspiring to native-like fluency to developing
competencies that facilitate communication among individuals from varied cultural
backgrounds (Sharifian, 2013). For instance, in English language teaching, English’s
global proliferation as an international language in the globalization era means it is not
just widely used, but its role as an international lingua franca also promotes its growth

as a language rich in cultural diversity (Honna, 2001).

To comprehend the essence of quality international language education, one must first
understand what characterizes an international language. Smith (1976) pioneered this
concept by defining an international language as one that "is utilized by individuals
from diverse nations for mutual communication" (p.38). Smith's key premises about the
interplay between an international language and culture include: learners need not adopt
the cultural standards of the language's native speakers; ownership of an international
language is 'denationalized’; and the educational aim is to empower learners to convey
their own ideas and culture to others. Therefore, English instructors and students today
must be cognizant of how this global language interacts with various cultures to excel

in English pedagogy.

In essence, language educators must recognize that excellence in foreign language

instruction is critical for achieving students' ultimate objective in language studies: to
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master effective communication with individuals from different cultural backgrounds.
Achieving such communication necessitates what language teaching often terms
“intercultural (communicative) competence” (Byram, 1997), a skill set essential for

navigating the complex tapestry of global interactions.

1.3 The Structure and Progression of the Thesis

The closing section of this introduction provides an outline detailing the content and
focus of each subsequent chapter to guide the reader through the structure and

progression of this thesis.

In this chapter, the researcher begins with a concise history of foreign language
instruction in Chinese tertiary institutions. As previously noted, it has been seven
decades since the inception of the People's Republic of China in 1949. The most
significant growth in China's higher education occurred in the latter 35 years, starting
from 1978, which marks the period of economic reform and openness. Early post-1949
China faced challenges in education; the societal upheavals during the Republic era and
the existing educational system hindered widespread educational accessibility.
However, post-1978 reforms ushered in a new era, revolutionizing China's trajectory.
This period also emphasized the crucial role of foreign language education, often
viewed as a significant “political task” (Xu, 1978), leading to the rejuvenation of

Foreign Language Education (FLE).

At the same time, Chapter 1 further delves into the significance of developing
intercultural competence in Foreign Language Teaching (FLT) in the age of

globalization. Given the global shifts in politics, economy, IT advancements, and the
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emergence of global powers, the Chinese populace increasingly interacts with diverse
cultures worldwide. The introduction of China's “Belt and Road” initiative in 2013, also
aimed at fostering open economic collaborations, further underscores this. The
initiative’s global vision and emphasis on intercultural collaborations necessitate
interculturally skilled FLT graduates, leading to a surge in university foreign language
programs. For effective communication, it is imperative that both language educators
and students are culturally conscious during the learning process. This accentuates the
requirement for integrating intercultural competence into foreign language curriculums.
In closing, the researcher acknowledges that despite continued efforts by Chinese
scholars and educators to promote intercultural competence within FLT, results remain
mixed, which signals an immediate need to address the key challenges in teaching and

evaluating intercultural competence in China's FLT arena.

In the upcoming chapter, the researcher will discuss the interplay between Culture,
Language, and Communication to enhance understanding of the study's objective.
Subsequently, in Chapter 3, a review of the literature will be presented. Initially, past
research on conceptualizing and assessing intercultural competence will be examined.
Notably, Byram’s conceptualization of intercultural competence, considered by many
scholars to be the most pertinent, will be highlighted. The model’s recognition stems
from its comprehensive nature and international validation. The chapter will then
encompass a literature review on intercultural competence in FLT, specifically focusing
on its development in China. The researcher intends to discuss how, despite various
studies, effectively integrating intercultural competence into FLT in China remains an
elusive challenge. Emphasis will also be placed on previous Chinese research, which
largely explored challenges in teaching intercultural competence without sufficient
analysis of the government's national policies, guidelines, and syllabuses. The chapter

will conclude by outlining the research aims and questions as well.
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In Chapter 4, the research methodologies will be detailed. The study will utilize
qualitative research techniques for data gathering and analysis. The researcher will
identify the various policy-making communities, with a tentative list comprising
national policymakers, tertiary educational institutions, teaching staff, and students. As
research progresses, further categorization might be introduced. The study's
participants and major sample from the sample university (X International Studies
University (XISU)) will be described, along with an explanation of the two primary

data categories: documentary data and interviews.

Subsequently, Chapter 5 will trace the evolution of China’s foreign language education
policies since 1978, emphasizing the most recent tertiary English education standards.
In Chapter 6, against this backdrop, the localized curriculum and syllabuses from XISU
will be analyzed, focusing on the university’s alignment with national guidelines.
Chapter 7 will then unveil findings from teacher and student interviews, gauging their
understanding of intercultural competence. This chapter will also analyze and discuss
FLT policies, guidelines, and curricula set by China's education authorities by seeking
answers to research questions regarding the definition, history, and objectives of
intercultural competence. Additionally, using these findings, questions related to
understanding, implementation, and evaluation of intercultural competence will be
tackled. The final chapter will offer recommendations addressing the identified policy,

pedagogy, and assessment challenges.
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Chapter Two:

Culture, language, and Communication

Unquestionably, culture influences communication, and communication inherits

culture.

2.1 What is Culture

The concept of “culture” is often used, but its meaning is frequently unclear. The word
“culture” has been given many definitions. Its meaning varies along with the context
and users. In the book Culture: A critical review of concepts and definitions, Kroeber
and Kluckhonn (1952) spent more than 400 pages discussing the essence and
significance of the concept of culture and listed more than 150 different definitions of
culture from descriptive, historical, normative, psychological, structural and derivative
categories (Chen, 2009, p. 24). So far, there is no unified and universally recognized
definition of the concept “culture.” In China, when academics trace the origin of the
word “culture” in Chinese, it is generally believed that the discussion of “observing
astronomy to observe change of time; observing humanities to know the world” in
Zhouyi Ze 1s the earliest explanation of culture (Wen Hua in Chinese), although the two
characters were not put together to be the equivalent of culture at that time. The word
“culture” in Chinese (Wen Hua 34t) was first seen in Shuoyuan Zhiwu, written by
Liu Xiang in the Western Han Dynasty: “A sage governs the world, first by virtue and
then by force. The people were not satisfied with the use of force. If we do not rule the
country by virtue and culture, sooner or later we will be fought back by force.” The

culture here is understood as “educate” (Wei, 2000, p. 1), while the meaning of the
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concept of “culture” in the West is much broader than that in ancient China, and the

word “culture” appeared much later in the West than it did in China (Pan, 2015).

Wei (2000, p. 2) points out that the British anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor was
among the first to articulate a definition of “culture.” He conceived culture or
civilization, broadly defined within a national context, as encompassing knowledge,
beliefs, art, morals, laws, customs, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by a
person as a member of society. Edward Sapir, another foundational figure in linguistics,
characterized culture as a “socially inherited collection of practices and beliefs that

b

shapes the fabric of our lives,” suggesting that culture encompasses all facets of a

community's shared existence.

Additionally, Hofstede (1994, p. 5) described culture as “the collective mental
programming that differentiates one group or category of people from another.” Murphy,
Hildebrandt, and Thomas (1997) consider culture to represent the behavioral norms
typical of a group, thereby defining culture as the totality of a society's way of life. In
a similar vein, Herbig (1998) identified culture as a sum of life ways, including the
expected behaviors, beliefs, values, language, and daily practices of society members,

governed by both explicit and implicit rules that shape the interpretation of experiences.

Adler (1997) referenced Kroeber & Kluckhohn’s (1952, p. 181) conceptualization of

culture as that

“culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired and
transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups,

including their embodiment in artifacts, the essential core of culture consists of
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traditional (i.e., historically derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached
values, culture systems may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action,

>

on the other, as conditional elements of future action.’

Adler (1997, p. 14)

Additionally, culture is described as deriving from experience, variably organized and
learned or even innovated by individuals within a population. This includes imagery or
codes and their meanings, which are passed down from previous generations,
contemporaries, or developed by the individuals themselves (T. Schwartz 1992; as cited
in Avruch, 1998, p. 17).In another sense, culture also “consists of the derivatives of
experience, more or less organized, learned or created by the individuals of a population,
including those images or encodements and their interpretations (meanings) transmitted
from past generations, from contemporaries, or formed by individuals themselves” (T.

Schwartz 1992; cited in Avruch, 1998, p. 17).

Varner and Beamer believe that culture is the answer to the following questions

repeatedly raised by people:

o  Who are we? Where are we from? What is the meaning of our life?
e How can we organize ourselves to live in harmony?
e How can we understand our spiritual world?

o  Whatis the best way of life?

(2005, p. 7)
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Subsequently, scholars like Spencer-Oatey (2008; 2012) have synthesized insights from

their predecessors, framing culture as

“a somewhat ambiguous collection of fundamental assumptions and values,
approaches to life, beliefs, policies, procedures, and behavioral norms that are
shared among a group of individuals. These cultural elements influence (though do
not dictate) the behavior of each group member, as well as their understanding of the

‘meaning’ behind the behaviors of others”

(Spencer-Oatey, 2008, p. 3)

Based on those general concepts of culture, Spencer-Oatey (2012) identified some key

characteristics of culture:

1. Culture is manifested at different layers of depth;

2. Culture affects behavior and interpretations of behavior,

3. Culture can be differentiated from both universal human nature and unique

individual personality,

4. Culture influences biological processes;

5. Culture is associated with social groups;

6. Culture is both an individual construct and a social construct;

7. Culture is always both socially and psychologically distributed in a group, and so

the delineation of a culture s features will always be fuzzy;

8. Culture has both universal (etic) and distinctive (emic) elements;

9. Culture is learned from the people you interact with as you are socialized;
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10. Culture is subject to gradual change;

11. The various parts of a culture are all, to some degree, interrelated;

12. Culture is a descriptive, not an evaluative concept.

(Spencer-Oatey, 2012, p. 3-15 )

According to Triandis (1994), culture is a multi-faceted phenomenon that is too often
used as a label that gets mixed up with many different categories such as language,
history, religion, social class, race and nationality. In that case, various ways of
understanding culture have been presented and discussed which pave the way for a
discussion of how culture can be understood in relation to intercultural communication

and foreign language teaching (FLT).

2.2 Culture and Language

In reality, culture and language are closely intertwined (Lochtman & Kappel, 2009). At
first, language has absorbed countless “cultural accumulation™ in its development
process and is also an organic part of culture (Pan, 2016). According to Pan (2016, p.
58), the reflection of language on culture includes, among other things, the living
environment, historical accumulation, values, religious culture, and national
psychology. As the famous German linguist Humboldt wrote, “The difference between
languages is not the difference in pronunciation and characters, but rather the difference
in world view.” For foreign language majors, learning a language is learning and
understanding a culture. If a nation’s culture is not understood, then the nation’s
language cannot be mastered because language is influenced or even restricted by
culture and that culture cannot exist independent from culture. At the same time, the

close relationship between language and culture is reflected in the influence of language
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on thinking. According to Sapir-Whort’s linguistic determinism, language determines
thinking, beliefs and attitudes. Different nationalities with different languages have
entirely different ways of thinking. Sapir Whort’s hypothesis holds that language not
only reflects the form of culture but also partially or wholly determines people’s view
of the world. Although this hypothesis has been widely criticized in academic circles,
language and thinking have a close relationship. People use language to understand and
analyze the world. There is an interplay between language and worldview. These are

generally recognized views in academic circles (Pan, 2016).

In addition, language boasts rich cultural connotations. It has symbolic meaning,
metaphor, emotion, style meaning and so on. At the same time, language also has
extended meaning. Language itself includes an attitude. Different cultures are reflected
in many aspects, which affect people’s lives, and culture refers to the total pattern of
beliefs, customs, institutions, objects and techniques that characterize the life of a
human community. Each nation is armed with its own spirit and concept. Taking color
words for instance, color, as a part of a culture, is a common phenomenon. However, in
most cases, for some colors, different nations endow them with different cultural
meaning and arouse different associations; for example, “yellow movie” in Chinese is
the same as “blue movie” in English; and the Chinese “the sleepless night” means
“white night” in English. However, the cultural difference embedded in color words is
just one aspect of cultural difference between the West and the East. Take the difference
between Chinese culture and some Western cultures as an example; many factors
influence intercultural communication that cause barriers or failures, such as different

living conditions, historical backgrounds, religions and cultural traditions.

Different Living Conditions
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The appearance of idioms is closely related to people’s work and life. Many Western
countries, including Britain and Australia, are island countries; therefore, many English
idioms or metaphors include the word “water.” However, Chinese people live in the
Asian continent, and most cannot lead their lives without land. To compare the
difference between these two cultures, we can take the example of describing “wasteful.”
In English, people say somebody “spends money like water” instead of “scatter one’s
gold around as though it were dust” in Chinese. There are many other idiomatic
expressions related to boat and water in English, such as “to keep one’s head above
water” and “all at sea.” Another example is the “east wind,” where the figurative
meanings differ between Chinese and Western cultures. For Chinese people, the “east
wind” symbolizes “spring” and “warmth,” so in Chinese we have “East wind indicates
the coming of spring,” so we all like "east wind." Instead, people from Western
countries favor a “west wind” as a “west wind”” accompanies the coming of Spring. The
British poet Percy Bysshe Shelley wrote a famous poem, “Ode to the West Wind,” and

also praised the spring in poetry (Ollier, 1820).

Different Historical Background

Historical contexts can significantly impact the nuances of intercultural communication.
As Wang (2000) notes, “Reflected meaning can surface in words with layered
conceptual meanings, where our reaction to one meaning is informed by another” and
“This phenomenon underscores the distinct perspectives that English and Chinese
speakers might hold regarding the same concept” (p. 75). China has traditionally been
a nation rooted in agriculture, with farming practices deeply ingrained in its cultural
ethos. Historically, Chinese farmers relied on oxen for their strength and docility,
making them invaluable assets in agricultural labor. Over time, oxen became
emblematic of strength and diligence in Chinese culture, and the term “ox” evolved to

commend someone who embodies great strength or exceptional abilities. Conversely,
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in ancient Britain, the emphasis was on pastoral farming, positioning horses as central
to Western culture. The horse came to symbolize hard work; hence, expressions like
“works like a horse” or “as strong as a horse” are used in English to describe someone

with great endurance or work ethic.

Different Religion

Language also reflects the different religions in China and Western countries like
Australia. Many people in the West believe in Christianity, and the Christian culture has
become a source of the English language. So quite a lot of English phrases and idioms
abound with words like “God” and “devil,” such as “oh my God,” “thank God” and
“God helps those who help themselves.” While in China, people still hold the native
and primitive folklore that the world was created by Pangu (the first living being and
the creator of all in some versions of Chinese mythology), its genesis mythology was
also influenced by Buddhism which came from India. Buddhist terminology has been
in wide use in daily communication in China. For example, some older Chinese people
always say, “She is just Bosatsu!” which means “She is always warm-hearted” in
English. Here, obvious differences between religious cultures in China and Western
countries are easily found. The meaning of numbers also differs a lot in different
religions. Odd numbers stand for luck; if Western people want to express a higher
degree of something, they will add one after the even number; for example, “one
hundred and one thanks” means “thanks a lot,” and having “one thousand and one

things to do” is having many things to do.

