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Abstract 
 

 

STRATEGIES FOR CULTIVATING THE INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATIVE 

COMPETENCE OF CHINESE EFL LEARNERS IN PRIMARY SCHOOL IN CHINA 

 

 

Feng Xiao 

 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Madelon Kohler-Busch 
 
 
 
 

With the popularization of teaching methods and the in-depth study of language and culture, 

many foreign language scholars believe that the goal of foreign language teaching is to cultivate 

students’ ability of cross-cultural communication and usage of language.  In the primary school 

stage, students will be able to master a lot of vocabulary and grammar, but it is difficult to 

communicate English in authentic situations.  However, in primary grades the teacher should 

also teach the target culture, and, in doing so, awake primary students’ interests in intercultural 

communication.  Cultivating awareness in pupils at the primary school level through intercultural 

teaching requires thoughtful and tiered culture-based teaching as conscious and purposeful 

activity. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

   

In recent years, with the economic integration of the world, the rapid development of science and 

technology and the continuous strengthening of the links between countries, the importance of 

international communication has increased dramatically.  It can be stated, that English is one of 

most popular and economically language in the world.  In other words, English plays an ever 

increasing and very importance role in people’s lives around the world.  At the same time, the 

English curriculum standards in primary schools specify ever higher and newer requirements for 

the teaching of English, and cultural awareness is one of the new concepts which aims to let 

students establish a genuine contact and understanding of the cultures of English-speaking 

countries.  It can be stated, that the level of inclusion of culture in English curricula in primary 

schools in China has been improving year by year.  

With the popularization of teaching methods and the in-depth study of language and culture, 

many foreign language scholars believe that the goal of foreign language teaching is to cultivate 

students‘ ability of cross-cultural communication and their use of language.  At the primary 

school level, students are able to master a lot of vocabulary and grammar, but it is difficult to 

communicate in English in and through authentic situations.  Placed in a real situation of cross-

cultural communication, many primary school students have low communicative English 

competence and do not know how to express their views, let alone engage in a meaningful 

dialog .  

This paper discusses intercultural communicative competence as a key to improve English 

teaching in primary schools.  Through a comprehensive and systematic analysis and study of 

students‘ intercultural communication the paper discusses the essential role which cultivating 
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students’ awareness of intercultural communication plays in forming the basis of a deep and 

meaningful exchange.  In order to improve the cross-cultural awareness of primary school 

students and improve their cross-cultural communicative competence, it is feasible for teachers 

to combine the teaching contents of language and of English culture with the teaching strategies 

of the multi-modal teaching method.  To improve learning outcomes, it is necessary for teachers 

to first cultivate pupils’ awareness of cross-cultural communication and then their ability to 

engage in cross-cultural communication in order to make better use of language in actual, 

authentic situations. 

 

1.1 Statement of the Problem 

 

   

English is an important subject in China's education system; it attaches great importance to the 

cultivation of students' English ability.  However, in the actual teaching of primary school 

English, there are still many problems in the teaching of content and the methods used.  The 

classroom is more inclined to impart basic language knowledge, and lacks the content of cultural 

communication, which to a large extent limits students' English vision, and is not conducive to 

the improvement of students' ability to apply their knowledge of English.  Therefore, teachers 

need to change their thinking and embrace the awareness of intercultural communication as an 

important part of English teaching, so as to promote students deeper grasp of English cultural 

knowledge.  The question then is, as a primary teacher in China, how to cultivate the 

intercultural communicative competence in English teaching in primary school? 
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1.2 Definition of Terms 

 

Communicative competence is a very important and complex system of abilities; it includes 

many factors such as people’s knowledge, social cultural background knowledge, literature 

knowledge, cognitive ability, emotional factors, understanding body language and attitude 

toward time and space. 

Through connotations of culture in the target language, learners can form their intercultural 

communicative competence to achieve successful communication. 

