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ABSTRACT: Numerous studies have revealed that teaching Spanish as a Foreign Language 
(SFL) in China from a communicative and intercultural approach faces serious obstacles due 
to the cultural characteristics of Chinese-speaking students, such as passivity, fear of mis-
takes, the search for perfection, dependence on the teacher, and reluctance to work in groups. 
These factors perpetuate teaching that focuses mainly on linguistic aspects. To reverse this 
situation, the Chinese Ministry of Education implemented in 2022 new requirements for 
SFL teaching in universities, which would allow this student body to align with internation-
al standards in language teaching. Among the nine key competencies defined, intercultural 
competence stands out as a tool for increasing motivation, success, and cultural integration. 
In this context, the present research analyses the intercultural competence development of 
15 Chinese-speaking SFL students at Jilin University (China). For this purpose, education-
al tools based on Almodóvar’s films have been designed and implemented, supported by 
studies that highlight his treatment of complex and universal sociocultural themes from a 
profoundly Spanish perspective. The qualitative results demonstrate the effectiveness of 
these resources in overcoming the predominant structuralist approach, fostering intercultural 
competence in its affective, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions, and increasing students’ 
motivation and sense of participation.
Keywords: Spanish as a Foreign Language, Chinese-speaking university students, intercul-
tural competence development, communicative competence in Chinese SFL students, Pedro 
Almodóvar’ films as intercultural resources in SFL

Desarrollo de la competencia intercultural en estudiantes universitarios sinohablantes 
de español a través del cine de Pedro Almodóvar

RESUMEN: Numerosos estudios revelan que la creciente enseñanza de ELE en China des-
de un enfoque comunicativo e intercultural se enfrenta a serios obstáculos debido a las ca-
racterísticas del alumnado sinohablante, tales como la pasividad, el miedo a los errores, la 
búsqueda de la perfección, la dependencia del profesor y la reticencia a trabajar en grupo. 
Estos factores perpetúan una enseñanza centrada principalmente en los aspectos lingüísticos. 
Para revertir esto, el Ministerio de Educación de China implementó en 2022 nuevos requi-
sitos para la enseñanza de ELE que permitan alinearse con los estándares internacionales en 
enseñanza de lenguas. Entre las nueve competencias clave definidas, destaca la intercultural 
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como herramienta para aumentar la motivación y la integración cultural. Así, la presente 
investigación analiza el desarrollo de la competencia intercultural de quince estudiantes de 
ELE de la Universidad de Jilin. Se han diseñado e implementado instrumentos educativos 
basados en el cine de Almodóvar, respaldados por estudios que destacan su tratamiento de te-
mas socioculturales complejos y universales desde una perspectiva profundamente española. 
Los resultados cualitativos demuestran la eficacia del plan para superar el enfoque estruc-
turalista, fomentando la competencia intercultural en sus dimensiones afectiva, cognitiva y 
conductual, e incrementando la motivación y el sentido de participación.
Palabras clave: Español como lengua extranjera, estudiantes universitarios sinohablantes, 
desarrollo de la competencia intercultural, competencia comunicativa en estudiantes chinos 
de ELE, el cine de Pedro Almodóvar como herramienta intercultural en ELE

1. Introduction

Driven by the growing demand for Chinese-Spanish bilingual professionals and the 
development of economic and cultural connections between China and Spanish-speaking 
countries, learning Spanish as a university major in China has become increasingly popular. 
Since its inception in 1956, with only 41 students, it has grown to exceed 25,000 students 
today (Yu, 2021).

Although universities have offered quality teaching that improves language proficiency, 
their effectiveness in the development of communicative and intercultural competencies has 
been deficient (Manzanares & Guijarro, 2023). International educational frameworks have 
promoted these competencies as key objectives, emphasising their importance in foreign 
language classrooms to prepare students for a globalised world, where effective multicultural 
communication and interaction are essential (Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 1998; Council of Eu-
rope, 2002). This approach involves not only mastering the language but also understanding 
and adapting to different sociocultural contexts, which enriches the learning experience and 
enhances students’ ability to function in real environments.

In response to this situation, the Chinese Ministry of Education (2022) established 
new requirements for the teaching of SFL in universities, highlighting communicative and 
intercultural competencies as two of the nine essential competencies to be developed in the 
curriculum. Therefore, the selection of teaching materials that benefit the development of 
these competencies and increase student interest and motivation has become a key consid-
eration for educators.