Different Cultural Tradition
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As different cultural traditions exist between Western and Eastern countries,
misunderstanding a word with the same basic meaning often occurs. When a different
addresser utters the same word in a different situation, or the word appears in a different
context, the connotative meaning may be different. A usual and common word in daily
life can be transferred to any aspect such as the military or chemistry, which can form
a semantic radiation range (Zhou, 1993). Similarly, one of the most typical differences
in attitude between people from China and English speaking countries is the “dog.” In
Chinese culture, the “dog” represents many negative things, such as “dirty” and “filthy.”
However, in English-speaking countries, the “dog” is typically considered loyal and
“mans’ best friend.” Therefore, in English, idioms like “top dog” and “lucky dog”
convey positive connotations. Furthermore, the word “dragon,” for example, exists in
Western and Eastern spiritual contexts; this word in Chinese culture has no negative
meaning. In the past, in China, “dragon” represented a person like an emperor and could
symbolize sovereign power. Nowadays, if a child is said to become a “dragon,” it means
he or she may have a very good and perhaps prosperous future. However, in Western
society, a dragon is mostly portrayed as a brutal animal and might symbolize evil or a

barbaric monster that is an enemy to people (Pearsall & Trumble, 1996).

As can be seen, different living conditions, historical backgrounds, and religions may
cause different thoughts about the same thing. The same word may have different, or
even opposite, imaginary and implied meanings in these two cultures because of the

different cultural traditions, customs and ways of thinking.

The intricate bond between language and culture is manifested through various theories
and methodologies. Larzén (2005) highlights this complexity by stating that “language

is both a constituent part of culture and a manifestation of it” (p. 27). Culture embodies
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all shared creations of human society (Robertson, 1981), and our cultural foundations

shape our interactions with others, deeply rooted in familial contexts (Hofstede, 1994).

Language serves dual roles: as a universal human capacity to transform sounds into
communicative speech, and as the distinctive mode of communication within any given
community (UNESCO, 2013). Hofstede (1986) describes language as “an obstinate
vehicle” (p. 314) of culture, where distancing oneself from personal values and beliefs
is challenging. Thus, it is reasonable to affirm that language and culture are intrinsically
interwoven. Language is not merely an element of culture; it is its principal conduit. It
acts as a powerful shaper of culture—without language, cultural practices, knowledge,
and traditions could not be documented, conserved, or disseminated. Equally, language

itself is crafted and molded by the cultural milieu in which it exists.

2.3 Culture and Communication

Communication is often considered the transmission of a message from one person to
another, but a deeper perspective reveals it to be a collaborative effort to create shared
meaning (Galanes & Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009). It includes both language and non-verbal
behavior, from the description of space and time to the use of sound and movement,
and extends to many aspects of material culture (UNESCO, 2013). Samovar and Porter
(1994) suggest that communication happens whenever someone assigns meaning to an
action or its aftermath. This implies that communication occurs once an individual
interprets another’s action or its traces, whether that action was deliberate or accidental,

conscious or not.
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Gudykunst (1997) posits that culture and communication are interdependent: culture
shapes how people think, feel, and behave—all crucial components of communication.
According to Samovar and Porter (1994), communication is comprised of eight
elements: the originator, the encoding process, the message itself, the medium, the
recipient, the decoding process, the recipient’s reaction, and the ensuing feedback. Of
these, encoding and decoding are particularly critical. In cross-cultural exchanges, it is
common for a message to be encoded in the context of one culture and decoded in
another, potentially leading to misinterpretations or even a breakdown in
communication due to the differing cultural frameworks in which the message is

interpreted.

According to Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz (1982), cultural conventions also
significantly impact the understanding and interpretation of a speaker. In the process of
communication, for example, people sometimes express themselves indirectly and
implicitly. Therefore, it is important for language learners to cultivate the ability to
develop communicative flexibility so that those indirect and implicitly expressed
meanings can be understood correctly. For another instance, some Chinese people
would greet others by saying, “Have you eaten already?” Turkish people will say, “Be
under God’s great power” when they greet each other, and Egyptians would say, “How
do you perspire?” If these greetings are translated literally by people from other cultures,
there will surely be confusion because they cannot understand the real meaning of the
sentences, which are closely connected with their own conventions, cultures, religions,

and beliefs.

Knowledge of cultures is important for facilitating communication with people from
other cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Therefore, language learners need to learn

about and understand the culture behind the language before communicating between
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cultures. This is why there is a contemporary emphasis on ‘intercultural.” In short,
language, culture and communication are inseparable as culture is the foundation of
language and communication, and communicative behavior greatly depends on the

culture.

In the realm of foreign language teaching (FLT), it is recognized that imparting
language skills without the accompanying cultural context is unfeasible, as culture
provides the essential backdrop against which language operates (Lochtman & Kappel,
2009). Gaining proficiency in a new language entails not only mastering its syntax or
vocabulary but also developing sensitivity to the intricate ways in which culture weaves
through language use (Liddicoat et al., 2003). It is imperative for both educators and
learners in foreign language settings to cultivate cultural awareness alongside linguistic
skills, for without this dual focus, cultural misunderstandings are likely to emerge in
communication. Essentially, grasping how language, culture, and communication are
intertwined is vital in language education, because the ultimate objective of acquiring
a new language is to engage effectively across cultural boundaries. Hence, integrating
intercultural competence into the educational objectives for language learners is an

essential component of their linguistic development.

In this context, it is of great importance that the courses of foreign language majors in
Chinese universities can successfully cultivate the intercultural competence of their
students. However, in China, although educators and scholars have devoted themselves
to studying intercultural competence in FLT for decades, the teaching and learning
outcomes in this regard are not all satisfactory. There is an urgent need to identify major

problems in the teaching and assessment of intercultural competence.
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Chapter Three:

Intercultural Competence, A Literature Review

Numerous academics consider the ability to navigate different cultures — intercultural
competence — as the key factor in improving mutual understanding among diverse
cultures (Bennett, 1993). Lustig and Koester (2007, p. 2) encapsulate this sentiment by
stating, “As inhabitants of this post-millennium world, there is no longer a choice about
whether to live and communicate among many cultures. Your only choice is whether
you will learn to do it well.” Essentially, the omnipresence of intercultural exchanges
around the globe underscores the essential need to foster intercultural competence,
which has emerged as an essential objective in the realm of Foreign Language Teaching

(FLT).

3.1 Early Studies on Conceptualizing Intercultural Competence

Intercultural communication as a research area has a short history of about 50 years.
Many people identify Edward T. Hall as the founder of this field as the definition of
“intercultural communication” was first introduced by Hall (1959), an American
anthropologist, in his book The Silent Language, by putting forward two concepts:
intercultural communication and cross-cultural communication, which had the same
meaning. Intercultural communication was simplistically defined as interpersonal
communication between members of different cultures (Hall, 1959). Later, Hall's
anthropological research revealed many important concepts that support the
“intercultural communication” field. He investigated the diverse ways in which culture
dictates the utilization of space and time and its impact on the way we communicate.
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Hall posits that culture and communication are synonymous (Hall, 1976), suggesting
that all aspects of our being are in a constant state of communication; it is impossible
for us to cease communicating. Given that numerous aspects of our identity are shaped
by culture, it follows that our cultural background essentially serves as our method of

conveying messages (Hall, 1959; 1976).

Intercultural communication is often characterized as interactions “between people
from different national cultures, and many scholars limit it to face-to-face
communication” (Gudykunst, 2002, p. 179). It is a common understanding that the
essence of internationalization relates in some form to intercultural dialogue.
Gudykunst and Kim (2003, p. 17) describe intercultural communication as “...a
transactional, symbolic process involving the attribution of meaning between people
from different cultures.” Liddicoat (2009) explains that intercultural communication is
an exchange that is acutely aware of the array of interpretative possibilities that stem

from the engagement of diverse cultural frameworks, value systems, and conceptual

linkages which shape the production and decoding of messages.

In addition, due to the characteristics of and relationships between culture, language
and communication, one outstanding feature of intercultural communication is that
different cultures would bring many differences in aspects like language, society,
history, living environment, customs, communicative rules, thinking mode and even
values. So it is hard to avoid difficulties while understanding and communicating with
others from different cultures. This is due to the fact that the practice of intercultural
communication molds how individuals manage change, transmit messages across
various cultures and international boundaries, and reexamine the essential

characteristics of time and space (Brislin, 2000).
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The roots of intercultural competence research are found in studies from the early 1960s
(Deardorff & Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017). During that decade, analyses of American
service members assigned to duties abroad (e.g., Gardner, 1962; Smith, 1966) led to the
recognition of certain elements crucial for proficient intercultural interaction, including
adaptability, steadiness, inquisitiveness, and sensitivity, among others. This period saw
the initial efforts to systematically define and examine what would eventually be termed
as cross-cultural effectiveness. Ruben’s work in 1976 was one of the pioneering and
significant endeavors in articulating intercultural competence, where he identified
seven key dimensions: the exhibition of respect, interaction stance, approach to
knowledge, empathy, role behavior oriented towards oneself, managing interactions,
and the capacity to handle uncertainty (Ruben, 1976, pp. 339-341). Ruben later refined
the concept of self-oriented role behavior, categorizing it into three separate dimensions:
roles related to tasks, relational roles, and roles centered on the individual (Ruben &

Kealey, 1979).

In the same period, another notable development in defining intercultural competence
was the work by Hammer, Gudykunst, and Wiseman in 1978, focusing on what
constitutes intercultural effectiveness. They initiated their study by listing competencies
deemed necessary for effective living in foreign contexts. After generating a list of 24
skills identified by North American expatriates and refined through their research, they
conducted an exploratory factor analysis. This led to a model comprised of three core
competencies: the management of psychological stress, the ability to communicate
efficiently, and the skill to forge interpersonal connections (Hammer, Gudykunst, &
Wiseman, 1978). Additionally, Deardorff and Arasaratnam-Smith (2017) highlight that
the late 1970s saw a surge in academic interest concerning intercultural relations,

exemplified by the launch of the International Journal of Intercultural Relations (IJIR).
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Since the 1980s, researchers’ interest in intercultural communication and intercultural
competence has significantly increased. Initially, Spitzberg (1983), in addressing
intercultural competence in relation to an individual’s communicative abilities, asserted
that an understanding of context, motivation, attitudes, and skills are conceptually
interconnected and crucial for someone to create an image that is commonly recognized
as competent. Subsequently, Spitzberg and Cupach (1984) determined that the concepts
of effective and suitable communication have been central to shaping subsequent
interpretations of intercultural competence. Furthermore, Spitzberg & Cupach (1984)
proposed that the intercultural communication model is based on the cognitive basis,
which emphasizes the importance of understanding, attitudes and knowledge, and
combines understanding other cultures, general cultural knowledge and positive
attitude as its main formation concept. In this model, intercultural competence is
divided into a three-dimensional system: the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral

dimensions.

For Meyer (1991, p. 137), intercultural competence is described as the capacity to act
suitably and adaptively when faced with the behaviors, attitudes, and expectations of
individuals from different cultures, highlighting that such suitability and adaptability
necessitate a recognition of cultural variances. Furthermore, Chen and Starosta (1996)
contend that intercultural competence encompasses the understanding of diverse
critical cultural experiences or accomplishments attributed to individuals distinguished
by their ethnicity, race, religion, gender, physical and mental abilities, or sexual
orientation, the cultural narratives of various social groups within a society, the
interactions between dominant and subordinate cultures, and the intricacies of diversity.
More significantly, Chen and Starosta (1996) emphasize that “competent persons must

know not only how to interact effectively and appropriately with people and
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environment, but also how to fulfill their own communication goals by respecting and
affirming the multilevel cultural identities of those with whom they interact” (pp. 358-

359).

Moreover, Gudykunst’s Anxiety/Uncertainty Management (AUM) Model, as
articulated in 1993 and further discussed in 1998, effectively elucidates that individuals
seeking to adapt to unfamiliar cultural contexts must master the management of their
anxiety within these new cultural settings (Gudykunst, 1998, p. 232). Gudykunst (1993)
further noted that travelers or expatriates might struggle to accurately perceive and
understand the reactions of their hosts if their anxiety about engaging in cross-cultural
interactions is excessive. Conversely, Gudykunst (1998) observed that when
individuals have minimal anxiety while conversing in a foreign country, they may
erroneously believe they fully grasp the nuances of the foreign culture, leading to a false
sense of understanding and a decreased openness to modifying their beliefs based on
new insights gained from intercultural exchanges. Indeed, such theoretical frameworks

have historically been integral to preparing individuals for living in different countries.

As one of the most influential scholars in the field of intercultural competence in the
past decades, Byram (1997) refers to intercultural competence as “an individual’s
ability to communicate and interact across cultural boundaries” (p. 7) and “knowledge
of others; knowledge of self; skills to interpret and relate; skills to discover and/or to
interact; valuing others’ values, beliefs, and behaviors; and relativizing one’s self.
Linguistic competence plays a key role” (Byram, 1997, p. 34). As Byram states,
intercultural competence consists of knowledge, interpretation skills, skills of

discovery and interaction, and cultural awareness (as shown in Table 1 below).
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Table 1

Aspects of intercultural competence that need to be addressed in education

® Knowledge of self and

others;
® Knowledge of
interaction:  individual

and societal;

® Insight regarding how
culture affects language
and communication.

Savoirs

Savoir comprendre

®  Ability to discover and/or

interact;

® Ability to acquire new
knowledge and to operate
knowledge, attitudes and
skills the
constraints of real-time

under

communication and

interaction;

® Metacognitive strategies

to direct own learning;

Savoir apprendre/faire

® Ability to
critically

evaluate
perspectives,
practices and products in

own and foreign cultures.

Savoir s~ engager

Knowledge Skills/behavior Attitudes/traits

® Culture specific and | ® Ability to interpret and | ®  Attitude to relativize self
culture general relate; and value others;
knowledge;

® Positive disposition
towards learning
(intercultural
competence)

Savoir e "tre

® General disposition
characterized by a

critical engagement with
the foreign culture under
consideration and one’s

own

Savoir-s’ engager

(Lies & Ku, 2004, p. 75)

Shibata (1998) articulates intercultural competence as the aptitude for communicating

with individuals from other cultures in a way that reduces the chances of conflict and
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misunderstanding. A vital element of this skill is what is known as “cultural self-
awareness (p. 106),” where individuals become cognizant of how their culture shapes
their perceptions and values, allowing them to adapt their viewpoints in new scenarios
to embrace various cultural perspectives (Shibata,1998). Similarly, Deardorff (2006)
describes intercultural competence as the capacity to interact effectively and suitably in

intercultural scenarios, rooted in one’s intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes.