Intercultural Communicative Competence, or ICC, has been researched by many scholars in a 

variety of ways.  It has been investigated using different labels such as cross-cultural adjustment, 

intercultural understanding, intercultural effectiveness, cross-cultural awareness 

(Guthrie&Zektick,1967; Harris,1975; Ruben &Kealy,1979; Spizeberg&Cupach,1984).  Byram 

(1997, 2009) has one proposed view, in which he not only researches interpersonal 

communication, but also discusses further insight into sub-competencies of linguistic, 

sociolinguistic and intercultural competence.  Through the skills and knowledge relevant to the 

acquisition of intercultural competence, ICC is categorized by knowledge, attitudes, skills of 

discovery interaction, skills of interpreting/relating, and critical cultural awareness. 
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1.3 Purpose of the Study 

 

Learning English in primary school is the initial step in a child’s study of English.  At this point, 

it is the first step to introduce and thus open students’ cultural awareness of the English-speaking 

world.  If primary students only know English language as a language subject and only learn 

single and basic knowledge and skills of English language, students will not develop an 

appreciation of the actual value of learning English.  Thus, students will acquire only a narrow, 

prescribed knowledge of English.  In addition, at this time in their development and educational 

journey, it is more difficult to cultivate the cross-cultural communication consciousness.  There 

is no doubt that this stage prevents students from attaining comprehensive ability of English.  

The reality is that most primary school students in China learn English in class and don't know 

how to use it outside the classroom.  In addition, in primary school English teaching, teachers 

often pay attention only to English grammar teaching and mainly focus on teaching only basic 

English knowledge itself with the result that the content of classroom teaching is relatively rigid 

and narrow.  This limited teaching focus cannot be effective for the stated goal of applying the 

knowledge learned in class to communicate with foreigners. Students' English ability can 

actually not improve sufficiently to reach that goal.  On this basis, this paper analyzes the 

importance and reasons of cultivating students' intercultural awareness in primary school English 

teaching.  This paper proposes some strategies to improve intercultural awareness and 

intercultural communicative competence of primary school English learners. 
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1.4 Significance of the Study 

 

Language is one of the most important tools for human communication.  There is a close 

connection between language and culture. At the same time, language is a way of cultural 

transmission.  Culture is the foundation of language formation.  In order to learn a language, we 

must first understand the cultural background in which the language was formed and does now 

function.  If one wants to communicate with foreigners with appropriate language, one must first 

understand the culture intertwined with the language in order to avoid misunderstandings or even 

a complete communication breakdown.  Therefore, in the process of teaching language, teachers 

should not only teach the knowledge of the language itself, such as vocabulary, grammar, 

sentence structure, etc., but also be aware of the importance of teaching culture and purposefully 

include it in their teaching practices.  Communicative principles should be combined with 

various social and cultural factors so as to improve students' communicative competence.  With 

the acceleration of globalization, China has a growing demand for talents with intercultural 

communication skills.  This study is to analyze the current situation and the barriers to the 

development of primary school students' intercultural communicative competence in English, 

and to put forward strategies to promote the formation of intercultural communicative 

competence.  From the perspective of the cognitive development of primary school students, the 

cultivation of English intercultural communication ability can stimulate their interest in English 

learning, promote the formation of a positive learning attitude and improve their learning ability.  

For primary school English teachers, this study can point toward practices which can improve 

the quality of teaching and lay a solid foundation for training international talent.  Therefore, it is 

necessary to make it possible for students at the primary school level to acquire English 
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intercultural communicative competence and to explore various alternative practices suitable for 

such new or expanded content principles as schools integrate English communicative 

competence in their EFL curriculum in their quest to better serve English teaching. 

 

1.5 Delimitation of the Study 

 

This paper focuses on Chinese students and English as it is taught by primary school English 

teachers in China.  It focuses on the importance of cultivating pupils' intercultural 

communicative competence in English teaching and gives corresponding answers and problem-

solving strategies.  The study aims to help primary school teachers and pupils to be creative and 

adapt effective ways to expand the classroom, looking for diverse ways to develop and motivate 

elementary school students.  This author has discussed the situation concerning the 

communicative competence situation with colleagues, parents and students from different 

backgrounds and different regions and it has become clear that the results of this thesis may be 

useful for teachers and learners alike.  This study may not be an exhaustive study to be 

applicable in all English teaching cases. 

 

1.6 Methodology 

 

A literature review of professional journals and articles on cross-cultural communication skills, 

as well as seminar papers, including publications on to apply these concepts in Chinese 

classroom of ESL is included. Most of the resources come from the UW-Platteville online 

library. 
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Chapter 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

2.1 Communicative Competence 

To define the concept of "communicative competence", we can research two words which make 

up communicative competence.  Competence can be described as knowledge, familiarity, 

understanding, expertise, comprehension, and the word "communication" has the meaning of 

exchange or interaction.  Thus, we can formulate that communicative competence is only 

"communicative competence"; for the purpose of socialization, people have an ability to 

socialize. 

