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Abstract 
We reviewed all the empirical studies on the intercultural perspective in foreign 
language teaching, published between 2008 to 2018, on 6 Chinese major refereed 
journals of linguistics and foreign language education. 21 articles were identified 
after three rounds of screening. Each article was analyzed from three dimensions: 
research content, research participants and methodology. The results indicated that 
domestic studies were mainly involved in new pedagogical strategy application, 
instrument or model construction, and culture teaching assessment. Most of the 
research participants were Chinese university students. Only four studies included 
teachers or foreign students, one included high school students and one 
postgraduate. In terms of methodology, we found that Chinese scholars widely 
adopted a mixed methodology, by using both qualitative and quantitative methods. 
Finally, the study pointed out some weaknesses of the reviewed articles and put 
forward several suggestions to promote the foundations on the intercultural 
perspective in foreign language teaching.  
 

Keywords: intercultural foreign language teaching (IFLT); intercultural 
communication competence; empirical studies 

 
1. Introduction 

The continuous development of economic globalization and cultural pluralism has led to increasing 
intercultural communication. The two sides of communication usually come from different countries or 
have different cultural backgrounds. In many aspects, there are certain differences, which easily lead to 
intercultural communication errors. In order to avoid such communication errors as much as possible, it 
is necessary to improve the intercultural competence of the communicators. At the same time, the 
cultivation of intercultural competence of college students has become a topic of widespread concern in 
foreign language education circles at home and abroad (Byram, 2014; Hu, 2013). Combined with 
China's national conditions and characteristics of disciplines, foreign language education has become 
the main channel for the cultivation of intercultural communication competence. The high-quality 
talents of cultural communication ability have become one of the important teaching objectives of 
college English teaching (Ge & Wang, 2016), and the college English classroom is an important place 
to cultivate students' intercultural competence (Yang & Li, 2017). In this context, foreign language 
education and teaching fields continue to emerge based on this research, and foreign language 
education and intercultural education are integrated into the college English curriculum system (Sun, 
2016). In order to explore the characteristics and development trends of intercultural foreign language 
teaching in China, this paper focuses on the analysis of empirical research, trying to find some common 
points and differences to provide a reference for IFLT. 

 
2. Literature Review 

As an emerging research field, intercultural competence research in foreign language teaching has 
shown a rapid trend in recent years. The significance and teaching methods of cross-cultural teaching 
in foreign language courses have been rich in theoretical research results and related applications 
( Byram et al., 2002; Byram, 2008; Davis et al., 2005). And Peng (2008) proposed that in order to be in 
line with international mainstream research, it is necessary to adopt an empirical research approach and 
treat intercultural communication research with a scientific attitude. In contrast, there is still a 
considerable gap between China's intercultural communication research and international mainstream 
research (Peng, 2005). 

 
Hu (2005) compared the intercultural communication papers published in Chinese academic journals 

during the four years from 1999 to 2002 with the papers published by the International Journal of 
Intercultural Relations in the United States during the same period, and found that empirical research 
papers dominated in American journals, and less than one percent of intercultural communication 
papers based on empirical research in Chinese journals. Such a low proportion may be related to the 
scope of the published publications and the content of the publications, but it still reflects the fact that 
Chinese researchers should increase their empirical research in this field. In the same year, Peng (2005) 
conducted a content analysis of 1,109 studies on intercultural communication published in 564 
academic journals in China from 1994 to 2003, mainly in accordance with the fields and methods 
adopted by the institute. Variables are classified. The results show that in this decade, China's 
intercultural communication research mainly focuses on foreign language teaching and English-led 
language comparison research, and there are few academic research and applied research, and pointed 
out that there is a lack of strict scientific research methods in intercultural communication research. In 
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order to discern the current trends of intercultural communication research in China and abroad and 
furthermore provide suggestions for future research, Fan & Hu (2011) have made an analysis of 368 
intercultural communication articles published between 2001 and 2005 in 11 major international and 
domestic academic journals, among which 203 articles are from 10 major domestic academic journals 
and 165 ones from the American journal entitled International Journal of Intercultural Relations. Each 
article is analyzed from two perspectives: the research contents and research methods. The results also 
show that, in terms of research methods, most studies abroad use empirical research methods, most of 
which use quantitative research. On the contrary, most of the research in China is non- empirical 
research, and in a small number of empirical studies, most of them use a mixed research method. 