Wiseman (2003) concurs that intercultural competence involves the knowledge,
motivation, and skills required for effective and appropriate interaction with people
from different cultures, but also notes that it encompasses linguistic, sociolinguistic,
discourse, strategic, and sociocultural components. In the same vein, Bennett and Allen
(2003) view intercultural competence as the ability to connect effectively and
appropriately across diverse cultural settings, which necessitates culturally sensitive
knowledge, a driven mindset, and a competent skill set. Expanding on Fantini’s (2006)
framework, intercultural competence is characterized as “a complex of abilities needed
to perform effectively and appropriately when interacting with others who are

linguistically and culturally different from oneself” (p. 12).

At the same time, Stier (2006) suggests that intercultural competence is comprised of
two main components: “content competencies” and ‘“processual competencies”.
Content competencies refer to fixed knowledge such as understanding languages,
worldviews, societal norms, traditions, and cultural “dos and don'ts” (p. 6). In contrast,
processual competencies are more dynamic and involve situational awareness and the
ability to adapt to the context of various situations (p. 7). These include both
intrapersonal competencies, which encompass cognitive functions like critical self-
reflection and problem-solving, alongside emotional capabilities like managing

frustration, and interpersonal competencies, which cover the capacity to interpret and
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respond to nonverbal communication, engage in effective dialogue, and demonstrate

situational awareness (Stier, 2006).

Building upon this, Deardorff (2009) broadened the definition of intercultural
competence to include a spectrum of cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills that
contribute to successful and appropriate interactions across different cultures. Echoing
these ideas, Spitzberg and Changnon (2009) define intercultural competence as the
skillful and appropriate navigation of interactions among individuals who present a
variety of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral patterns (p. 7), highlighting that it is

about managing diverse ways of thinking and feeling in our global interactions.

As a final comment, among all the definitions and concepts of intercultural competence,
the newest one derived from Byram’s work on intercultural competence is deemed most
applicable to institutions’ internationalization strategies according to Deardorff’s three-
round Delphi study, which involves a panel of twenty-three intercultural scholars
(Deardorff, 2006). Components of intercultural competence in Byram’s model are

described as follows:

Attitudes: curiosity and openness, readiness to suspend disbelief about other cultures

and belief about one’s own.

Knowledge: of social groups and their products and practices in one’s own and others’

countries and of the general processes of societal and individual interactions.

Skills of interpreting and relating: the ability to interpret a document or event from

another culture, to explain it and relate it to documents from one’s own culture.
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Skills of discovery and interaction: the ability to acquire new knowledge of culture and
cultural practices and the ability to use one's knowledge, attitudes and skills under the

constraints of real-time communication and interaction.

Critical cultural awareness: the ability to evaluate critically and on the basis of explicit
criteria, perspectives, practices, and products in one’s own and other cultures and

countries.

(Byram, 2014, p. 50-53)

In a nutshell, the past decades have witnessed the conceptualization of intercultural
competence in varied ways depending on the advocates’ academic fields, disciplinary
concerns, and theoretical orientations (Song, 2008). Scholars have put forward
numerous definitions of intercultural competence, but Byram’s (1997; 2014) definition
of intercultural competence is comprehensive and more detailed than others. It
recognizes that success in intercultural communication requires a combination of

attitudes, knowledge, skills, and critical awareness.

3.2 Previous Studies on Intercultural Competence Assessment

One of the earliest intercultural competence assessment frameworks was Ruben’s
Behavioral Assessment Scale for Intercultural Competence (BASIC), which was a
behavioral approach to link the gap between what individuals perceive to be
interculturally competent and their actual behaviors in intercultural situations (Ruben,
1976; Ruben & Kealey, 1979). The BASIC assessment framework of Ruben (1976) is
regarded as the pioneer in performance assessment of intercultural competence by
measuring those seven dimensions of intercultural competence (including the display

of respect, interaction posture, orientation to knowledge, empathy, self-oriented role
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behavior, interaction management, and tolerance for ambiguity) with four-point rating

scales by assessors based on observation of individuals’ actions (Ruben, 1985).

Further important research about the behavioral assessment scale for intercultural
communication effectiveness was conducted by Koester and Olebe (1988). Based on

Ruben and Kealey’s work, Koester and Olebe further refined the seven dimensions as:

e display of respect (the ability to express respect and positive regard for another
person);

e interaction posture (the ability to respond to others in descriptive non-evaluating
and non-judgmental ways),;

e orientation to knowledge (the terms people use to explain themselves and the world
around them),

e empathy (the capacity to “put oneself in anothers shoes” or to behave as if one
could)

o role

e interaction management (skill in governing contributions to an interactive situation
to meet the needs and desires of participants);

e tolerance for ambiguity (the ability to react to new and ambiguous situations with

little visible discomfort).

(1988, p. 236)

This work was also based on Ruben (1985), who departs from personality and
attitudinal approaches in order to center on specific communication behaviors during

intercultural encounters.
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Before the 1990s, the purposes of intercultural assessment were mainly “(1) to explain
overseas failure, (2) to predict overseas success, (3) to develop personnel selection
strategies, and (4) to design, implement and test sojourner training and preparation

methodologies” (Ruben, 1989, p. 230, cf. Sinicrope et al., 2007, p. 2).

In 1992, Bhawuk and Brislin introduced the Intercultural Sensitivity Inventory (ICSI),
a pivotal tool for gauging how well individuals can adjust their behavior to suit different
cultural contexts, particularly when navigating the nuances between individualistic and
collectivistic cultures. This tool posits that a person’s cultural sensitivity correlates
directly with their ability to appropriately alter their behavior when interacting within
a foreign culture. Individuals capable of such adjustments exhibit higher intercultural
sensitivity, suggesting they are better suited for successful engagement in international
environments (Bhawuk & Sakuda, 2009, p. 261). The ICSI utilizes a self-assessment
format with two parts, comprising 46 questions rated on a seven-point Likert scale.
Findings have shown that those with at least three years of intercultural experience tend
to have increased levels of intercultural sensitivity (Bhawuk & Sakuda, 2009).
According to Bhawuk and Sakuda, intercultural sensitivity is a crucial aspect of cultural

learning, encompassing cognitive, emotional, and behavioral learning processes.

In 2003, the field of intercultural competence gained a crucial measurement instrument
with the introduction of the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) by Hammer and
colleagues. This tool evaluates individuals’ perspectives on cultural diversity. Hammer
(2008) outlines the IDI as a comprehensive questionnaire composed of 50 items,
alongside selected demographic questions. It also includes four descriptive “contexting”
questions that participants can answer, providing deeper insights into their personal
encounters with cultural variances (Hammer, 2008, p. 247). Hammer explains that upon

completion, the IDI’s analytical framework generates a detailed profile, either for
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individuals or groups, plotting their position along an intercultural development
continuum. This spectrum delineates various stances towards cultural differences,
ranging from predominantly monocultural outlooks to increasingly intercultural

viewpoints (p. 247) (as shown in Figure 1 below).

Figure 1: Intercultural Development Continuum

Denial ‘ Polarization/ | Minimization ‘ Acceptance ‘ Adaptation
Defense/
Reversal
Monocultural Intercultural
Mindset Mindset

The IDI is grounded in the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS),
originated by Bennett in the late 1980s and early 1990s, to delineate the process through
which individuals comprehend cultural variances. This model provides a dynamic
means to scrutinize individuals’ reactions to cultural diversity and their progression
over time. The foundational premise of the DMIS is that one’s aptitude for intercultural
interactions deepens as the individual's interpretation of cultural distinctions becomes
more intricate and nuanced. It suggests that acknowledging cultural differences should
be an integral part of one’s perspective, leading to a more profound comprehension of
both one’s own and others’ cultures, thus enhancing intercultural competence (Hammer

et al., 2003, p. 423).

Meanwhole, Hammer et al. (2003) delineate the creation of the Intercultural
Development Inventory (IDI) as a two-stage process: initially, a preliminary version
containing 60 items was developed, followed by the refinement into the final version

comprising 50 items. This definitive version of the IDI probes into the five facets of the
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Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS): the Denial/Defense scale
with 13 items (a = 0.83), the Reversal scale featuring 9 items (o = 0.80), the
Minimization scale also with 9 items (a = 0.83), the Acceptance/Adaptation scale
encompassing 14 items (o = 0.84), and the Encapsulated Marginality scale including 5
items (a = 0.80). Hammer posits that the IDI is not just a tool to gauge a group’s
proficiency in managing cultural differences but also serves as a yardstick for assessing
the overall intercultural capacity of an entity. It has been effectively implemented across
a spectrum of settings including corporate, educational, law enforcement, military, and
diplomatic sectors (Hammer, 2008). Furthermore, it is broadly recognized that
intercultural competence encompasses cognitive, emotional, and behavioral facets

(Deardorff & Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017).

To sum up, those concepts and assessments of intercultural competence found in
existing scholarship mainly have two important components: effectiveness and
appropriateness. The consensus among scholars, as noted by Deardorff and
Arasaratnam-Smith (2017), is that intercultural competence encompasses cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral components. They elucidate that effectiveness pertains to
one’s capability to attain objectives within a specific interaction, while appropriateness
refers to achieving these goals in a way that is deemed acceptable by the other

individual involved (Deardorff & Arasaratnam-Smith, 2017).

Nevertheless, it seems that all the identified factors in intercultural competence can be
grouped into three dimensions: knowledge/cognitive ability, affectivity/attitudes, and
behavior/skills, with varied components defined, which will be explained at length
through the research. At the same time, although researchers maintain various

interpretations regarding the definitions and components of intercultural competence, a
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consensus has been reached that intercultural competence is measurable (Deardorff,

20006, p. 257-258).

3.3 Review of Literature on Intercultural Competence in FLT

In the realm of foreign language education, Fantini (2009) conceptualizes intercultural
competence as a composite of capabilities essential for effective and appropriate
engagement when interacting with individuals from a linguistic and cultural
background different from one’s own. Fantini (2009) differentiates between “effective,”
which he relates to how one perceives their own proficiency in the foreign language
and culture (a cultural outsider’s or etic view), and “appropriate,” which refers to how
natives of the target culture perceive one’s actions (a cultural insider’s or emic view).
He suggests that the challenge for foreign language learners is to understand and
reconcile their own perspectives while exploring and learning about the perspectives of
others. Although achieving native-like fluency may not be realistic, learners can strive
for a level of communication and interaction that resonates with the mannerisms of the

target culture (p. 197).

Fantini (2009) identifies components of intercultural competence for foreign language
learners, which include a set of personal traits such as flexibility, humor, patience,
openness, curiosity, empathy, tolerance for ambiguity, and the suspension of judgment.
Furthermore, he outlines three key areas: the capacity to forge and sustain relationships;
the ability to communicate with minimal misunderstanding or distortion; and the
competency to collaborate to fulfill tasks of shared interest or necessity. Additionally,
he outlines four dimensions—knowledge, positive attitudes (or affect), skills, and
awareness —alongside the requisite proficiency in the target language and various

developmental stages (pp. 198-201).
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According to those scholars who have researched the development of intercultural
competence in FLT (Richards & Sukwiwat, 1983; Byram, 1997; Corbett, 2003;
Lochtman & Kappel, 2008), in order to promote intercultural competence, it is
necessary to change the overall goal of foreign language teaching. According to
Lochtman and Kappel (2008), viewed from an FLT perspective, “intercultural
communication” can be understood as the successful communication of speakers of
different language backgrounds, whereby at least one speaks a foreign language. In
order to make successful intercultural exchanges, foreign language speakers need a
certain degree of intercultural competence since “communication is not judged solely
in terms of the efficiency of information exchange. It is focused on establishing and
maintaining relationships” (Bryam, 1997, p. 3). Per Bryam (1997), a speaker possessing
intercultural competence transforms encounters between cultures into meaningful
relationships, thereby achieving an insider’s understanding of the other’s culture and
simultaneously enriching the other person’s perception of the speaker’s own culture

from an internal perspective.

Richards and Sukwiwat (1983) mention several possibilities where cultural differences
may result in inappropriate use of language forms by FL learners and identify those
speakers as lacking intercultural competence. According to Lochtman and Kappel
(2008), if 'intercultural learning' is defined as the ability to thrive in a multicultural
society, students need to understand that embracing foreignness requires being open to
the cultures of foreigners and migrants within their community. Such objectives should
be an integral part of the school curriculum and should not be restricted to foreign
languages as teaching subjects (Lochtman & Kappel, 2008). Similarly, Corbett (2003)
posits that the primary aim of language education is to cultivate intercultural

competence rather than mere ‘native speaker competence.” This is because language
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abilities are inextricably linked with cultural knowledge and should thus be integrated
within the context of foreign language education. Byram (1997) adds that teaching a
foreign or second language should equip learners not just with linguistic precision and
fluency, but also with the capacity to interact effectively with individuals from diverse

cultural backgrounds, each with their own unique set of social values and behaviors.

Moreover, Shibata (1998) observed from his research that intercultural communication
training is crucial for students to develop intercultural competence. In this context,
Paige and Martin (1983) pinpointed several competencies essential for such training.
These competencies include heightened self-awareness, an understanding of one’s own
limitations in skills, sensitivity to learners’ needs, the ability to address the challenges
faced by culture learners, cognizance of ethical considerations in intercultural training,
knowledge of conceptual and theoretical frameworks underlying intercultural
competence, the ability to design effective programs, and proficiency in conducting
research and evaluations. In essence, Shibata (1998) highlights that students of
language should cultivate self-awareness, asking questions such as “What are my
values?” and “How do I perceive and interpret my reality?” They should also acquire
broad knowledge about different cultures, explore various self-conceptualizations, and
develop the learning skills necessary for effective communication with individuals from

diverse cultures.

In 1997, Michael Byram’s work on intercultural learning and language education
(Byram, 1997) introduced a model of intercultural communicative competence which
defined intercultural competence as five savoirs (Savoirs / Knowledge, Savoir
comprende / skills of interpreting and relating, Savoirs engager / critical cultural
awareness, Savoirs apprendre / faire / skills of discovery and interaction, Savoir étre /

Attitudes (savoir €tre) ) which were oriented specifically in foreign language education,
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and these savoirs could then be combined with an individual’s communicative

competence in a foreign language (see Figure 1 and Figure 2).