The concept of ‘communicative competence‘ was developed and used by Dell Hymes (1966) 

already in 1966.  Hymes makes a distinction between his concept of ‘communicative 

competence’ and Chomsky's ‘competence and performance’.  For Chomsky (1965), competence 

is “the ideal speaker listener knowledge of his language” (p:3).  Chomsky  believes that the focus 

of linguistic theory is "to represent the abstract capacity of the speaker and listener, enabling 

them to produce grammatically correct sentences" (p: 3).  Hymes (1972) points out that 

communicative competence not only represents grammatical competence, but also represents 

sociolinguistic competence. 

 

2.2 Intercultural Communicative Competence 

Communicative competence is a very important and complex system of abilities, it includes 

many factors such as native speakers’ language knowledge, social cultural background 

knowledge, knowledge of literature, cognitive ability, and emotional factors. 
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Using and understanding cultural connotations in the target language, learners acquire their 

intercultural communicative competence to achieve successful communication. 

Intercultural communicative competence has been researched by many scholars in a variety 

of ways.  It has been investigated under different terms such as cross-cultural, adjustment, 

intercultural understanding, intercultural effectiveness, cross- cultural awareness 

(Guthrie&Zektick,1967; Harris,1975; Ruben &Kealy,1979; Spielberg& Cupach,1984).  Byram 

(1997, 2009) proposes a concept in which he not only researches interpersonal communication 

but further brings together insight into sub-competencies of linguistic, sociolinguistic and 

intercultural competence.  Through the skills and knowledge relevant to the acquisition of 

intercultural competence, ICC is categorized by knowledge, attitudes, skills of discovery/ 

interaction, skills of interpreting/relating and critical cultural awareness. 

 

2.3 Culture Teaching and Intercultural Communicative competence 

 

In the process of cross-cultural communication, cultural ignorance is the main factor hindering 

successful communication. To address cultural ignorance, foreign language teaching should pay 

special attention to cultural teaching to cultivate the communicative ability of primary students.  

The purpose of teaching culture is to help students understand the fact that everyone exhibits 

culturally-constrained behaviors, and to help students better understand the common behaviors in 

the target culture, which can differ greatly from the common behaviors of their own culture.  

Cultural teaching is also expected to help students improve their understanding of the cultural 

connotation of words and phrases in the target culture, and then stimulate students' curiosity for 

the target culture, and ultimately help students develop the necessary skills to recognize, locate 
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and organize information about the target culture. 

Teaching culture should be combined with the actual teaching situation in the language 

classroom in order to achieve a more comprehensive cultural goal, that is, to improve the cultural 

awareness of learners and cultivate their communication skills.  To be precise, the learners of 

primary school English as a foreign language must keep in mind the following objectives of 

cultural teaching.  First of all, teaching culture is to help learners deepen their understanding of 

all people's cultural behavior.  Next, this will assist learners to improve their understanding of the 

cultural connotations of words and phrases in the target culture.  In addition, cultural teaching 

can also strengthen learners ability to develop the necessary skills to locate and organize 

information about the target culture. 

Brown (2002) believes that in teaching practice, teachers must attach great importance to 

certain teaching principles.  When developing teaching activities, teachers should adhere to the 

following cultural teaching principles to develop elementary school students’ initial cultural 

awareness.  First, all target languages should be used as the main tool for teaching culture.  

Second, educators should recognize and prevent possible preexisting negative stereotypes based 

in the local culture on the teaching of the target culture.  It is also important to adopt cultural 

comparison methods in the process of cultural teaching. 

 

The main purpose of cultural teaching aimed at improving the communication skills of 

learners is to produce certain language forms in an acceptable way.  As Dodd states: "The 

effectiveness of cross-cultural communication is the goal of cross-cultural communication.” 

(Dodd, 2006, p.26).  The overall purpose of teachers is to provide students with the necessary 

language forms and the necessary connections between form and meaning.  Teachers should also 
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help learners to more deeply understand the general concepts of culture and acquire the ability to 

think and act critically in the target culture. 

 

Considering the principles and purposes of the above-mentioned cultural teaching, the 

selection of cultural teaching content is very important.  The following should be considered 

during the selection process.  Words with different target cultural characteristics, cultural 

connotations of expressions and idioms, cultural factors that interfere with verbal and non-verbal 

communication, political knowledge, economics, historical and contemporary social conditions 

in English-speaking countries, differences in cultural values and ways of thinking, and their 

impact on the way of communication and so on. 