 
From this, we can see that in the previous domestic intercultural communication-related research, the 

proportion of empirical articles is small, and the discussion and speculation are mostly, especially after 
contrasting with international journals, this feature is more obvious. Most of the research is based on all 
the articles in each journal. 

 
3. Research Design 

3.1 Research Question 
Galvan (2004) mentioned that articles appear in journals usually fell into five types: reports of 

empirical research, theoretical articles, literature review articles, anecdotal reports, and reports on 
professional practices and standards. Among them, the empirical studies are considered primary 
sources of information, detailing the methodology used in the research and in-depth descriptions and 
discussions of the findings. Based on this, the 21 empirical studies of the screening were mainly 
analyzed from the three dimensions of research content, research participants and methodology. 

 
And this study mainly discusses the following two research questions: 
1. What are the main contents of empirical research on intercultural foreign language teaching in 
China? 
2. What are the common methods in domestic empirical studies? 
 
3.2 Research Subjects 

To further clarify the empirical research results of domestic scholars in intercultural foreign language 
teaching, this study is based on a catalogue of publications in the foreign language and literature 
section of the Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index. It is found that some publications such as 
Chinese translation, modern foreign language, and Chinese foreign language contain less content about 
this field. Therefore, the research chooses these six Chinese major refereed journals of linguistics and 
foreign language education as the research subjects: Journal of PLA University of Foreign Languages, 
Technology Enhanced Foreign Language Education, Foreign Language Learning Theory and Practice, 
Foreign Language Teaching and Research, Foreign Language World, Foreign Languages and Their 
Teaching. And with the theme word of  “intercultural”, three rounds of screening were conducted on 
213 articles published in these six publications between 2008 to 2018. First of all, based on the title, 
screening out those meeting notices, literature review, book review, etc., there are 160 left. Secondly, 
reading the abstract carefully to clarify the theme of the article and screening out those that are not 
related to the IFLT, such as textbook analysis and evaluation (Suo, 2015; Zheng, 20012), literature 
research (Long, 2015), etc., there are 110 articles left. Finally, with the addition of looking through the 
context, screening out the non-empirical studies, it gets 21 empirical studies. 

 
4. Data Analysis 

4.1 Research content 
Through the analysis of all empirical research, the 21 studies can be divided into three categories: (1) 

pedagogical strategy; (2) instrument/model construction; (3) teaching assessment and the proportion of 
each of these three categories is 42.8%, 23.9%, and 33.3%. It can be seen that the empirical research 
content related to IFLT in China mainly focuses on classroom teaching practice and related teaching 
evaluation. Different scholars actively explore and develop different teaching modes and methods 
(Huang, 2015; Wang, 2013; Zhang, 2016), analyze, evaluate, and construct new curriculum models and 
outlines (Qin & Dai, 2013; Liao & Li, 2017; Chang & Zhao, 2010). They are committed to building a 
measurement scale suitable for domestic development from their national conditions (Huang, 2017; Wu 
et al., 2013; Zhong et al., 2013) to promote the integration of intercultural competence and foreign 
language teaching. Wang (2016) also mentioned the formation and development of the teaching 
objectives of college English intercultural communication ability, changed the single linguistic position 
of college English teaching, made it realize the change of cultural teaching position, and revolutionized 
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the cultural view of college English. Also, it enriched the connotation of the college English curriculum 
and highlighted its dual nature of instrumentality and humanity. 

 
The results also show that many researchers use computer networks to conduct online 

communication courses or real-time interactive classes (Zhou & Bleistin, 2016; Ren & Liang, 2014; 
Huang, 2011). As we all know, the Internet has become an important carrier of public information and 
one of the important tools for people to expand their understanding. It can not only effectively expand 
the breadth and depth of learning resources, the speed of communication and the wide range of 
influence are also unmatched by other communication media (Ye et al., 2017), and can attract students' 
attention and enhance the classroom effect. 