In consideration of these premises, this study arises from the emerging need to adopt 
and evaluate the effectiveness of innovative teaching methods that foster a deeper under-
standing of intercultural communicative interactions based on authentic contexts to over-
come traditional methodologies. Therefore, and based on previous studies on Almodóvar’s 
films in SFL contexts (Ruiz, 1995; Fernández, 2008; Guijarro & Ruiz, 2011; Barbazán, 
2014), this study has as its main objective to study the effectiveness of three films by 
Pedro Almodóvar, ¿Qué he hecho yo para merecer esto? (1984), Hable con ella (2002), 
and Volver (2006), as efficient resources that help develop the intercultural competence 
of Sino-speaking SFL students (Jilin University), in a motivating and communicative 
learning environment.
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2. Conceptual framework

2.1. Hispanic studies in China

To respond to the demands of a globalised culture and economy between China and 
Spanish-speaking countries, the Spanish Section of the Steering Committee for Foreign 
Language Teaching in Higher Education edited the Didactic Guide for the Degree in Span-
ish Language and Literature (Chinese Ministry of Education, 2022) and, thus, addressed 
the shortcomings highlighted in the previous programmes, which can be summarised in the 
fact intercultural competence is relegated to linguistic-communicative aspects and classroom 
practice is focused on intensive listening and reading in order to accumulate knowledge 
(Lu, 2000). According to this Guide, the general objective of this degree is to train Spanish 
language professionals and bilingual or multilingual multidisciplinary individuals to meet 
the need for international exchanges, economic and social development, as well as teaching 
and academic research in Spanish as a foreign language.

For the first time, intercultural competence has been conceived as one of the nine 
competencies that students must develop during their learning process. In addition, interna-
tional communication, critical thinking, and practical competence are closely related to the 
fundamental principles of interculturality. Although most subjects are designed to develop 
communicative competence in Spanish, sociocultural content also forms an important part 
of the teaching-learning process. This diversity of sociocultural content enriches the curric-
ulum and offers students a broad and global vision of cultures, improving their sensitivity 
and respect for cultural diversity, their intercultural understanding, and their communicative 
competence in an intercultural context.

2.2. Characteristics of Chinese students

Passive participation and silence in class, especially in communicative activities, have 
been repeatedly mentioned by Spanish and Chinese-speaking SFL teachers (Sánchez Griñán, 
2008; He, 2008; Méndez Marassa, 2009; Zhu, 2010; Zhao, 2025). He (2008) attributes 
this to a variety of basic rules of society that Chinese students must comply with, such as 
respect for the teacher’s authority, recognition of the collective that avoids interrupting the 
large group, modesty, and the prevalence of actions over words, aspects inherited from the 
Confucian and Taoist traditions. In addition, the avoidance of error predominates because 
it is perceived as a failure and lack of effort (Zhu, 2010; Galloso Camacho, 2014) and 
the preference for individual work, but they are also diligent, persistent, perfectionist, 
affectionate, competent in memorisation, and willing to learn (Sánchez Griñán, 2008). 
However, adaptation to new communicative and dynamic methodologies only requires a 
period of adaptation to overcome the shock, as Couto Frías (2010) noted. Moreover, in 
recent times, a shift from extrinsic motivation to intrinsic motivation with more cultural, 
linguistic, and professional contextual motivation has been observed (Song, 2019). This 
change in motivation implies a change in the training offered in universities and that a 
balance between linguistic and (inter)cultural content is sought in order to be successful 
in intercultural encounters.
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2.3. Interculturality in SFL

Although the concept of intercultural competence originated and developed in the 
West in the 1980s and 1990s (Zarate, 1986; Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 1998; Ek, 1986), it 
was introduced to foreign language teaching in China by Daokuan He and Wenzhong Hu, 
two Chinese researchers. Since then, Chinese scholars have begun to explore its impact on 
foreign language teaching-learning in the country (Dai, 2018). In their studies, they found 
that many Western theories have ignored the influence of the moral component, an aspect of 
constant importance in Chinese culture (Lin, 1996; Gao, 1998, 2002; Xiao & Chen, 2009; 
Manzanares & Guijarro, 2022; Álvarez, 2023). Therefore, Dai and Chen (2015) added the 
moral dimension, which together with the three dimensions mentioned by Chen and Starosta 
(1998), make up intercultural competence: affective (openness, relational self-concept, active 
empathy, mutual appreciation), cognitive (cultural knowledge, critical cultural awareness, 
cultural integration, intercultural perspective), behavioural (interaction skills, identity negoti-
ation, relationship building, creative tension) and moral (mutual respect, sincerity, tolerance, 
responsibility).