 

2.3.1 Arouse Primary Students Interests in Intercultural Teaching 

It is often said that personal interest is the best way for learners to learn.  However, the fact is 

that most Chinese elementary school students attach great importance to the study of language 

ability, but because the English exam for the Junior High School entrance examination only tests 

the students' mastery of language knowledge, the examination of communicative ability is often 

ignored.  Therefore, the first step in implementing cultural teaching is to arouse pupils’ interest 

in cross-cultural knowledge.  Are there many ways to stimulate and increase primary school 

learners’ interest in cross-cultural knowledge?  Listening to classic English songs or watching 

English movies can raise students’ interest and particularly learning English as a foreign 

language.  Especially those movies that have won acclaimed awards such as an Oscar are 

beneficial to students on various ESL levels.  Teachers should also help students eliminate the 

fear of imitation in the learning process.  Once students have enough courage to speak and speak 
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English, their interest in learning English will greatly increase. 

 

2.3.2 Cultivated Primary Students ‘Awareness in Intercultural Teaching 

Intercultural awareness is a term we use to describe the sensitivity to the influence of 

culturally induced behavior on language use and communication.  Cross-cultural awareness has 

proven to be one of the most important steps in developing student communication skills. In her  

book “Language and Culture”, Kramsch (1993) pointed out that developing cross-cultural 

awareness means being aware of members of another cultural group.  

Davis further believes that there are four levels of cultural awareness (Davis, 2001).  At the 

first level, learners have superficial stereotypes, and they view foreign cultures as exotic and 

bizarre.  Cultural conflicts occurs at the second level, because learners are more and more 

familiar with the target culture and discover differences in values and behaviors.  Significant 

subtle comparisons are made at this level.  In the third stage, learners change their attitude 

towards culture from "incredible" to "convincing", and in the fourth stage, learners have 

incorporated cultural awareness as an internal element.  Davis argues that learners need to reach 

at least the third level in order to become an effective intercultural communicator. 

 

2.3.3 Making Cultural Teaching a Conscious and Purposeful Activity 

Traditional English classroom teaching mainly focuses on the development of language 

skills.  But in order to meet the needs of society, cultural teaching aimed at improving and 

enhancing the communicative competence of primary school students should become a 

conscious and purposeful process.  In the teaching process, various teaching activities can be 

planned and carried out, such as introducing models and theories of cultural teaching, and 
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inviting learners to share experiences.  Moran (2004) proposed several guidelines for teaching 

culture.  These guidelines include: teachers should be cultural learners; teachers must play 

different roles at each stage; and so on.  By stimulating knowledge and understanding the nature 

of learning, learners can clarify their intentions and determine appropriate strategies to promote 

their cross-cultural learning. 

Gochenour and Janeway proposed a different cultural learning model in 1993.  They believe 

that the process of cultural teaching is a purposeful behavior.  Learners of this kind of activity 

will have to consciously complete a series of cross-cultural tasks. 
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Chapter 3: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The development of intercultural competence that already exists in language education can lead 

people to gain more learning and teaching experience.  On the basis of cross-cultural 

competence, critical thinking, awareness and self-regulating practice, students and teachers can 

exert their greatest strength in the process of developing a new educational culture. 

Communication always occurs at any given occasion, so it believes that communication ability 

has its own background. 

 

Qualified communicators should be proficient in understanding and mastering communication 

strategies, which is essentially necessary to improve their communication skills, and be effective 

at using appropriate language to express themselves according to changes in the situation. 

ICC is considered one of the ultimate goals of TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language). 

It is recognized that foreign language teaching should be combined with the target culture. 

Cross-cultural teaching scholarship requires a framework to integrate various abilities, directions 

and critical awareness into effective cross-cultural teaching.  The framework needs to be based 

on teachers’ decision-making, rather than on the profound dynamics of teacher identity.  This  

requires new and transformative educational interventions, and these interventions are beyond 

the methods and scope of most foreign language teacher education programs. 

The cultivation of intercultural communicative competence is a comprehensive project, and 

language and culture are two inseparable aspects.  In the process of primary school English 

teaching, teachers should clearly state that the language can only be used correctly in a specific 
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cultural background and environment in order to reflect its communication value.  Therefore, 

teachers must not only impart language knowledge to students, but also pay attention to cultural 

teaching and eliminate language barriers caused by cultural differences in cross-cultural 

communication. 
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