Figure 1: Byram’s model of intercultural communicative competence (Byram,

1997, p. 73)

[ INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCEJ
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Figure 2 Michael Byram’s (1997) Model of Intercultural Communicative
Competence (ICC)

Savoir comprende / skills of interpreting and relating

What? (explanation) = ability to interpret a document/event from another culture, to explain and relate it to

documents/ events from one’ s own culture, learners relate oral and written texts to each other and try to interpret

each in the light of the other, involves the skill of mediation

How can it be developed in class?
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tasks that allow careful reading, analysis, interpretation of texts - in order to achieve a change of perspective

®  creative tasks working with literary texts (writing new scenes, new ending), look at action in literary text
from the point of view of minor characters, projects/simulations - learners experience a situation from
different cultural point of view (how does the American school work - what is a typical day like at such

a school), role plays / certain games

Savoirs / Knowledge

What? (explanation)

® ot primarily knowledge about a specific culture but rather knowledge of how social groups and identities

function (own and others)

®  knowledge of social processes, + knowledge of illustrations of those processes and their products, k. about
how other people see oneself as well as knowledge about other people, knowledge about self and other, of

interaction (individual and societal)

®  comprises traditional Landeskunde knowledge [autostereotypes (+/- stereotypes a person has about his/her

own culture), hetero-stereotypes (+/- stereotypes sb has about other cultures)]

®  knowledge about social interaction

How can it be developed in class?

facts (film, texts, internet, authentic material), working with stereotypes in class, guest speakers ...

Savoir s’engager / critical cultural awareness

What? (explanation)

ability to evaluate critically on the basis of explicit criteria, perspectives, practices, and products in one’s own
culture / other cultures, countries, closely connected with cultural studies, dealing with speakers from another
culture always involves the evaluation of a culture — this often leads to an exchange of stereotypes, aiming for a
critical evaluation of another culture — development of all the other four levels/competence necessary, including

a critical perspective on one’s own culture

How can it be developed in class?

@  critical comparison of how Australian and German society deals with immigration

Savoir étre / Attitudes (savoir étre)

What? (explanation)
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attitudes, values (one holds because of belonging to social groups / a given society), attitudes of the intercultural
speaker and mediator, = foundation of ICC, curiosity, openness, readiness to suspend disbelief about other
cultures and belief about one’s own, willingness to relativize one’s own values, beliefs, behaviors, willingness
not to assume own beliefs, etc. are the only possible and correct ones, ability to ‘decentre’ — ability to see how
own values, beliefs, behaviors might look from the perspective of an outsider who has a different set of values,

beliefs, behaviors

How can it be developed in class?

using brainstorming, visual aids when working with texts to create curiosity and interest, using texts written by
or about learners from other cultures telling about their lives, children’s and young adult literature, authentic texts
— brought by learners (songs, interviews), virtual and face-to-face encounter projects (e-mail, exchange) — getting-

to-know phase important, cultural similarities in forefront

Savoir apprendre / faire /skills of discovery and interaction

What? (explanation) = ability to acquire new knowledge of a culture/cultural practices and to operate knowledge,

attitudes, skills in real-time communication and interaction

How can it be developed in class?

comparing e-mails, face-to-face and virtual encounter projects (webcam), chat, study visits — ethnographic
observation tasks (sounds, images, smells etc.), negotiation of cultural misunderstandings, role plays, critical

incidents

Sharifian (2013) concludes that Michael Byram proposed the more inclusive notion of
‘intercultural communicative competence’ in foreign language teaching. Byram (2009a)
also mentions that the objectives he sets for the teaching and assessment of the five
savoirs were chosen to encourage teachers to include the intercultural dimension in the
linguistic and communicative learning goals they set during their planning. As far as
the language component is concerned, the above model of intercultural competence
comprises different factors. Foreign language educators, teachers and scholars need to
know how to decide which objective of teaching and learning to focus on that can be

realistically achieved in a classroom environment.
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As Bennett (1993) mentions, foreign language teaching should ideally include cultural
components in the curriculum so that language learners are not graduating “fluent fools.”
It is common to see that, in recent years, colleges and universities that run language
courses are beginning to offer intercultural competence classes, and textbooks that are

ostensibly for intercultural competence training are being published.

However, according to Shibata (1998), the question is how “intercultural
communication” as a field of study differs from merely adding international and
cultural components to our language classes, and what role language teachers should
play in such a globalized foreign language teaching and learning context. According to
Guilherme (2002), the political dimension in foreign language and culture education
needs to examine the implications for teachers and reconsider their roles. As Guilherme
(2002) concludes, “by discarding their role as ambassadors of a foreign culture... by
acknowledging the interactive role of culture learning... and the social, political and
ethical implications of intercultural learning/teaching, the foreign language/culture
teacher becomes more concerned about issues of communication and solidarity” (p.

159).

It is also important to acknowledge that since the 1980s, the integration of intercultural
competence into second and foreign language education has gained prominence, as
evidenced in educational curricula and policies across regions such as Europe, Australia,
and America (Sercu, 2006). The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages (ACTFL), in particular, began emphasizing standardized language learning
assessments in the 1980s and 1990s. Initially, the focus was on setting pedagogical
standards mainly for non-native English speakers, including immigrants or those
seeking overseas government jobs (Menken, Hudson, & Leung, 2014, p. 589). However,

subsequent revisions to these standards broadened the scope, underscoring the value of
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competencies related to language learning (Romanowski & Bandura, 2019). Language
learning objectives expanded beyond mere linguistic proficiency to encompass a wider
set of proficiencies, famously referred to as the 5Cs: Communication, Cultures,
Connections, Comparisons, and Communities (Cox, Malone, & Winke, 2018, p.106-
107). The acknowledgment that intercultural skills are interwoven with other aspects of

the 5Cs underscores their significance in language learning.

The ACTFL guidelines underscore the necessity for language learners to cultivate

competencies across five key objectives. As Schulz (2008, p. 10) states:

Cultural knowledge and culture appropriate communication skills play an important
role in all three modes of communication: interpersonal (implying, of course,
culturally appropriate interaction), interpretive (implying sufficient knowledge of the
target culture to understand culture-specific meanings), and presentational (implying
selection of culture-appropriate contents and use of style and register, i.e., the
conscious or subconscious understanding of what can be said to whom, how and in

what circumstances).

As can be seen, these intercultural skills are fundamental aspects of language education

and act as supportive tools for students to enhance their communicative abilities.

In Europe, the acquisition of intercultural competence has been addressed in the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching,
assessment (CEFR), published by the Council of Europe in 2001. The framework
provides a structure for intercultural competence development based on Byram’s (1997)
model. In terms of expanding European mobility in education, the CEFR aims to

provide a “common basis for the elaboration of language syllabuses, curriculum
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guidelines, examinations, textbooks etc., across Europe” (CEFR, 2001, p. 1). The CEFR
document (2001) outlines FL learning objectives covering the cultural context in which
languages are set and pays considerable attention to ‘interculturality’ in language
learning (CoE, 2001). Significantly, from its establishment in 2001, the CEFR has
underlined the essential role of intercultural development and skills within language

education. As the CEFR (2001, p. 1) states in the introduction:

As a social agent, each individual forms relationships with a widening cluster of
overlapping social groups, which together define identity. In an intercultural
approach, it is a central objective of language education to promote the favorable
development of the learner’s whole personality and sense of identity in response to

enriching experience of otherness in language and culture.

As such, it is the foundational document that advanced the integration of language and
culture in the realms of learning, evaluation, and assessment (Romanowski & Bandura,

2019).

In Australia, the National plan for language education in Australian schools 2005-2008

emphasized that the purposes and nature of language education are:

= enriches our learners intellectually, educationally and culturally
= enables our learners to communicate across cultures

= contributes to social cohesiveness through better communication and

understanding

* further develops the existing linguistic and cultural resources in our

community
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= contributes to our strategic, economic and international development

= enhances employment and career prospects for the individual

(MCEETYA, 2005, p.2)

The National Statement and National Plan for Languages Education in Australian

Schools also states that

“our learners are the future of our nation. Developing in them language skills and
inter-cultural understanding is an investment in our national capability and a
valuable resource. This was recognized in the 1989 National Goals for Schooling,
and re-affirmed in the 1999 National Goals, where the Languages (Other Than
English) learning area was identified as one of the eight key learning areas, and one
in which all learners are expected to attain high standards of knowledge, skills and

understandings”

(MCEETYA, 2005, p. 2)

In China, the “High Schools English Curriculum Standards ( €& H JEiE SRFEEARHE) )”
released on January 16, 2018, by Demin and Qiang (2017), embraced a comprehensive
framework for English language learning. This framework was influenced by the
principles of the ACTFL and CEFR and outlined core literacies in four key domains:
Linguistic Ability, Cultural Awareness, Thinking Ability, and Learning Ability. Within
these, Linguistic Ability forms the foundation, Cultural Awareness serves as the value
orientation, Thinking Ability represents the cognitive aspect, and Learning Ability
pertains to the capability for ongoing development. Particularly, Cultural Awareness is

about grasping both Chinese and international cultures, emphasizing the value-centric
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role it plays in English education. It sits at the core of learner development, facilitating
not just language comprehension but also national identity, cultural self-confidence, and
a broader sense of global community. Achieving Cultural Awareness necessitates
proficiency in English (Linguistic Ability), critical processing of information (Thinking
Ability), and effective application of knowledge (Learning Ability). The cultivation of
this awareness is seen as crucial for fostering individuals who are well-rounded,

civically minded, and socially responsible, according to Demin & Qiang (2018).

Again, Michael Byram (1997) has been very influential in his work on teaching and

assessing intercultural communication. His work:

[*+*] moved the field of language education forward from the traditional notion of
communicative competence, which had a strong linguistic and functional focus. The
latter advocated the teaching of the language with the aim of allowing students to
communicate by performing functions such as requesting something, asking
permission, inviting, etc. In other words, prior to Byram's contribution, language
teaching tended to focus mainly on the teaching of the system of any language
(grammar, syntax, vocabulary) in the abstract, devoid of any contextual and cultural
setting, with purely instrumental purposes, that is, be able to use the language in

question to communicate (Porto, 2013, p.146).

Over the years, Byram and his team have re-examined policies, practices and theories
related to foreign language teaching from a cross-cultural perspective, analyzed the
potential value of foreign language teaching in macro education from a cross-cultural
perspective and explored its possible role in the socialization of a global identity. Based
on research on the dynamic interaction between first language, intercultural

communication, national identity and intercultural/global identity, Byram proposed the
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concept of “intercultural communicative competence” beyond linguistic competence
and communicative competence. The concept of ‘intercultural communicative
competence’ covers the essence of (global) civic education. Byram champions the
notion that the aim of foreign language instruction should be to cultivate intercultural
communicative competence among learners. This perspective acknowledges that
language cannot be separated from its cultural backdrop, and thus, evaluation of
language skills should extend beyond mere linguistic accuracy and proficiency. In
addition, Byram’s model of “intercultural communicative competence,” which includes
the five savoirs, posits that language learners must acquire a set of competences that
transcend linguistic knowledge to truly become adept communicators. This model has
been influential and has been incorporated into the standards set by the Common
European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), which outlines the
competencies language learners are expected to develop. At the same time, his theory
has been widely cited and verified internationally, especially in European foreign
language and intercultural education research, although it has also met with some
doubts. In the past decades, many scholars and foreign language teachers in China also
began to study, improve and apply Byam’s concept of ‘intercultural communicative
competence.” This is also the reason for adopting Byram’s concept as the most

appropriate one for the current study.

The integration of Byram’s Model of Intercultural Competence within the CEFR
framework signals a paradigm shift from a purely linguistic focus to an intercultural
one in language education. This change is evident in historical educational documents
and curricula that have woven intercultural components into language teaching. This
implies that language educators are expected to be adept at incorporating cultural
awareness into their pedagogy. There is substantial research evidence supporting the
presence of such intercultural pedagogical practices. Many studies have explored the

assessment of learners’ Cultural Intelligence (CQ), cultural awareness, or competence,
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often referencing frameworks such as the CEFR or the ACTFL guidelines and
embodying principles of intercultural training as advocated by Byram and others (e.g.,
Bennet & Bennet, 2005; Blasco, 2009; Constantin, Cohen-Vida, & Popescu, 2015;
Solomon & Steyn, 2017; D1 ez-Bedmar & Byram, 2018). These studies serve to
underline the significant role that intercultural training plays in contemporary language

education (Romanowski & Bandura, 2019).

Despite the theoretical endorsement of intercultural approaches in the national curricula
of foreign language teaching, research by Western scholars such as Shibata (1998),
Sercu (2006), Garrido & Alvarez (2006), Larzen-Ostermark (2008), Gobel & Helmke
(2010), and Young & Sachdev (2011) indicates that the integration of broad cultural
and intercultural competence instruction is not yet widespread in second and foreign
language classrooms. A predominant critique highlights the inadequacy with which
educators address intercultural topics during teaching. Furthermore, these studies on
cultural teaching methods suggest that the cultural instruction practices employed by
most language teachers fall short of achieving the anticipated outcomes as outlined in

the scholarly discourse (Sercu, 2006; Larzen-Ostermark, 2008).

Sercu (2006) also observed that the cultural teaching practices of the majority of
European foreign language teachers who participated in her research predominantly fell
into one of two groups. The first group of teachers in Sercu’s study concentrated almost
exclusively on the teaching of communicative competence. The second group, while
also prioritizing communicative competence, incorporated elements of cultural
knowledge related to the target language country. However, as Sercu highlights, even
though these teachers’ methods expanded students’ knowledge of the target culture,
they did not sufficiently encourage students to independently investigate cultural

information or to engage in critical reflection. Sercu advocates that, to foster
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intercultural competence effectively, teachers need to move beyond a sole focus on
communicative competence. They should also enhance their own intercultural
competence, become conscious of their own cultural biases and perspectives, and

consider how these may impact their students’ learning.

Simultaneously, even with the growing recognition of intercultural competence as an
essential component of second and foreign language education, the practical integration
of this element within language teaching often remains limited. This is primarily
because "language instructors frequently lack the necessary preparation to comprehend

and impart this aspect assuredly" (Garrido & Alvarez, 2006, p. 174).

Moreover, Shibata (1998) notes that the development of intercultural competence
encompasses both linguistic skills and intercultural understanding. Language educators
often focus exclusively on linguistic skills, neglecting the intercultural aspect, while
interculturalists may not pay enough attention to language proficiency (Shibata, 1998).
Therefore, Shibata (1998) emphasizes the necessity for language educators to acquaint
themselves with the theoretical frameworks that aid in steering students towards
intercultural competence. Concurrently, Sercu’s (2006) research deduced that (1)
teachers display a deficiency in understanding how to teach intercultural competence,
and (2) they are unsure about the pedagogical strategies for teaching and assessing
intercultural competence. Sercu’s (2006) findings suggest that teachers are not adept at
integrating culture into their teaching through an intercultural approach. Furthermore,
she observed that teachers lack the identified skills required to teach intercultural
competence effectively. Sercu attempts to unravel the reasons behind this shortfall,
pointing to potential causes like the absence of intercultural training in teacher
education. She also proposes recommendations to aid teachers in adopting an

intercultural competence approach, indicating that teachers require support in this
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endeavor. Her argument extends to instructional materials, like language textbooks,
which she believes should embrace an intercultural perspective to facilitate the

incorporation of intercultural competence into classroom practices.