In Chinese SFL classrooms, due to the marked linguistic (Sino-Tibetan vs. Latin origin; 
logographic characters vs. Latin alphabet; absence of gender, number, and verb conjugations 
in Chinese; Chinese tonal phonetics; sounds such as “rr”; and cultural differences (harmony, 
collectivity, modesty, and respect for authority vs. Individualism, social life, and passion) 
between China and Spanish-speaking countries, turning Chinese-speaking students learning 
Spanish as a college major into speakers with good Spanish proficiency in just four years 
is already a great challenge, and even more so in native speakers (Qu, 2018; Manzanares 
& Guijarro, 2022).

Like communicative competence, intercultural competence is not acquired instanta-
neously but is a gradual and continuous process that develops over time through contin-
uous learning and critical reflection (Wessling, 2009). Therefore, assessment should be 
conducted comprehensively, considering the various components of each stage or level 
(Byram, 1997), and focus on the continuous process of learning rather than simply on 
a final outcome (Deardorff, 2006; Lázár et al., 2007; Fantini, 2009; Dai & Chen, 2014; 
Zhao, 2025).

Among the most recognised components that build intercultural competence, Lázár 
et al., (2007), Byram (1997) and Fantini (2009) stressed the importance of assessing the 
ability to behave appropriately in a new cultural context (know-how), the acceptance of a 
new perspective of the world (know-how to be) and sociocultural knowledge (knowledge). 
In this way, the cognitive, behavioural and affective dimensions of the learner can be bet-
ter understood. Of the three dimensions, sociocultural knowledge is the easiest to evaluate 
because of its objectivity in acquisition.

Once the components to be assessed have been identified, it is essential to develop 
clear and specific indicators to make the assessment of this abstract competence concrete and 
measurable (Deardorff, 2006; Dai, 2018). For example, the affective dimension encompasses 
self-concept, curiosity, open-mindedness, nonjudgemental attitude, social relaxation, active 
empathy, and mutual appreciation (Chen & Starosta, 1998; Byram, 1997; Dai & Chen, 2015; 
Zhang, 2020; Zhao, 2025).
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2.4. Pedro Almodóvar in SFL

When it comes to incorporating Hispanic films in the SFL classroom, the works of Pedro 
Almodóvar are a frequent choice because of the authentic use of the Spanish language, as 
well as for developing themes, characters, and cultural situations that are a good reflection 
of Spanish society from the late seventies of the last century to the present day, such as 
religion, gender, marginality, bullfighting, politics, or rurality vs. urbanity (Monterubbianesi, 
2011; Brodalka, 2017; Guijarro & Ruiz, 2011; González, 2021).

Several SFL classroom experiences have used Almodóvar’s films, such as Ruiz (1995) 
who analyses the use of Mujeres al borde de un ataque de nervios (1988) to enrich lin-
guistic comprehension and improve the pragmatic competence of students, including the 
learning of nonverbal language such as gestures and facial expressions typical of Spain. 
Vílchez (2006), on the other hand, examined Hable con ella (2002) paper on pragmatic 
aspects such as politeness, tone, word choice, and sentence structure, which are essential 
for respectful and effective communication. In addition, it allows researchers to explore 
the deep cultural aspects of Spain, such as friendship, love, bullfighting, and the concep-
tion of death.

Fernández (2008) developed a series of educational activities using the film La flor de 
mi secreto (1995) to foster an intercultural, critical, and comprehensive perspective on various 
values, attitudes and behaviours present in Spanish society. This approach not only seeks to 
improve students’ linguistic and cultural understanding but also develops their empathy and 
critical analysis from an intercultural perspective.

Guijarro Ojeda and Ruiz Cecilia (2011) discuss how the films ¿Qué he hecho yo para 
merecer esto? (1984) and La ley del deseo (1987) are effective examples in the SFL class-
room to explore how gender roles and sexual identities are represented, constructed, and 
negotiated in Spanish culture.

In the Chinese-speaking context, Barbazán (2014) implemented a selection of Spanish 
films, including Pedro Almodóvar’s Átame (1989), Los abrazos rotos (2009), and Volver 
(2006), to familiarise Chinese learners with Spanish culture, as well as challenge and expand 
their perceptions of women in Spanish society.