 
4.2 Research participants 

The results showed that most of the studies selected undergraduate students from different majors in 
the university as the research participants, and one-third of the studies involved English majors. Liu 
(2012) proposed that the interlanguage intercultural communication ability should be cultivated as the 
core competence of compound talents according to the 2000 English Teaching Outline for Colleges and 
Universities. That is to say, in addition to foreign language knowledge and skills, the ability category of 
compound talents should also include target culture, local culture, global awareness, international 
vision, and psychological adjustment ability. These are closely related to the cultivation of intercultural 
communication ability of college students. Therefore, the choice of college students as the research 
object is also consistent with the educational goal framework. 

 
Only a few studies involve secondary school (Li, 2015), postgraduate students  (Wu et al., 2017), 

teachers (Zhou & Bleistin, 2016; Xiao et al., 2010), and combined with foreign students (Wang, 2013; 
Zhou & Bleistin, 2016; Huang, 2011; Feng et al., 2015)and almost all of the research is from the 
perspective of the researcher. There are only two articles based on the learner's perspective. To a 
certain extent, the effect of investigating the curriculum based on the feedback of learners has certain 
subjectivity (Huang, 2011). 

 
4.3 Methodology 

Looking back at the history of cross-cultural communication, we can see that the influential 
academic achievements are based on practical research work, and empirical research accounts for a 
large proportion, both quantitative research and qualitative research (Hu, 2005). Since mainstream 
research in international intercultural communication focuses on the communication and cognitive 
behavior of individuals in an intercultural or intercultural environment, most studies use quantitative 
methods. According to the qualitative, quantitative and mixed these three classified methods, this study 
found that in these 21 empirical studies, qualitative and quantitative each accounted for 14.3%, and the 
mixed method accounted for up to 71.4%. Therefore, it can be found that similar to the results of Hu & 
Fan (2011), domestic scholars use quantitative methods or qualitative methods, the proportions are 
close and low, and most of them commonly used the mixed method. Research instruments include 
questionnaires, scales, and interviews (Huang, 2015;  Liao & Li, 2017; Xiao et al., 2010), and a small 
number of reflective journals and reports (Zhang, 2016; Ren & Liang, 2014). Although the sample 
sizes of the two studies are different, it can also be shown that, unlike the research methods often used 
by foreign scholars, domestic scholars should try more quantitative methods in empirical research. 

 
5. Findings and Discussions 

The study found that the number of empirical studies is less than 10% of the total number of articles 
in the journals searched, but it has increased compared to the proportion of empirical studies mentioned 
in previous scholars' studies. It can be seen from this that the empirical research on IFLT in China is 
gradually increasing, but the growth rate is still slow. Regarding the research content, the empirical 
research on IFLT in China mainly focuses on three aspects: pedagogical strategy, instrument/model 
construction, teaching assessment, and the research institute on pedagogical strategy is the most. For 
the study participants, only four studies included teachers or foreign students, one included high school 
students and one postgraduate and some studies focus on students with good English proficiency or 
English majors. According to the  Guidelines on College English Teaching in 2017 (the latest edition), 
intercultural competence is one of the core contents, which means that the cultivation of intercultural 
communication competence has become an important part of the college English curriculum. Foreign 
language teaching has gradually become an important platform and way for colleges and universities to 
cultivate students' intercultural competence (Liao & Li, 2017). Therefore, to be comprehensively 
cultivated, it is necessary to cover different areas of specialization, and select students with different 
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levels and educational backgrounds as research objects. In addition, domestic scholars only use 
quantitative or qualitative research methods, the proportions are close and low, and most of them 
choose the mixed research methods, which is different from the research methods commonly used by 
international scholars. In order to be in line with the international community and work together to 
promote the prosperity and development of IFLT, it is one of the directions that we need to work hard 
to use quantitative methods for empirical research. 

 
6. Conclusion 
    Through the analysis of 21 empirical research articles, the study analyzes and contrasts the three 
dimensions of research content, research participants and methodology. It can be seen that domestic 
scholars' research focuses on pedagogical strategy, which helps to enrich teachers' integration of 
intercultural diversity in foreign language teaching and provide more effective teaching methods, but 
the construction of scales is still needed. With the increasing importance of IC skills, future research 
participants should not only cover various professional fields, but also involve different learning groups, 
and try to adopt different research methods to enrich the connotation of IFLT.  

 
Also, there are some limitations. For example, the samples are merely from six domestic journals 

and without comparing them with the international articles. And some articles may not have a clear 
identity and can be categorized into two types. These should be improved in further studies. 
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