Furthermore, Young and Sachdev (2011) have pointed out that language educators often
struggle with understanding the concept of intercultural competence. This
misunderstanding leads to difficulties in evaluating and selecting teaching materials,
particularly concerning how educators perceive and utilize authentic materials. Young
and Sachdev (2011) found that in their investigation into the beliefs and practices of
EFL teachers regarding intercultural competence, the teachers—hailing from the UK,
France, and the US—assumed that authentic materials inherently possessed educational
validity simply because they were genuine. The majority of the teachers involved in
their study believed they were employing materials that were critical and appropriate
for teaching intercultural competence. Yet, when asked to give examples of cultural
content used in their teaching, it emerged that these mostly covered superficial subjects
typical of a traditional approach to cultural education. Young & Sachdev’s (2011)
analysis suggests that such surface-level cultural topics are deemed by them to be

insufficient for fostering students’ development of intercultural competence.

Gobel and Helmke’s (2010) investigation into the pedagogy of intercultural competence
within German educational settings delved into the methods teachers employ to impart
intercultural skills using the selected cultural content in their courses. Rather than
merely cataloging the types of materials and topics chosen, the study focused on the
pedagogical strategies in play. The findings revealed that due to a scarcity of formal
training in intercultural competence and a lack of cultural depth in educational
resources, teachers were often compelled to draw upon their personal intercultural

experiences. The study also indicated that those educators with more extensive
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exposure to the culture related to the language being taught were adept at adopting an
intercultural approach. They effectively encouraged critical thinking and discourse on
cultural matters among students. Conversely, educators with limited firsthand
experience with the target culture struggled to critically engage with cultural aspects in
their teaching resources. Gobel and Helmke (2010) concluded that a teacher’s direct
experience with the target culture is a crucial factor influencing the effectiveness of
intercultural competence instruction and the utilization of cultural content in the

classroom.

As can be seen, it has been reported by the previously mentioned scholars and studies
that the current challenges of teaching intercultural competence, including
inappropriately selected intercultural competence topics and teaching materials, and
teachers lacking in intercultural competence knowledge, could become a significant
problem when it is time for teachers to implement an intercultural approach in the
classroom. Furthermore, the influence that textbooks have on teaching intercultural
competence is acknowledged in other research. As Sercu (2006) mentioned, teaching
materials and resources, such as textbooks, also need to be organized in an intercultural
approach, enriching teachers’ comprehension of how intercultural competence could be

implemented successfully in classroom activities.

Cheng (2007), through her observation of eight teachers’ instructional methods in
Taiwan, highlighted the significant influence that textbooks exert within certain Asian
contexts for foreign language education. According to Cheng, teachers often tailor their
pedagogical strategies, as well as the development of teaching and assessment materials,
to align with the content provided in textbooks. This dependency on textbooks is
particularly pronounced in countries like China, where a standardized set of textbooks

1s mandated across schools, colleges, and universities for foreign language instruction.
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As indicated in Cheng’s study, the teachers reported that textbooks served as their
primary knowledge source for specific subjects. Consequently, areas not covered by the
textbooks were deemed challenging to teach due to a lack of necessary knowledge on

the part of the teachers.

Thus, it is clear that when textbooks incorporate an intercultural approach, teachers are
likely to gain more substantial insights into this area. In various Western or other
language teaching environments, reliance on textbooks may not be as significant
because educators often have the liberty to enhance their curriculum with a range of
supplementary materials or to forego textbooks entirely. Therefore, the adoption of an
intercultural perspective in textbooks could potentially have a more profound influence
on how culture is taught by teachers in Asian contexts compared to Western ones. This
difference may also explain why the challenge of integrating intercultural competence

is not as prominent in Western foreign language teaching settings.

Beyond the challenges of selecting appropriate materials for fostering intercultural
competence among students, and the shortfall in teacher understanding of the concept
itself—which can compromise effective teaching—some research has delved into
teachers’ own attitudes towards the subject. Findings indicate a resistance among some
educators to fully embrace and implement intercultural competence in their pedagogy.
For instance, the research by Young & Sachdev (2011) revealed apprehensions among
EFL teachers regarding the critical examination of cultural issues. Teachers in their
study were concerned that an open, critical discourse on culture could allow the airing
of racist views, conflicting with the inclusive ethos promoted in educational institutions
in the UK, US, and France. A significant number of teachers participating in the study
expressed the sentiment that the language classroom should be a space free from

controversy, where students are not made to feel uncomfortable or compelled to justify
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their cultural practices or the absence thereof. Such concerns underscore the perceived

risks associated with a critical cultural pedagogy.

Larzén-Ostermark’s 2008 research, which surveyed Finland-Swedish English teachers,
brought to light similar reservations about critically addressing cultural topics in the
classroom. With 12 comprehensive school teachers participating, the study highlighted
concerns that critically analyzing cultural issues could empower students harboring
racist viewpoints to voice negative opinions about other cultures—challenges the
teachers would have to manage. Larzén-Ostermark pointed out that such concerns could
lead to a reluctance or even a fear of engaging with culture through the lens of
intercultural competence. She contrasted this with a traditional teaching method, noting
that while an intercultural approach encourages students to engage with and reflect
critically on various cultures, a traditional method focuses solely on cultural facts,

avoiding the potential controversies of critical engagement.

Despite these apprehensions, some educators expressed a readiness to incorporate
intercultural competence into their teaching but cited obstacles like time constraints and
a lack of curricular emphasis on this component. This sentiment echoes Cheng’s
findings in his study in 2007 from Taiwan, where the primary focus of EFL instruction
is language mechanics such as grammar, rather than the accompanying cultural context.
In Cheng’s study, it was also noted that intercultural competence was not a stated goal
within the educational syllabus, implying that any effort to teach it would be in addition
to the existing language curriculum. Moreover, Cheng observed that the teachers did
not consider cultural knowledge an essential part of learning a new language, prompting
the question of whether the apparent neglect of culture and intercultural competence is
due more to curriculum design or to teachers’ perceptions of cultural importance in

language education in Taiwan.
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In Sercu’s 2006 study, a key reason identified for teachers’ reluctance to incorporate
intercultural competence into their instruction is the belief that such competence is best
acquired through authentic interaction, as highlighted in her final observations about
teacher beliefs. Sercu categorizes teachers into two groups based on their stance on
intercultural competence: those who view it positively and are inclined to include it in
their teaching, and those who have a negative perception, fearing it may lead to
stereotypical thinking rather than countering stereotypes. Furthermore, teachers in the
latter group also doubt the feasibility of developing intercultural competence within the

confines of an EFL classroom or any classroom setting.

Conversely, as previously noted, there are educators with a favorable view of
intercultural competence instruction in EFL contexts, as confirmed by research, with
many teachers acknowledging its importance for student development and the EFL
classroom as a suitable environment for such learning (Sercu, 2006; Young & Sachdev,
2011; Gébel & Helmke, 2010; Larzén-Ostermark, 2008). The reluctance of those
holding opposing views appears to stem from factors beyond their beliefs about the
teaching of intercultural competence. Additionally, Young & Sachdev’s research in
2011 suggests that the hesitance may also be linked to students’ perceived undervaluing
of intercultural competence. Despite this, Sercu’s findings suggests that the teachers’
willingness to teach intercultural competence is not significantly swayed by student
attitudes. Consequently, it might be inferred that the primary deterrent for teachers’
reluctance is not student attitudes, as educators’ beliefs remained consistent across

different national contexts, despite varying levels of student motivation.
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Likewise, in a study by Aveling (2002), the attitudes of students and teachers toward
self-evaluation of their perceptions of ‘the other’ and racism were investigated. The
findings revealed that the individuals in Aveling’s research were of the opinion that
tackling such issues was of low priority and chose to focus on what they deemed more
significant aspects of education. This suggests that the undervaluation of intercultural

competence may not be limited to students alone, but can also extend to teachers.

In conclusion, studies of intercultural competence teaching and assessment in different
educational settings show that it is widely agreed among scholars that FLT is not only
about teaching and learning language skills but, more importantly, about teaching and
learning intercultural competence. Nevertheless, their studies reveal that language
teachers are usually not well trained in teaching and assessing students’ intercultural
competence for various reasons, among which lack of teachers’ training, willingness to
teach intercultural competence, and appropriate materials and assessment tools

seemingly stand out.

3.4 Western Studies of Intercultural Communication among Chinese Foreign

Language Learners and Teachers

At first, Jackson (2015) highlights the significance of intercultural elements, identity,
and discourse in the teacher education programs for foreign languages in China,
emphasizing the country’s status as a major sender of students to study abroad. The
increasing demands of a globalized world necessitate greater focus on intercultural
communication within these programs to improve interactions in both local and
overseas settings. However, Jackson points out a gap in the preparation provided to
Chinese students bound for international study, noting that many embark with minimal

pre-departure training, leaving them ill-equipped for the social and academic challenges
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they face in new linguistic and cultural contexts. Therefore, Jackson advocates for well-
structured and progressive teaching strategies that elevate students’ language abilities

and intercultural skills.

Jackson’s extensive research, particularly her 2016 study, delves into the language and
cultural adaptation, acculturation, and identity reformation among Greater China’s
exchange students. In her work titled “Global Citizenship and Intercultural Engagement:
Insights from an Online Course for International Exchange Students,” she reveals that
structured critical reflection helps students from a Hong Kong university gain deeper
insights into their intercultural exchanges and how to handle cultural disparities. Her
analysis, which examines various data forms such as forum contributions, field reports,
questionnaire feedback, interviews, and essays, shows that such reflective practices
significantly raise students’ intercultural awareness and their understanding of what it

means to be an empathetic global citizen.

Moreover, Jackson (2017) explores how Chinese students preparing for international
exchanges, particularly in English-language environments, can be better supported in
their language learning endeavors. Her mixed-methods research on 149 students from
a Hong Kong university during a semester-long exchange in an English-speaking
country provides insights into the evolution of students’ attitudes, motivations, and
engagement with language and cultural learning. She discovered varying outcomes
among participants, with some achieving greater confidence in English and forging
meaningful intercultural relationships, while others struggled with linguistic and
cultural obstacles. These findings suggest the need for targeted interventions to enhance

language proficiency and intercultural participation for students in such programs.
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Another renowned scholar, Fred Dervin, has extensively published on topics like
identity, interculturality, and mobility/migration in various languages, with a particular
focus on China in recent years. According to Dervin (2011), research on intercultural
communication and education often falls short, especially when examining the
acculturation of ‘the Chinese student’ abroad. The studies can be unsatisfactory in their
approach to analyzing the utterances of research participants, particularly when these
participants are perceived as ‘Others’. Dervin (2009) notes that Chinese students
studying abroad are frequently viewed as distinct ‘Others’ by administrators, staff, local
and international students, and host societies at large. These students are often
stereotyped and pigeonholed, seen as ‘cultural robots’ who all share the same

characteristics.

Dervin (2011) suggests employing a ‘fluid’ perspective when investigating intercultural
dialogues, focusing on four distinct studies within the realms of intercultural education
and communication related to ‘the Chinese student’ overseas. Dervin’s findings
indicate that certain scholars rely on rigid or culturalist methods for their analysis,
emphasizing an ambiguous and unchanging concept of culture. These methods tend to
mix culturalist views with a broad, individualistic, and interpretive perception of ‘the
Other.” Nonetheless, a coherent fluid approach to intercultural discourse has not been
established. Therefore, Dervin’s work calls for a reevaluation of the epistemological
and methodological frameworks used in the examination of otherness and intercultural

conversations.

Meanwhile, Dervin (2009) observed that while the discourses of some researchers
appeared to embrace the concept of fluid interculturality, their perspectives often
solidified when scrutinizing the treatment of mobile Chinese students within the

intercultural communication research field. Dervin argues that the processes of
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acculturation, adaptation, and integration into new environments are more complex
than depicted in the research he reviewed. Echoing the thoughts of Bhatia and Ram
(2009), who posited that “Acculturation is a process that involves continuous, contested,
negotiations that will forever be in progress as an immigrant grapples with his/her place
in the larger structures of the history, culture, and politics,” Dervin suggests that a fresh
approach to understanding interculturality in the context of academic mobility is
possible. This new perspective would move beyond culturalism and essentialism,
focusing instead on the nuanced varieties of students’ identities and experiences

(Dervin, 2008).

Furthermore, in their publication, “Interculturality in Chinese Language Education,”
Jin and Dervin (2017) advocate for a revised approach to presenting interculturality
within the scope of Chinese language instruction, especially as the global demand for
teaching the Chinese language grows. They point out that the teaching of “Chinese
culture” within language programs has traditionally focused on imparting factual
knowledge about China, instructing students on ways to communicate and behave in
alignment with Chinese norms. However, just like any culture, Chinese culture is not
static; it is dynamic, continuously evolving, and interacting with other cultures rather
than existing in isolation. Consequently, Jin and Dervin (2017) propose that Chinese
language educators should gain deeper understanding of their students’ cultural
identities and intercultural sensitivities, as well as their own. They argue that this
understanding is essential to achieve the ultimate aim of Foreign Language Teaching

(FLT), which is to develop a more effective culture-centered pedagogy for students.

From the same perspective, Xu and Moloney (2017) examine the attitudes of Chinese
heritage learners towards an intercultural learning activity designed to stimulate critical

intercultural thought. Xu and Moloney (2017) suggest that to assist Chinese heritage
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learners from Australia in exploring their perspectives and opinions about ‘others’ and
themselves, particularly in the context of their knowledge about both China and
Australia, and to boost their language learning and skill development for effective
interaction within their heritage language community, several key questions must be
addressed. These include assessing the extent of these learners’ intercultural
experiences, understanding their awareness and critical perception of managing
different cultural aspects in their lives, and determining how they view the relevance
and impact of an intercultural approach to learning Chinese. Additionally, the research
conducted by Xu and Moloney (2017) identifies various themes in the feedback from
heritage learners, utilizing data from the students’ reflective journals and their writings
after the project’s completion. This reflective process seems to contribute to the growth

of self-awareness among these learners.

As can be seen, although previous studies have paid great attention to Chinese language
learners and teachers within the field of intercultural communication in FLT, they
mainly focused on the development of intercultural competence for those Chinese
language students and teachers who are studying and teaching abroad. Take English
teaching and learning in China as an example; most Chinese English learners are
currently learning this target language in China which is a non-English speaking context.
However, few scholars and language educators from English-speaking countries have
researched the current situations or issues English learners face in China. The truth is
that almost all students from preschool to university in China are currently taking
English as a compulsory subject. This is also why, in China, the majority of studies and
research about FLT and those about intercultural competence in FLT mainly focus on

English language teaching and learning.