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants

A non-probabilistic, purposive sampling method was employed, as the study required 
participants to meet specific inclusion criteria: they had to be students majoring in Hispanic 
Studies at Jilin University, possess a Spanish proficiency level around B2, necessary for the 
didactic tasks, and have access to an internet-connected device capable of supporting the 
Microsoft Teams application. This approach was necessary because not all students would 
have been able to follow the original-language film viewings and the associated commu-
nicative tasks. Although this type of sampling does not ensure statistical representativeness, 
it allows for greater richness and depth of information. Furthermore, given the specificity 
of the context, replication in similar educational settings could produce comparable results.
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Consequently, the sample was finally composed of 15 students (14 females and 1 male) 
aged 19–26, of whom 4 were at B1 level, 7 at B2 level and 4 at C1 level. Among them, 13 
are in China, while 2 are participating in an international exchange in Spain.

Table 1. Participants
Group Pseudonym Gender Age Year Level

Group 1
Ana Woman 21 Fourth C1

Benjamin Man 22 Fourth C1
Nieve Woman 26 Master C1

Group 2
Tamar Woman 23 Fourth B2
Tatiana Woman 22 Fourth B2

Yaquelín Woman 21 Fourth C1

Group 3
Elena Woman 20 Third B2
Latifa Woman 20 Fourth B2
Lidia Woman 19 Third B2

Group 4
Calypso Woman 20 Second B1

Lola Woman 21 Second B2
Nebula Woman 19 Second B1

Group 5
Cristina Woman 19 Second B1

Lis Woman 18 Second B1
Susi Woman 19 Second B2

3.2. Data collection techniques

3.2.1. Film corpus and its didactic instruments

The film corpus selected to investigate interculturality in SFL has focused on the films 
¿Qué he hecho yo para merecer esto? (1984), Hable con ella (2002), and Volver (2006). 
These films were chosen because they mark three different moments in Almodóvar’s ca-
reer, which allows us to work with the students, in addition to the cultural elements, on 
a certain diachronic perspective of the axiological elements inherent to Spanish culture. 

The intercultural topics of discussion selected for each film session were based on 
the theoretical and practical principles included in the theoretical framework of this study. 
Although they are not the objects of this paper, the three work sessions include a com-
plete design of communicative tasks and activities that correctly articulate the pedagogical 
scaffolding.

The intercultural topics that were discussed in each session are as follows:

Session 1: ¿Qué he hecho yo para merecer esto? (1984). Topic 1: Gender equality in 
historical perspective Spain-China: politics, social roles, labour market, and challenges to 
tradition. Topic 2: Women’s marginality and sex work: legality, culture, and contexts.
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Session 2: Hable con ella (2002). Topic 1: Discussion on bullfighting: Spanish tradi-
tion and Chinese traditions. Topic 2: Gender stereotypes from an intercultural perspective: 
women and bullfighting.

Session 3: Volver (2006). Topic 1: Sexual violence: experiences and values from an 
intergenerational and intercultural Spain-China perspective. Topic 2: Origin, meaning, and 
vital influence of superstitions in Spain-China intercultural perspective. Topic 3: The culture 
of death from a Spain-China intercultural perspective. Topic 4: Rurality vs. urbanity, life, 
social interactions, and architecture. Topic 5: Care in Spain and China: feminism, older 
adults, ageism.

3.2.2. Research techniques

In this study, focus group discussions and participant observation were used as research 
techniques. In order to conduct effective discussion groups considering the characteristics of 
Chinese-speaking students, the participants were divided into five groups of three students each, 
as stated in section 3.1, to conduct dynamic discussions around the tasks of the teaching plans.

During the discussion processes, the researchers, also observers, reviewed the verbal
and nonverbal expressions of the students, noted the interactions in the group, and 

observed the participants unwilling or unable to participate and, in turn, recorded their own 
sensations, feelings, and impressions.

All discussion sessions were recorded on the Microsoft Teams Platform with the 
consent of all participants. The data will be used in research only and will be ethically 
safeguarded. Once the various research reports have been published, the data will be per-
manently destroyed.

3.3. Data analysis techniques

The data were analysed using content analysis techniques, grouping the results into 
three categories or variables and their sub-variables advanced by the different interculturality 
studies, based on the ideas proposed by Chen and Starosta (1998), Byram (1997), Council 
of Europe (2002) and Dai and Chen (2015), complemented with our classroom observations. 

For the sake of research objectivity, we quantified the number of positive contri-
butions of all participants within each category and subcategory to determine how they 
evolved during the three group discussion sessions. Furthermore, based on the consensus 
among researchers such as Deardorff (2006), Lázár et al. (2007), Fantini (2009) and Dai 
and Chen (2014), who agree that the assessment of this competence should be contin-
uous to fully understand the student’s developmental trajectory and adjust teaching in 
a timely and flexible manner, students’ intercultural competence has been assessed in 
three consecutive stages.