3.5 Studies on Intercultural Competence Development in FLT in China
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In the era of globalization, there is a prevailing trend for foreign language teaching (FLT)
to align with intercultural educational goals. It is a common conviction among Chinese
FLT professionals and academics that cultivating students’ intercultural competence
represents the primary objective of language education (Song, 2008; Han & Song,
2011). Consequently, pedagogical strategies aimed at fostering intercultural
competence have sparked significant interest in China’s foreign language teaching
community, particularly within higher education institutions. Since the 1980s, language
education has been a critical component of Chinese higher education and has

consistently garnered substantial focus from Chinese scholars and language educators.

There are numerous studies on cultural teaching in FLT in China (Xu, 1980; Wu, 1990;
Chen, 1999; Hu, 1999; Gu, 2002; Wang, 2013). The earliest study on cultural teaching
in China was conducted by Xu (1980) and was published in an article entitled Culturally
Loaded Words and English Language Teaching ( ( X 1t 57 #15] 5 %15 #5) ). He
pointed out that English teaching in China does not pay enough attention to the cultural
factors of words and should draw attention to the culture of English-speaking countries.
Since then, the relationship between language teaching and understanding of culture in
the Chinese tertiary education context has increased. As Wu (1990) points out, culture
teaching has been considered by many as one of the most significant teaching objectives
of FLT in China, and successful foreign language learners need not only to be skillful
in basic linguistic competence but also to have a sharp insight to distinguish

intercultural differences.

Other Chinese scholars, too, have noticed “intercultural pragmatic failure” in their
studies. For example, Chen (1999) summarized that culture teaching in foreign
language education could be put into three circles: prohibition, selection and

substitution. Prohibition is motivated by the intention of protecting one’s home culture
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and maintaining its traditions, and entirely prohibits people from learning anything
from foreign culture; substitution expresses a desire for radical changes and blind
worship of foreign culture, aimed at taking over everything from foreign language; and,
selection is a reaction to the failures of the two extreme solutions, suggesting that China
should select what is needed from foreign culture (pp. 262-263). Hu (1999) refers to
pragmatic linguistic failure simply as learners’ inappropriate or incorrect use of the
foreign language caused by the language traditions and habits in their first language,
which leads to pragmatic failure. A typical example could be that Chinese English
learners tend to use the same words and expressions in different circumstances. That is
to say, in foreign language teaching in China, it is essential to teach students to avoid
first language interference and prevent the occurrence of “intercultural pragmatic

failure.”

According to Gu (2002), educators have long focused on the linguistic aspects of
language teaching. Cultural teaching pedagogy is outdated, and learners’ cultural
competence is neglected. Wang (2013) raises several concerns in the realm of cultural
instruction within English as a Foreign Language (EFL) courses at Chinese universities
and colleges: “(1) Although numerous courses incorporate elements of English culture,
their instruction predominantly prioritizes language proficiency. Culture is relegated to
a mere backdrop; (2) While English instructors often impart basic knowledge or
communicative skills and strategies, they tend to overlook the development of cultural
literacy. Rarely do they expose students to the deep-seated frameworks of English
culture or prompt students to contemplate the root reasons for cultural disparities”
(Wang, 2013, p. 857). Drawing from these observations, Wang (2013) offers the
following recommendations in his study: (1) Cultural instruction in EFL should be
emphasized more and integrated into everyday teaching and learning practices; (2)
English teaching goals should transition from language skills enhancement to the

nurturing of cultural acumen; (3) Students should not only be encouraged but expected
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to engage in intercultural communication; (4) Concrete steps ought to be implemented
to assist students in developing open-mindedness and unbiased perspectives towards

the culture of English-speaking nations (p. 857).

Some significant studies on intercultural competence in the Chinese FLT context have
focused on teacher cognition. For example, Han and Song’s (2011) study investigates
the current state of the teachers’ understanding of various aspects of intercultural
competence-oriented ELT. The authors conducted a questionnaire survey of 30
Chinese university English teachers to investigate how they conceptualized
intercultural competence and its relation to ELT and how their perceptions materialized
in their own teaching practice. Their research shows that the teachers’ conceptualization
of intercultural competence and its relevance to ELT was ambiguous. The study also
points out that a number of Chinese foreign language instructors express skepticism
about the feasibility of developing intercultural abilities within the university setting
and integrating the teaching of foreign languages with cultural education. The research
conducted by Han and Song (2011) further uncovers that the content provided for
intercultural education is often limited and not comprehensive, attributed to the teachers’
lack of familiarity with certain aspects of the cultures being taught and a deficiency of
intercultural content in their educational resources. They observed that even when these
teachers are committed to fostering intercultural competence among their students and
dedicate a significant portion of class time to cultural instruction, the incorporation of
intercultural elements into their English language teaching requires further
advancement. According to Han and Song (2011), the teachers expected more
opportunities for intercultural contact, more teaching resources and materials, and
professional development and training in integrating language and culture teaching (p.

190).
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Intercultural competence studies in China are mainly conducted by scholars in the field
of FLT. However, only a few studies focus on both intercultural competence assessment
in the Chinese FLT context (Liu, 2008; Fan et al., 2013), compared with the multitude
of assessment tools of intercultural competence developed and utilized in Western
contexts. As one of the most eminent scholars of intercultural competence in China, Liu
(2008) explores the feasibility of assessing intercultural competence in a test for English
majors in China. Liu (2008) introduced a tentative model of language competence,
which has three components: grammatical competence, intercultural communicative
competence, and textural competence. In Liu’s model, intercultural communicative
competence comprises three aspects: cultural knowledge, cultural comprehension and
cultural behavior (Liu, 2008, p. 92). Based on the model, Liu designed a culture test
consisting of multiple-choice questions, true-false statements, matching, short answer
questions and translation by inserting them into the second-year undergraduate final
exam at Shanghai International Studies University (SISU). The Test for English Majors
— Grade 4 (TEM 4) scores of the 719 culture test participants are retrieved from the
TEM testing center of SISU for comparative statistical analyses. Although the results
of Liu’s study display a low reliability coefficient, Liu’s cultural test has been proven

valid and practical in China.

Another important study about intercultural competence assessment in China is Fan et
al.’s (2013) empirical study on the self-assessment of Chinese college students’
intercultural competence. This study involved 1300 college students from seven
universities in China. The respondents were students from different majors and grades
(38% of Arts majors, 41% of Sciences and Engineering majors, and 21% of other
majors). According to the survey and interview results, Fan et al. (2013) found that
Chinese college students generally believe their knowledge of foreign cultures is
insufficient when performing intercultural communication with others. As a result, they

are reluctant to take the initiative to make adaptations during communications with
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people from other cultural backgrounds. Moreover, participating students felt
inadequately prepared in intercultural communication skills and had low awareness and

understanding of foreigners’ mentalities and behaviors (Fan et al., 2013, p. 57).

In order to discover the reasons behind the difficulties of teaching intercultural
competence in China, a few Chinese scholars and foreign language educators examined
national policies and guidelines for foreign language teaching implemented by the
Chinese tertiary education authorities. As Cheng (2007) states, there are some guides
and documents given out by the national authorities in Western countries, such as the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, teaching,
assessment (CEFR) published by The Council of Europe, and National statement for
language education in Australian schools: National plan for language education in
Australian schools 2005-2008 published by the MCEETYA, that are useful for FL
teachers to clarify the concept and in what way it could be included in the curriculum
and classroom. In China, taking English majors offered in Chinese universities as an
instance, there are two official teaching guidelines, the National Curriculum Guide for
English Majors (2000) ( B X 918 LML 245 7 ) (2000)) and the National
Curriculum Requirements for the Teaching of College English (2004) ( { [ % K23
EHEFRFEEISK ) (2004)). They include intercultural communication as part of the
teaching principles and teaching content (Song, 2008; Han & Song, 2011). The revised
College English Curriculum guidelines, released by China’s Ministry of Education in
2016, emphasize that a key goal of college English education is to foster intercultural
communication competence. The objective is to equip students with the capability to
use English effectively in interactions with individuals from a variety of cultural

backgrounds, thus facilitating effective communication across cultures (L1, 2019).
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Implementation of these regulations and policies indicates that the tertiary education
authority in China believes that culture learning is theoretically and practically as
important as linguistic learning for foreign language education. However, existing
studies show that Chinese students’ intercultural competence does not seem to comply

with the curriculum.

To sum up, in China, how intercultural competence development can be most
productively and systematically integrated into the FLT agenda remains a great
challenge for Chinese foreign language educators and scholars. Both Western and
Chinese scholars have proved that FL teachers undoubtedly will play a critical role in
any pedagogical response to such a challenge as they are fundamental to any
pedagogical improvement or reform. Furthermore, scholars have determined that there
are difficulties with teaching intercultural competence in FLT, both within and outside
of China, while the lack of teachers’ knowledge and skills in cultural teaching and the

underlying reasons persist.

Nevertheless, FLT practices significantly impact what is taught and what is not taught
because teachers basically design their own delivery methods and create their own
teaching and assessing materials in accordance with official guidelines, policy
documents and syllabuses designated by the tertiary education authority. This is
because these documents at a school level, for most foreign language courses in most
schools, colleges and universities in China, are centrally designed and mandated by the
Ministry of Education. Previous studies conducted by Chinese scholars and foreign
language educators usually focused on the reasons behind the difficulties of teaching
intercultural competence in Chinese universities and colleges. National policies,
guidelines, syllabuses and textbooks for foreign language teaching implemented by the

Chinese government were not adequately analyzed.
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Meanwhile, the suggestions made by scholars do not seem helpful for solving the issues
that have long beset FLT in China. Their suggestions indicate the absence of systematic
and practice-oriented review and evaluation of syllabuses, textbooks and other teaching
materials commonly used by Chinese foreign language teachers and students and the
pedagogy used to substantiate the teaching. In addition, although some scholars note
that the barriers to teaching intercultural competence in China also resulted from the
lack of Chinese foreign language teachers’ limited knowledge of intercultural
communication, they still have not come up with a system to integrate intercultural
competence teaching into the national curriculum and syllabus mandated by the tertiary

education authority.

Contemporary higher education demands that students navigate a broad spectrum of
experiences, develop skills pertinent to learning and employment, and embrace their
roles as citizens of a globalized society, regardless of their major. This is due to the
inherently international nature of today’s higher education landscape. Upon their
entrance, students must be prepared to engage with the international aspects of a
modern higher education institution. These challenges are twofold: 1) the academic and
personal development expectations placed upon the student by the educational program,;
and 2) the expectation for the student to mature into a global citizen over the course of

their studies (Romanowski & Bandura, 2019).

Additionally, the global exchange of ideas is a hallmark of higher education,
particularly in foreign language learning settings. Universities, for instance, recruit
academic staff, professors, and instructors from across the globe to ensure scholarly

excellence. These individuals bring diverse cultural expectations and professional
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standards that students must be adept at navigating. Moreover, the widespread practice
of translating academic materials into multiple languages means that students must

apply intercultural skills when engaging with such resources.

Beyond the academic realm, intercultural competence is increasingly valued as a
lifelong skill essential for future employment. Higher education institutions and their
educators highlight the importance of students developing intercultural skills during
their studies (Romanowski & Bandura, 2019). Graduates are anticipated to leave their
institutions not merely with academic or professional credentials but also with a well-
rounded set of intercultural competencies. In the contemporary workplace, there is an
expectation for employees to collaborate effectively within global teams and for
graduates to exhibit confidence in their communication abilities, including proficiency

in a foreign language.

The responsibility of higher education is thus to provide an environment where students
can practice and refine these skills, ensuring they are well-equipped to transition into
the global workforce. Intercultural competence is relevant to speakers of all languages;
language competence, accuracy, or proficiency no longer serve as gatekeepers to

intercultural adeptness in the modern world.

3.6 Research Aims and Research Questions

The purpose of the research is first to identify the problems and then to suggest solutions.
The current research will take Michael Byram’s (1997; 2014) model as the theoretical
framework because Michael Byram proposed a more inclusive notion of ‘intercultural

competence’ in foreign language teaching than other scholars (Sharifian, 2013), and the
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objectives that Byram has set for the teaching and assessment of the five savoirs in his
model of intercultural competence were chosen with the intention of encouraging
teachers to include the intercultural dimension in the linguistic and communicative

learning goals they set during their planning (Byram 2009a, p. 324).

The first purpose of the research is to analyze FLT policies, guidelines and curricula
formulated and implemented by China’s national education authorities. The following

questions will be pursued in the process of analysis.

1. How is intercultural competence defined by education authorities? Do
policymakers and curriculum designers understand what intercultural competence

means and represent their understanding in the official discourse?

2. How has this understanding formed in the history? What political,
educational, social and cultural elements have affected the formation of this
understanding by the top policymakers and curriculum designers? How has the
perception of intercultural competence evolved, especially since the late 1970s
when the Chinese government decided to open up the country and join the world

market?

3. What intercultural competence teaching and learning objectives,
assessment framework and criteria are required by the education authorities?
Compared with Byram’s model, how are the teaching and learning objectives,
assessment framework and criteria different? What could be the reasons behind

the difference?
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Then, I will examine how these policies, guidelines and curricula are materialized in

reality at the university level. Questions I seek to explore include:

1. How do front-line educators understand intercultural competence? From
what sources do they acquire knowledge of intercultural competence? How do

they perceive their intercultural competence?

2. How do front-line educators appraise the practicality of the guidelines and

curriculum implemented by the education authorities?

3. How do they implement the intercultural competence teaching and

learning objectives in their teaching activities?

4. How do they design concrete assessments to evaluate students’
intercultural competence? How close is the concrete assessment aligned with the

national guidelines?

5. How do they evaluate the outcomes of their intercultural competence
teaching and learning objectives? How accurately do they think the assessment
methods or frameworks reflect the level of the student’s intercultural competence?
To what extent do they think the student has achieved the learning goals of

intercultural competence after the learning process?

6. What is good or bad about the assessment method or framework in the eyes
of the front-line educators? What are the reasons behind the methods' or

framework's good or bad aspects?

Based on the findings in the steps mentioned above, I will propose policy and

curriculum improvement suggestions to address the problems identified in the research.
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Chapter Four:

Methodology

Every research method or technique has its own purpose, advantages, and challenges,
but the goal is the same: to obtain genuine, valid and credible data. As a rule of thumb,
research methods are decided by research questions. For the current study, I chose the
methods that most suit my research purpose and questions. I also considered the
resources available to me. As a result of extensive consideration, the research employs
qualitative methods to collect and analyze data. The research first identifies policy-
making communities. Preliminary research has identified four policy-making
communities: national policymakers, tertiary educational institutions, teaching staff and
students. It is expected that further categorization is necessary with the progress of
fieldwork and data analysis. Data constitute two categories. One is documentary data,
including educational policies and curriculum specifying intercultural competence
standards, syllabi and materials, university policies and documents, and tutors’ teaching

plans. The other is interviews with university managers, tutors and students.