The following are the established categories that are useful for this study.
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Table 2. Categories and subcategories of content analysis

Competence Categories Subcategories

Interculturality

Affectivity •	Curiosity and openness
•	Respect, equality, empathy and diversity

Knowledge
•	Own sociocultural knowledge
•	Others’ sociocultural knowledge
•	Recognition of sociocultural prejudices and stereotypes

Behaviour
•	Interpretation and analysis of sociocultural norms and conventions
•	Intracultural and intercultural linkage and comparison
•	Critique of sociocultural norms and conversations

3.4. Procedure

Between March and July 2022, contact was established with those responsible for the 
Spanish Association of Jilin University to explore who would be the potential participants 
based on the conditions of the level of communicative competence in Spanish. At the same 
time, and until October 2022, the communicative and intercultural programming to be im-
plemented afterwards was designed. The research was planned to be carried out face-to-face, 
but the strong restrictive measures in China due to COVID-19 forced it to be performed 
via telematic means.

The research was conducted over three months from November 2022 to January 2023 
in three progressive sessions. 

Given the extended viewing time of the films and the preferences of most students, it 
was decided that the films would be viewed independently by the students before the sessions 
as many times as they needed, allowing more efficient use of time during the encounters 
to focus on interactive activities. Likewise, from the first to the third session, adjustments 
were made to the programming based on the continuous evaluation of the researchers and 
students of the pedagogical process as a whole.

Finally, from January 2023 to February 2025, data organisation, processing and analysis 
were carried out.

4. Results and discussion

In this section, we explore the evolution of students’ intercultural competence, as de-
termined through group discussions. The results will be organised according to the affective, 
cognitive and behavioural variables of intercultural competence. They also provide a detailed 
view of group dynamics and their impact on students’ learning and adaptation to multicul-
tural environments (Chen & Starosta, 1998; Byram, 1997, 1997; Council of Europe, 2002; 
Deardoff, 2006; Lázár et al., 2007; Fantini, 2009; Dai & Chen, 2015).
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4.1. Intercultural affectivity

First, Table 3 presents the results on the affective dimension of interculturality.

Table 3. Group results of intercultural affectivity
Intercultural affectivity

Curiosity and 
openness

Respect, equality,
empathy and diversity

Total

Group 1
Stage 1 0 8 8
Stage 2 1 7 8
Stage 3 1 8 9

Group 2
Stage 1 1 5 6
Stage 2 1 3 4
Stage 3 0 3 3

Group 3
Stage 1 3 8 11
Stage 2 1 1 2
Stage 3 0 5 5

Group 4
Stage 1 2 7 9
Stage 2 1 0 1
Stage 3 0 4 4

Group 5
Stage 1 0 8 8
Stage 2 3 1 4
Stage 3 2 5 7

Total of the 5 groups per stage
Stage 1 42
Stage 2 19
Stage 3 28

Overall, no obvious progress was observed in the affective dimension of intercultural 
competence for all participating students. Compared with the other two dimensions, the 
level of competence demonstrated in this dimension became basic and was derived mainly 
from the aspects of respect, equality, empathy, and diversity, as established by the Chinese 
Ministry of Education (2022). The lack of progress can be attributed to multiple factors. 
One of them may be the inherent complexity of assessing this dimension in students, given 
that it is intrinsically related to aspects of culture that Weaver (1986) considered subjec-
tive, internal, and non-tangible, which are shared among natives and are difficult to acquire 
monographically.

Another factor may be their close connection to moral qualities (Chinese Ministry of 
Education, 2022). Although scholars such as Lin (1996), Gao (1998), and Deardorff (2006) 
emphasised these qualities as essential components of intercultural competence, these are 
private standards that evolve over time and personal experiences, making them unsuitable 
for assessment by a teacher or researcher in a classroom setting. These two characteristics 
presented challenges both for the direct observation of this dimension in students and for 
the establishment of uniform categories that would allow for an accurate and comprehensive 
assessment of its development. 
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Furthermore, this low performance is also related to the fact that the focus of this 
teaching plan was not primarily on this dimension, but rather on the behavioural dimension. 
The establishment of the focus responds to the fact that, on the one hand, the participating 
students belonging to intermediate and advanced courses had already developed considerable 
intercultural sensitivity before the start of the programme, through multiple exposures to 
various cultural situations throughout their curricular learning. 

On the other hand, it responds to the need to consider the students’ urgent weaknesses 
in order to maximise their overall performance in intercultural competence in an educational 
programme that consisted of only three sessions. This pedagogical prioritisation aligns with 
Deardorff’s (2006) proposal on the need for an educational design with prioritised approaches 
to teaching target cultures to meet specific educational purposes.

4.2. Intercultural knowledge

Table 4 presents the results of the cognitive dimension of interculturality.

Table 4. Group results of intercultural knowledge
Intercultural knowledge

Own sociocultural 
knowledge

Others’ 
sociocultural 

knowledge

Recognition of 
intercultural 
prejudices and 

stereotypes

Total

Group 1
Stage 1 6 1 2 9
Stage 2 4 4 6 14
Stage 3 14 3 0 17

Group 2
Stage 1 6 4 4 14
Stage 2 13 7 5 25
Stage 3 19 5 0 24

Group 3
Stage 1 3 12 3 18
Stage 2 12 2 5 19
Stage 3 14 0 0 14

Group 4
Stage 1 4 2 1 7
Stage 2 7 12 1 20
Stage 3 6 0 0 6

Group 5
Stage 1 6 5 0 11
Stage 2 5 4 5 14
Stage 3 9 2 0 11

Total of the 5 groups per stage
Stage 1 59
Stage 2 92
Stage 3 72

Regarding the cognitive dimension, progress was observed in all students in groups 
1 and 2. Specifically, most of these students (four out of six) showed improvement in the 
second stage. One student made progress in the third stage, while another exhibited progres-
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sive improvement throughout the programme. This result reflects that despite the variety of 
individual responses to the teaching plan, the overall performance indicates that students in 
higher grades (fourth year and Master’s) with a level between B2-C1 acquire sociocultural 
knowledge more easily through films and discussions.

This progress was mainly derived from the development of their own cultural knowledge. 
However, this fact does not imply that students adopt a completely monocultural perspective, 
which researchers such as Meyer (1991) and Denis and Matas (2002) relate to the ethnocentric 
and exotic description that contributes to misunderstandings and stereotypes that undermine 
the development of intercultural competence. In contrast, one’s own sociocultural knowledge 
manifested in the discussions reflects reactions to sociocultural phenomena observed in the 
Spanish context through Spanish films. 

Therefore, it would be more appropriate to interpret that students exhibit both a multi-
cultural and an intercultural perspective, enhancing their self-analysis and self-revelation in a 
process of clash and fusion between internal and external knowledge within an intercultural 
context. The general progress observed in this dimension has supported Fantini and Tirmizi’s 
(2006) theory, according to which such a process helps mitigate ethnocentric bias and favours 
the development of intercultural awareness. These findings help to reinforce the principles 
set forth by the Chinese Ministry of Education (2022), particularly regarding the importance 
of fostering dialogue between a strong sense of personal identity and international outlook. 
Furthermore, such actions require well-developed humanistic and scientific qualities, along 
with a spirit of cooperation and innovation, in order to maintain an active and open attitude 
towards intercultural phenomena and to critically analyse them. 

Although the students strengthened their own sociocultural knowledge, no comparable 
progress was observed in their understanding of foreign cultures. The students’ level in this 
last aspect did not show obvious changes and remained low. Nevertheless, this element 
maintains a dynamic relationship with the interpretation and analysis of sociocultural norms 
and the convention domain of the behavioural dimension.

Since students in both groups were in their higher years, they already possessed a 
broad knowledge of both Hispanic and world aspects and could deepen their understanding 
through analysis and interpretations of their own. In fact, the subcategory of interpretation 
and analysis of sociocultural norms and conventions is also dynamically linked to one’s own 
sociocultural knowledge. However, the discrepancy observed in the increases in own versus 
others’ knowledge may be because students share a common cultural background. Thus, 
in many cases, their discourses about their own norms and conventions were not detailed, 
which has indirectly corroborated Miquel and Sans’ (2004) theory about the importance of 
learning culture in a dry way to facilitate the decoding of numerous linguistic and cultural 
cues among native speakers. Moreover, it has confirmed García Cantos’ (2012) proposal on 
the need to immerse oneself in contextualised observations of the culture under study to 
achieve both explicit and implicit understanding of the culture.