4.1 A qualitative approach

This research selected a qualitative method to collect and analyze data. Scholars tend
to define this approach from different perspectives. Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p. 3)
describe qualitative research as a process rooted in the researcher’s active engagement
with the environment. It is an array of interpretive actions that bring the nuances of the

world into focus, often transforming these nuances into various forms of representations
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like field notes, interviews, conversations, images, audio recordings, and reflective
writings. Essentially, qualitative research is about immersing oneself in a natural setting
and striving to understand phenomena through the lens of the subjective meanings that
individuals ascribe to them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). Building on this, Parkinson
and Drislane (2011) characterize qualitative research as a methodological approach that
employs techniques such as participant observation or case studies to generate a rich,

narrative description of a particular environment or behavior.

For this study, there are several reasons why I adopted a qualitative research method.
First, qualitative research methods recognize and perceive realities as diverse and open
to interpretation and maintain the position that not all phenomena or ideas have a
quantifiable element (Marsen, 2006). In other words, there is no careful control of
variables in the research, but findings are more directly related to the real world and not
influenced by an artificial experimental situation. Consequently, a qualitative approach
is used when the nature of research questions requires exploration, and research
questions in a qualitative study will always begin with how and what so that the
researcher will generate an in-depth understanding of what is occurring relative to the

topic.

More importantly, qualitative research methodologies are particularly well-suited for
delving into phenomena in their authentic environments and gaining insights into
contextual social processes. These methods are adept at probing into areas that
quantitative approaches might not reach, such as personal emotions and cognitive
processes (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2006). The qualitative approach is tailored for
disentangling the intricacies of a given phenomenon. Leedy and Ormrod (2001) suggest
that qualitative research is not the path for those seeking swift and simplistic solutions;

rather, it is a means to deeply comprehend a condition or a process. It typically requires
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an extended period of investigation and a commitment to iterative inquiry. This depth
is achieved through employing various data collection techniques, ranging from
interviews to observations, to repeated engagements, each selected based on how well
they can uncover the underlying meanings and dynamics within particular scenarios
and environments (Njie & Asimiran, 2014). Mason (2002) vividly summarizes the
purpose of qualitative research as: “...can explore a wide array of dimensions of the
social world, including the texture and weave of everyday life, the understandings,
experiences and imaginings of our research participants, the ways that social processes,
institutions, discourses or relationships work and the significance of the meanings that

they generate” (p. 22).

Moreover, according to Merriam (1988), qualitative researchers are concerned
primarily with process rather than outcomes or products, and a qualitative approach
emphasizes the researcher’s role as an active participant and the primary instrument for
data collection and analysis. It allows the data to be mediated through the human
instrument rather than inventories, questionnaires, or machines. These characteristics
fit the current research well. For the current research, the researcher will be the key
instrument in data collection and the interpreter of data findings while exploring the
major problems and where they are in FLT policies, guidelines, syllabi, curricula,
textbooks and current pedagogies in China. Such a research method allows the
researcher to pay greater attention to what actually happened in the processes, rather
than viewing the results as the products of an impartial environment. Therefore, it is

safe to say that qualitative methodology will be an appropriate choice.

4.2 Data Collection
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Specifically, as mentioned above, the case study method of qualitative research is used
in this research. Case study is a common framework for conducting qualitative research
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) and is depicted as a phenomenon of some sort occurring in
a bounded context (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In addition, Yin (2009), a leading
scholar in case study methodology and qualitative research, defines case study as “an
empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are
not clearly evident” (p. 18). As a major qualitative approach, a case study is often
longitudinal because it looks at developments and changes over time in individuals or
small groups (Yin, 2003b, 2009). Case study allows in-depth examination of a
phenomenon's inner workings and dynamics. It is also suitable for studying whole

organizations, such as a college, or focusing on a particular event (Yin, 2003a).

In this research, I selected an undergraduate English major course as the sample and
chose X International Studies University (XISU) for the case study. There are two

reasons behind the selection.

Nowadays. the prevailing belief that native speakers of major world languages do not
need intercultural competencies is increasingly being challenged (Romanowski &
Bandura, 2019). Gaining intercultural communication skills is not just about showing
respect for other cultures; it reflects the reality that languages are no longer the sole
domain of those who grew up speaking them. The trend of people using a second
language for communication with other non-native speakers is on the rise, leading to
the evolution and global use of native languages. English, for instance, has surpassed
its native roots to become the international language of choice, frequently used by non-
native speakers to communicate with each other. It serves as a bridge language, or

lingua franca, in various international contexts, including conferences, business
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negotiations, trade agreements, and the operations of multinational and joint-venture

companies in China.

According to Crystal (1997), the speakers of English in the world can be summarized
into three categories: native speakers, second language speakers and foreign language
speakers. They can also be divided into three circles: inner circle, outer circle and
expanding circle (Crystal, 1997). Countries in the inner circle are the traditional native
English-speaking countries such as Britain, the United States, Canada, Australia and
New Zealand, with a combined population of about 320-380 million. Countries in the
outer circle include Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Malaysia, India, the Philippines, Singapore and
other former British colonies with a population of 150-300 million. Before colonization,
English was not an important language in these countries, but later, it became the
primary language used in business, education and government. Finally, beyond the
outer circle, there is an expanding circle consisting of at least one billion English
learners and users in the remainder of the world, vastly outnumbering those in the inner

and outer circles, and this number is clearly on the rise.

Nowadays, English is used by more and more people worldwide and plays an
irreplaceable role in the world’s economic, political, scientific and cultural exchanges
and development. According to Crystal (1997), about 85% of the 12,500 international
organizations included in the 1995-1996 Yearbook of the Union of International
Associations identified English as their working language; 80% of the world’s
electronic information is in English; more books have been published in English than

any other language; and, English plays a vital role in higher education in many countries.
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The development of English has fully reached the following four criteria of a lingua
franca as identified by Brutt-Griffler (1998, p. 27): 1. the integration of world economy,
science and technology and culture; 2. usually coexists with local languages and is the
dominant language of multilingual or bilingual groups; 3. different from general
interlanguage, it is not limited to a small number of elites engaged in social and
economic activities, but is the object of study and tool used by all social strata; 4. a
lingua franca was spread not by native speakers emigrating to other parts of the world,
but by a large number of people who learned the language throughout the world. As a
result, the popularity of English on a global scale has promoted the process of
globalization and made outstanding contributions to international exchanges and

cooperation (Zhang, 2006).

Although the number of native speakers of English remains relatively unchanged, the
number of countries and regions where English is listed as the second and preferred
foreign language keeps increasing. The use of English has gone far beyond business
activities and the elite levels of society and has become a universal communication tool
in the international community as well as in various fields in many countries. At the
same time, almost all countries have listed English as an important subject in school

education (Zhang, 2006).

In China, English is typically the primary or sole required foreign language from
elementary to high school, with a significant emphasis on its instruction at the middle
school level. Beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the College English Test
(CET) became a standard requirement across full-time colleges and universities for
students who had selected English as their mandatory first foreign language, a criterion
necessary for obtaining their college diploma. The year 2001 marked the issuance of

the “English Curriculum Standards for Compulsory Education.” Following this, the
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initiation of English instruction moved from the first year of junior middle school to the
third year of primary school, signifying a systematic bolstering of English education
throughout the foundational stages (as reported by the Chinese government website,

2019).

According to statistics from the Ministry of Labor and Human Resources of China, the
employment rate of English majors remains among the top 10 of all majors. Even
though the employment of college students has generally declined in China in recent
years, the employment rate of graduates of English majors in most universities and
colleges remains over 90%, and the employment prospect is optimistic. With the
acceleration of China’s economic development, China’s links with the world will be
strengthened. So English majors will maintain high popularity with good employment

prospects over an extended period.

Today, the term “International English” encompasses not only the global use of English
but also the diverse forms of English spoken by individuals worldwide. Proficiency in
English to any degree and the ability to travel internationally are now generally
considered adequate. For native English speakers, the rise of global English, which
deviates from traditional native English forms, can lead to communication challenges.
Variants like Chinglish, Singlish, Middle Eastern English, or European English are no
longer seen as unacceptable but are recognized as facets of the evolving landscape of
international language use. Thus, embedding intercultural competence into foreign
language education becomes crucial to navigate this linguistic diversity. This
underscores the importance of intercultural competence in language instruction,

whether for native languages or second languages.
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Second, XISU was chosen because it is an international studies university that offers
the most foreign language courses in northeast China. XISU offers a wide range of
language subjects in thirteen language majors (English, Japanese, German, French,
Korean, Russian, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Arabic, Mongolian, Indonesian, and
Persian) in twelve schools, namely the School of Translation and Interpreting, School
of English, School of Oriental Languages, School of Western Languages, School of
Central-Eastern European Languages, School of International Economics and Trade,
School of International Business Administration, School of Chinese Language and
Literature, School of Education, School of International Exchanges, School of General
Education, School of Marxism. Its English major is central to its language teaching. At
present, XISU has 3,000 students enrolled in English majors. Over the past five years,
the average number of graduates majoring in English at XISU has been 610, with
around 90% graduate employment rates. Their major career destinations include
Chinese translation, cross-border e-commerce, education, international trade and
business process outsourcing (BPO). Therefore, XISU is an ideal case as it typifies
international studies universities mainly focusing on teaching foreign languages and

related courses.

4.3 XISU English major for case study

An undergraduate English major course at XISU was selected as a case study for this
research. The course name is English (course code: 050201), with a study duration of
four years, and the course area is Foreign Language and Literature. The course focuses
on training students who are going to be engaged in teaching and management work in
primary and secondary school, high school or senior training institutions to obtain the
following competencies: high cultural accomplishments, solid basic English skills,
broad international vision and innovation consciousness, strong ability in cross-cultural
communication, to master the basic knowledge and skills of English or English

educational media systematically, and can skillfully use modern information and

101



network technology. At the same time, the course aims to cultivate application-oriented,
compound, export-oriented English talents who are going to work in the news and
communication media industry, foreign enterprises and institutions, foreign exchange
departments, and government community departments, engaged in the interview and
writing, event planning and organization, departmental relations coordination, public
relations management after graduation. In addition, the course consisted of several
compulsory subjects such as Comprehensive English 1 - 6, English Reading 1 - 3,
English Listening and Speaking 1 - 3, English Grammar and Writing, English Reading
and Writing, Intercultural Communication, Chinese Translation and Interpreting, and

Culture and Society of English Speaking Countries, and some other elective subjects.

In this study, the following subjects were selected: Comprehensive English 1,
Comprehensive English 3 and English Reading and Writing for first and second-year
undergraduates, Comprehensive English 6 and Chinese Translation and Interpreting
for third-year undergraduates and Intercultural Communication. The core teaching
outcomes for these subjects include: 1) Good English language organization and
application skills, good English listening, speaking, reading, writing and translation
skills; 2) Strong critical thinking and intercultural communication competence; 3) Good
ability to acquire and process information and innovation; 4) Have specific practical
ability in English education and teaching; 5) Have specific abilities in organization,
management, language expression, communication and coordination; and 6) Good
working ability and self-development and improvement ability. The reason for choosing
these subjects is that they have a common second teaching objective: developing

students’ intercultural competence.

4.4 Data Collection
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This case study collected and analyzed two data types: documents and interviews. The
research pinpointed four key communities that interpret policy, as previously discussed:
those crafting national policy makers, institutions of higher learning, their teaching staff,
and the students they educate. Each community has its way of making sense and

generating meanings.

National policy makers refer to the officials and experts involved in formulating tertiary
education policies. They are usually senior bureaucrats working in the Ministry of
Education or eminent experts commissioned by the ministry or ministerial agencies.
However, these officials and experts are not accessible to the researcher of this project
for interviews. Moreover, given the purpose of the current research design, there is no
need to interview them. The focus is on the policy documents these people have
generated as national guidelines, standards, rules, and other documents. Consequently,
a documentary analysis method will be used for national policies relevant to

intercultural competence cultivation in universities. Detailed are given below.

The second policy interpretive community is the educational institutions that implement
national policies and standards at a local level. In this research, that refers to XISU.
National policies, guidelines and standards have to be implemented at the local level.
The implementors do not mechanically enforce what is imposed on them. On the
contrary, they tend to interpret or re-interpret policies from higher-level administrative
or governmental agencies and formulate local implementation plans so that the policy
can be better embedded in the local environment and with local practice. In the process,
local implementors may adjust or even amend or distort the original policy by
formulating local narratives of the situation and demands to reflect local practice, local
priorities and local knowledge (Yanow, 1999). Such practice by local implementors is

not limited to China but is a widespread phenomenon in governments worldwide (see,
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for example, Roe, 1994; Lipsky, 2010; Stone, 2012). In fact, without local
implementors’ interpretation and modification, a national policy cannot be translated

into a practical plan for local implementation.

Nevertheless, in this process, the meanings intended by the national policy makers for
the original policy, guidelines or standards will likely be “twisted” by implementing
institutions to fit into local practice. These institutions form local policies, guidelines,
or standards for local implementation. In this research, these institutions function more
like moderators, translating national policies, guidelines, and standards into local policy
documents for local implementation. For this community, this research also employed
documentary analysis methods to examine local policies formulated by XISU as an

implementing organization. Details are provided below.

The third policy interpretive community is the teaching staff in this case study. They
are the ones who apply local policies, guidelines, and standards in their teaching
activities and evaluate the outcomes of their teaching and the appropriateness of
policies. As discussed above, institutions represent the middle layer of policy
interpretation, translating national policies into local implementation. Teaching staff are
the actual implementors. They are individuals and also have different interpretations of
the national policies, guidelines, and standards from their organizational employer.
When implementing policy in actual teaching practice, they are likely to form down-
to-earth interpretations and pedagogies, which may differ from national and
organizational policies. For this community, I used interviews to collect data (see
below). In addition, documents generated by this community, such as subject

descriptions, teaching notes, and examination papers, are also examined.
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The last community this research studies consists of students, who are the target of the
national and local policies and teaching activities. All the policy efforts in the field of
intercultural competence training and assessment are to foster intercultural
communication capacity in foreign language learning students. They are the “end-
product” of the entire policy process, and they are also the vital link in a policy feedback
loop that informs the success/failure of the policies, guidelines and standards and
indicates further improvement of the policy. This research employed interviews to map
students’ understanding and interpretation of intercultural competence and their

appraisal of policies and pedagogies.

4.5 Documentary analysis of policies

As indicated above, the current research employed two major data collection methods:
documentary analysis and interviews. Review and analysis of documents is a key data
generation method in qualitative research. It uses information that already exists in
records, receipts, meeting minutes, reports and so on. The documented resources
include public documents such as those published by governments at all levels. This
data collection method has many advantages for the present study. According to Bogdan
& Biklen (1992), document review enables a researcher to obtain the language and
words of informants, which can be accessed at a time convenient to the researcher as
an unobtrusive source of information. The data are thoughtful in that informants have
given attention to compiling. Documentary data save a researcher the time and expense

of transcribing them into written evidence.