Like the level of other’s sociocultural knowledge, the level of recognition of prejudices 
and stereotypes of these students also remained at a basic level, with no evident changes 
throughout the programme. This result was mainly due to the selection of the films used 
in the didactic program, which directly influenced the coverage of sociocultural topics. The 
fact that some selected films did not contain relevant content on prejudice and stereotypes 
may have limited the students’ development in this aspect.
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The variability in the results of the development of the three underlying aspects of the 
cognitive dimension revealed a weakness of the teaching plan in achieving balanced deve-
lopment in this dimension. This limitation is largely attributed to the absence of activities 
specifically designed to address each aspect individually, as this is not the primary focus of 
this research. However, if the main educational objective is to enhance and deepen particular 
components of this dimension, excerpts from different films that address similar or identical 
sociocultural themes, in which these elements are clearly highlighted, are considered more 
effective.

In contrast to the generally stable development observed in the cognitive dimension 
among the first two groups, the evolution of this same dimension in the last two groups 
was particularly varied, characterised by fluctuations, stagnations and even declines. This 
phenomenon reflects that the mastery of sociocultural knowledge of second- and third-
year students, who had a level of B1 to B2, varies considerably depending on the topic 
covered. For example, an “inverted U-shaped” pattern of development was observed in 
almost all female students in groups 4 and 5, where an increase was recorded in the 
second stage, mainly due to their understanding of topics such as superstitions. However, 
this knowledge often remained superficial and quantitative, so the participants did not 
achieve a deep understanding of the cultural context necessary to develop intercultural 
skills.

The varying performances achieved by each group suggest that the teaching plan did 
not have a uniform impact on the development of intercultural awareness among all students. 
Moreover, its close linkage with the degree of familiarity with the sociocultural topic co-
vered among the students in less advanced courses has again supported Walker and Noda’s 
(2000) theory of the need for more extensive contextualised practices to approach the level 
of competent intercultural speakers. Thus, revising and expanding the current plan in terms 
of both depth and breadth are considered imperative. It would be beneficial to reduce the 
number of sociocultural topics covered in each session to allow for greater depth in each 
session and to facilitate the internalisation of sociocultural knowledge. At the same time, 
similar plans of this type could be introduced in the classroom to provide students with 
more time and exposure to diverse intercultural contexts.

However, as mentioned above, insufficient development in this dimension can also 
be interpreted as an indication of improved intercultural skills because the cognitive 
and behavioural dimensions are closely interrelated: detailed and deep understanding of 
sociocultural knowledge is recognised as an interpretive and analytical skill, while the 
identification of stereotypes and prejudices accompanied by analysis and reflection is 
considered critical skill. Both skills related to strategic and flexible research are essential 
components and abilities within the behavioural dimension, as established by the Chinese 
Ministry of Education (2022). 

4.3. Intercultural behaviour

Table 5 presents the results of the behavioural dimension of the intercultural dimension 
of the study.
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Table 5. Group results of intercultural behaviour
INTERCULTURAL BEHAVIOUR

Interpretation 
and analysis of 

sociocultural norms 
and conventions

Intracultural 
and intercultural 

linkages and 
comparisons

Critique of 
sociocultural 

norms and 
conversations

Total

Group 1

Stage 1 4 4 9 17
Stage 2 10 1 7 18
Stage 3 18 8 1 27

Group 2

Stage 1 5 2 9 16
Stage 2 8 2 8 18
Stage 3 11 12 8 31

Group 3

Stage 1 6 5 7 18
Stage 2 10 1 6 17
Stage 3 14 9 6 29

Group 4

Stage 1 2 4 8 14
Stage 2 1 3 1 5
Stage 3 8 6 4 18

Group 5

Stage 1 0 2 7 9
Stage 2 7 0 4 11
Stage 3 12 9 2 23

Total of the 5 groups per stage
Stage 1 74
Stage 2 69
Stage 3 128

Regarding the behavioural dimension, most students (73.3%) made significant progress after the 
implementation of the teaching plan, and this progress was particularly noticeable in the last stage. This 
suggests that the development of intercultural skills requires time to accumulate relevant experiences 
and internalise knowledge. Specifically, improvements were observed mainly in the skills of interpret-
ing and analysing sociocultural norms and conventions and intracultural and intercultural linkages and 
comparisons, indicating that the plan was effective in deepening understanding and comparing cultures. 
This effectiveness also meets the requirements of the Chinese Ministry of Education (2022) for teach-
ing cultures in the curriculum, which state that such teaching should facilitate students’ strategic and 
flexible engagement in intercultural activities strategically and flexibly, as well as help them carry out 
intercultural communication efficiently.

However, their effectiveness in developing the critique of sociocultural norms and 
conventions was limited, which may be due to the variability of the sociocultural topics 
addressed, some more controversial and others more neutral, which may have influenced 
the low performance in this aspect. This reflects that there is still considerable room for 
improvement in this aspect, which Byram (1997) and Chinese Ministry of Education (2022) 
consider essential for students to develop “knowing how to engage,” characterised by critical 
thinking. This approach may also be a priority in future iterations of the programme for 
students to reach the later stages of intercultural competence acquisition: reflection on cultural 
phenomena and understanding based on cultural empathy, proposed by Barros García et al., 
(2002), and cultural involvement and internalisation based on deep reflections, identified by 
Denis and Matas (2002).
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In addition, there was a notable diversity in the rate of progress in intercultural skills 
among the students. For example, some who initially presented a lower level in the group 
managed, over time, to match or even surpass their peers who started at a more advanced 
level. This phenomenon illustrates that the evolution of intercultural skills can be gradual 
or sudden. Despite these variations, it is noteworthy that most of the students experienced 
considerable improvements in this aspect in only three sessions. This has confirmed the 
effectiveness of the teaching plan in facilitating this evolution by providing students with 
opportunities to practice and consolidate their intercultural skills in an intensive, contextual-
ised, active, autonomous and cooperative manner, corroborating Byram and Fleming’s (2001) 
proposal that participation and self-learning are indispensable factors in turning students into 
competent social actors in intercultural settings.

5. Conclusions

By way of conclusion, Table 6 presents the evolutionary data of the three dimensions 
under consideration of the different sub-competences of interculturality evaluated.

Table 6. Overall results of the 5 groups by dimensions and stages
Competence Sub-competence Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

Interculturality

Affectivity 42 19 28
Knowledge 59 92 72
Behaviour 74 69 128

Grand Total 175 180 228

Although the affective dimension of intercultural competence did not register obvious 
advances, considerable progress was observed in the cognitive and behavioural dimensions. 
The improvements achieved in intercultural knowledge are centred on self-knowledge, 
indicating a positive evolution towards greater self-awareness and cultural self-revelation. 

However, this progress did not uniformly extend to understanding other cultures or rec-
ognising prejudices and stereotypes, underscoring the need to reinforce these aspects in future 
interventions. In terms of intercultural skills, progress was observed in analytical, interpretive, and 
comparative skills related to sociocultural norms and conventions. However, critical skills related 
to these norms and conventions remain areas that require further attention in future research.

Finally, if we jointly quantify all the records of the intercultural competencies and 
sub-competencies evaluated, we see how there is a positive evolution in the number and 
quality of intercultural records, which go from 175 records in the first stage to 180 in the 
second stage and reach a significant evolution to 228 items in the third and last stage of work.

Therefore, we can confirm that the intercultural work plan designed, implemented, and 
evaluated based on three films by Almodóvar, ¿Qué he hecho yo para merecer esto? (1984), 
Hable con ella (2002), and Volver (2006), has been effective in developing the intercultural 
competence of the beneficiary population, as well as a useful pedagogical tool for commu-
nication and motivation in a Chinese-speaking university context, Jilin University. 

These results also show that the traditional cultural conditioning factors of Chinese 
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students are not determinants in preventing the development of communicative and inter-
cultural competences in Spanish as a foreign language.

Considering the preceding discussion, this study demonstrates that the plan contributes 
to achieving the principles outlined by the Chinese Ministry of Education (2022) in its 
definition of interculturality in SFL, which include intercultural qualities, knowledge, and 
competencies. Among these, particular emphasis is placed on moral integrity and a strong 
sense of social responsibility, both essential to Chinese culture, as well as cooperation and 
innovation, strong humanistic and scientific qualities, and linguistic, literary, and regional 
knowledge (including history, economics, and culture). The cultivation of these elements 
supports the development of intercultural competence by fostering sensitivity to differences 
and the ability to analyze them, promoting an active and open attitude toward multicultural 
phenomena, encouraging strategic and flexible approaches to intercultural activities, and aiding 
individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds in achieving effective intercultural communication.

6. Statement

This paper presents unpublished partial results from the doctoral dissertation “Evaluación 
de un plan de enseñanza basado en el cine de Pedro Almodóvar para desarrollar las com-
petencias comunicativa e intercultural en estudiantes universitarios sinohablantes de ELE” 
(2025), carried out by Jinzhu Qu under the supervision of Professor Juan Ramón Guijarro 
Ojeda, within the Doctoral Programme in Education at the University of Granada (Spain). 
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