In this research, most published governmental policy documents relating to foreign
language teaching in tertiary education in China since the 1980s were collected and

reviewed. In addition, documents containing the latest plans for the future development
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of foreign language courses formulated by local and central governments and the
university were also collected and reviewed. For example, one of the most important
documents reviewed in the current study is the latest revision of The Catalogue of
Undergraduate Majors of General Institutions of Higher Learning (Ministry of
Education, 2012), a primary guiding document for higher education in China. As one
of the essential guiding documents for the work of higher education, it stipulates the
division, names and categories of majors, and is an important basis for setting up and
adjusting majors, carrying out talent cultivation, arranging enrollment, awarding
degrees, guiding employment, conducting educational statistics and forecasting talent
demand. Since the “Reform and Opening Up,” China has carried out four large-scale
subject catalogue and specialty setting adjustments. The first revision was issued and
implemented in 1987, with the number of professional categories reduced from over
1,300 to 671. A new version was published in late 2020. At the same time, all the
documents have been collected through the education yearbook, government website,

authoritative person anthology and other channels.

For instance, at the university level, an important document, the Undergraduate Talent
Training Program of XISU (2021), includes teaching objectives, curriculum system
design, core curriculum and subjects, teaching requirements, teaching plans, and
curriculum structure proportion have been reviewed. More importantly, some other
documentary data has been collected at XISU, including teaching plans, teaching
contents, syllabuses, curriculum design, teaching materials, assignments, classroom
activities, extracurricular activities, examinations, assessment tasks and results, and

notes from interviews, also constitute the core of data to be reviewed.

These reviews identified the major issues of integrating intercultural competence

teaching and assessment into the national curriculum and syllabus mandated by the
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Ministry of Education in China. Meanwhile, the reviewed documents also explain how
the national curriculum and standards have been implemented and materialized in

teaching at university level in China.

4.6 Interview as a qualitative method

Interviews are usually defined as “conversation with a purpose” or “professional
conversation,” but are different from a conversation as it is a very common type of
elicited self-presentation (news interview, employment interview, police interview,
survey interview). It can serve as the sole data source in qualitative studies but is
more frequently used as one among several. Its data can be taken at face value
(“interview as a research tool”) or viewed as co-constructed accounts (“interview
as social practice”) (Kvale, 1996). According to Kvale (1996), the main task in
interviewing for qualitative research is to understand the meaning of what the
interviewees say. There are three interview types for qualitative research, including
structured interviews, semi-structured interviews and unstructured (open interviews

(Thomas, 2009), which have been listed and explained in Table 2:

Table 2
Structured Semi-structured Unstructured (open)
Highly standardized Follow an interview guide | No imposed structure,
interview schedules just overall question;
Case studies
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Often large- Often smaller-scale, 5-

scale survey interviews (| 1Oparticipants or focus gro
o Oral or life history inter
e.g., opinion polls) ups
views
“Oral questionnaires” Provide structure but give

respondent some leeway

(Thomas, 2009)

For this study, all interview data were collected from XISU (a university specializing
in foreign language teaching in northeast China) using semi-structured and unstructured
(open-ended) interviews to gain participants’ flexible, adaptable, deep and free
responses. Twenty full-time teaching staff of these subjects and thirty full-time
undergraduate students majoring in English were selected as participants. Of the
selected student participants, ten were first and second-year students, and twenty were
third and fourth-year students. All participants were recruited from the English
Department. Teachers and students of advanced English language and culture subjects
offered in years 3 and 4 were mainly recruited because subjects taught at these levels
are required, by the national curriculum, to focus more on cultural content and

intercultural competence than lower-level subjects.

Sample size has always been an issue in qualitative research. It is subject to issues such
as methodological assumptions, scales of research, and aims of projects. This research
follows sampling strategies for interview-based studies recommended in several
seminal works on qualitative methodology. In deciding the sample sizes, I took into

consideration the scale of the current research (PhD thesis limited by time and
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resources), the size of the institute where the case study was carried out, and the purpose
of the study that looks at how national education policy and curriculum is interpreted
locally in a particular tertiary educational institution. Based on the above considerations,

the project set an a priori sample size for teachers and students.

This research focused on one case for consistent representation of local knowledge. It
was reasonable to expect that staff within an institution would likely achieve a
significant degree of consistency in interpreting policy and curriculum issues. Based on
Lincoln and Guba (1985), sampling was guided by informational redundancy, which
means stopping interviews once it is reasonable to believe that little new data would be

generated and data saturation has been reached.

4.7 Recruitment of Participants

In this study, as shown in Tables 3 and 4, 20 teaching staff and 30 students in XISU
were recruited for interviews. The university's department chosen for the study is a
medium-sized unit with 20 teaching staff and administrative leaders, constituting the
majority of staff involved in English language teaching and leadership. I knew most of
the teaching staff and leadership personally and interviewed as many of them as

possible to collect as much rich data as possible.

Table 3

Basic Information of Teacher Respondents
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Length Audio
NO. | Sex of Main Subjects Taught Students Taught record
Teaching ed
Selected English Short Stories Second year
Tl | F l4y \
/English Writing students
Intercultural Second year
T2 F 24y Communication/Chinese-English students/Third year V
Translation students
Comprehensive English /English Second year
T3 | F 7y V
Writing students
Comprehensive English /English First year students
T4 | F 10y Writing v
/Second year
/ Extensive Reading students
Third year students
T5 F 24y Advanced English/ Thesis Writing V
/Forth year students
First year students
T6 | F 15 C hensive English ol
y omprehensive Englis /Second year
students
Thi
Comprehensive English/Chinese- ird year students
T7 | F 10y \
English Translati
nglish trafisiation /Forth year students
Comprehensive English/Intercultural Second year
TS | M Ty V

Communication

students
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https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=Selected&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=English&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=Short&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=Stories&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn

/Third year students

Comprehensive English/Chinese-

Third year students
T9 10y English Translation
/Forth year students
/English Writing
Third year students
T10 6y Chinese-English Translation
/Forth year students
First year students
English Audio-visual
T11 6
Y : : . /Second year
Speaking/Comprehensive English
students
First year
English Audio-visual students/Second
T12 4y
Speaking/Comprehensive English year students/Third
year students
First year
Comprehensive English/Intercultural students/Second
T13 Ty
Communication year students/Third
year students
First year students
T14 4 i i
y Comprehensive English /Second year
students
Comprehensive English/Intercultural :
T15 8y First year
Communication students/Second
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year students/Third

year students

First year
Comprehensive English/Intercultural students/Second
T16 Sy
Communication year students/Third
year students
Second year
students/
Comprehensive English/Extensive
T17 10y
Reading//English Writing Third year students
/Forth year students
Second year
Extensive Reading/Intercultural
T18 12y students
Communication
/Third year students
First year students
Comprehensive English/Extensive
T19 7
y Reading /Second year
students
Selected English Short Stories
Second year
. . students
T20 20y /English Writing
/Third year students
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https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=Selected&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=English&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=Short&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=Stories&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn

Table 4

Basic Information of Student Respondents

Audio
No. Sex Grade Notes
recorded
Head of Learning Department with
S1 F First year \
School of English in JIXU
Serving as an intern for two months in
3 F First year the International Office of XISU N
S3 M First year Class Monitor \
S4 F First year Excellent Student V
S5 M First year Excellent Student \
Excellent Student; determined to
S6 F Second year study abroad (in the UK) after \
graduation

S7 F Second year \
S8 F Second year Class Study Monitor V
S9 M Second year Class Study Monitor \
S10 F Second year Class Monitor \
S11 F Second year Excellent Student V
S12 F Second year Excellent Student V
S13 F Third year \
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S14 F Third year Class Monitor

S15 M Third year

S16 F Third year

S17 F Third year Excellent Student
S18 F Third year Excellent Student
S19 F Third year Class Monitor

S20 M Third year

S21 F Third year Excellent Student

S22 F Third year Excellent Student

S23 M Third year

S24 M Third year

S25 F Third year Excellent Student
S26 F Fourth year Excellent Student
S27 F Fourth year Class Monitor
S28 M Fourth year Class Monitor
S29 F Fourth year Excellent Student
S30 F Fourth year Excellent Student

Note: In the above table, M=Male, F=Female.
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All teaching staff contacts were obtained through a personal network, as I had
previously worked as a language tutor at the university where the interviews were
conducted. I have established a good rapport with some teaching staff and have their
contact details. They have been invited to join the study if they indicate agreement. I
also requested the teachers who knew me to distribute my research information and
contact details among their colleagues. They were invited to contact me directly in order

to ensure confidentially.

To obtain contact details of student participants, I asked participating teachers to
circulate a recruitment flyer among their students or allow me to give a five-minute
information session at the beginning or end of one of their teaching sessions in which I
would brief the students about my project and hand out flyers. My contact details and
a brief project description were included on the flyer. Interested students were

encouraged to contact me.

Initial informal communication with former colleagues who met my selection criteria
(see below) indicated their strong interest in the research topic and willingness to
participate. They each received a Participant Information Sheet and consent form (see
Appendix II) to seek their formal confirmation of participation before conducting the
interviews. To recruit student participants, I asked teachers of the cohorts that met my
selection criteria to hand out recruit flyers in the classroom or by email, whichever the
teacher felt most comfortable and appropriate. To prevent students from feeling
pressured to participate, I have confirmed that the flyer was handed out or sent to
students without promotional words or influence from the teacher. Then I sent the
information sheet and consent form to students who contacted me, and confirmed

signing of the consent form before interviewing those who agreed to participate
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Meanwhile, I considered hiring a third party to approach the teaching staff to obtain
contact details and recruit participants to minimize the risk that my former colleagues
might feel obligated to participate in the study; however, the third-party option seemed
to either increase the risk or be unworkable. If I asked the department leadership to
approach the teachers, the teaching staff would feel pressured to participate. If I asked
an ordinary teacher I previously knew to approach other teachers I also knew before,
other teachers would feel that their friendship with me was not appreciated as much as
the contact teacher’s. As a result, I contacted the department leadership first to seek the
head’s agreement and support and show my respect for his leadership and authority
before commencing the recruitment phase. After receiving the head’s agreement and
support, I approached former colleagues individually to seek their agreement and
support. In the process, the potential participants were informed that I had reported this
research to the head of department, who had authorized me to carry out the fieldwork.
However, beyond that, I did not comment on the support from the head of school to
avoid giving the teachers pressure. Considering the nuance and subtlety of guanxi (&
#) 1% culture in China and that China has always been a society of acquaintance, I
believe that my approach demonstrated cultural sensitivity to local practices and

minimized risk to potential participants.

In addition, all interviews were conducted in Mandarin, and I ensured the anonymity of

interviewees and that their institute would be deidentified in the research report.

16 The definition of "guanxi" (3< %) in Chinese refers to the complex system of social networks and influential
relationships which facilitate business and other dealings in China. It is a concept deeply rooted in Chinese society,
embodying the importance of personal connections and reciprocal obligations, trust, and mutual understanding.
"Guanxi" is a reflection of the Chinese cultural emphasis on interpersonal harmony and the maintenance of social
order.
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Interviewees received research information and consent forms before the interview. The
interviews took between 20 and 50 minutes. The interviews of teaching
staff/administrators were conducted in their offices or their nominated on-campus
location. Student interviews were conducted on campus, in a study room in the
university library during office hours. Teaching staff/administrators did not need to
travel unless they nominated a place outside the campus. Students of this university
lived in dorms on campus, and they did not need to travel outside the campus.

Interviewees were asked to nominate a convenient time to do the interview.

In addition, all the interviews were audio-recorded with the interviewee’s consent for
later transcription. No interviewees declined the interview being recorded. The first two
interviews of teachers and students served as pilot interviews to test the soundness of
the questions. These participants were also invited to comment on the interview
schedules after the interviews. Their opinions were assessed, and appropriate
suggestions were accepted to improve the schedules. After the pilot interviews,

interview questions were refined to ensure consistency.

The interview questions (see Appendix I) given to each group of respondents were
slightly adjusted to reflect each group’s unique composition and characteristics.
Therefore, the interview questions were different for different groups of participants.
However, they were all about teaching content and materials developed in line with the
national syllabus and official textbooks, management of classes, teaching methods and
in-class activities, and the assessment and homework tasks given to students. By doing
this, I obtained firsthand accounts of how front-line educators understand, teach, and

assess intercultural competence in an authentic teaching context.
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4.8 Potential risk/harm to the participants

Risk or harm refers to any detriment or adversity affecting the physical, psychological,
or general welfare of an individual, institution, or group. This encompasses a spectrum
of potential negative outcomes, from tangible physical harm like sickness or injury to
intangible psychological impacts, including emotional distress or humiliation. The
potential risk to participants in the current study is very low. At first, the researcher
sought each interviewee’s agreement to record, and no one declined. If anyone did not
consent, the interview would not be recorded. Instead, the researcher would only take
detailed written notes. Secondly, the topic of the current study is not sensitive in the
Chinese political context. Indeed, intercultural communication is a policy priority in
China’s tertiary education system. Many studies have been conducted in this space,
although they did not employ the same theoretical framework. Thirdly, the interview
questions (see Appendix I) only explore interviewees’ interpretations of intercultural
competence and communication and how they implement their understandings in
reality. No questions probed the interviewee’s private or political opinions. Interview
schedules were worded and spoken in a way deemed polite and respectful with regard
to the interviewee’s social, gender, and age status in Chinese culture to avoid any
impression of domineering or officiousness. Fourthly, as indicated by the interview
questions, the research is intended to seek participants’ interpretation of national
policies and curricula only. Their performance in both teaching and learning was not
probed. Fifthly, interviews were conducted at a place and time that was convenient
for the interviewee. Sixthly, interviews were conducted in an environment that the
researcher was familiar with and had good personal networks. These measures also
ensured the security and convenience of the researcher. Overall, the magnitude of the

potential risk to participants, including the researcher, was low.
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In addition, a preparticipation explanation of the project and acquisition of consent was
a priority strategy to manage potential risks. Interviewees were provided with the
interview schedule beforehand for two purposes. First, interviewees could scope the
interview and decide if they feel comfortable participating. Second, if they chose to
participate, they could ponder the questions/leads beforehand and provide quality

answers during the interview.

At the same time, the researcher is a Chinese citizen and has a supportive local network.
During the fieldwork, I practised commonsense, prudence and a culturally appropriate

approach in my research activities as strategies to minimize any potential risks.

As explained before, I previously worked in the university chosen for this project and
maintained good relationships with former colleagues and administrators. They trusted
me and supported me before. Some participants showed great interest in my research
project, and most were keen to participate. Student participants were mainly recruited
through advertisement. The researche