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Abstract


Sustainable development is a widely discussed topic. English language education plays the dominant role in China, but the education of languages other than English (LOTEs) is more important for sustainable development. Based on a case study of German language education, this paper draws SWOT analysis to discuss the current foreign language education in China associated with sustainable development. We find that there are four current trends in the sustainable development of foreign language education in China: promotion of sustainable multilingual education, cultivation of sustainable citizens, integration of cultural values for sustainable development and digitalization for sustainable foreign language education. There are also challenges and new perspectives. A rational and systematic policy of multilingualism should be planned. In order to cultivate sustainable citizens who are able to respond to various global problems, the curricula, teaching materials and examinations for LOTE teaching at secondary schools and universities should be co-designed to work with each other. In order to integrate cultural values effectively, more suitable teaching materials should be developed and published, and teachers need to be trained for practicing these contents in class. Digitization in teaching, research and learning should be promoted.
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1. Introduction


Sustainability is a complex and wildly discussed topic in many fields including the field of foreign language education. Sustainable development (based on the 17 goals of UNESCO 2017) encompasses future-oriented, whole-society and global dimensions of ecological sustainability, social and generational justice, democratic citizenship, economic performance and well-being of the world’s population at large. “[To] foster the right types of values and skills that will lead to sustainable and inclusive growth, and peaceful living together” [1] (p. 7), education has been playing a key role. As sustainability is not a local issue, all sustainability related problems ought to be discussed on the macro scale, which requires an internationally shared means of communication such as a language [2]. Therefore, it is pointed out that foreign language education is crucial to the achievement of all the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) of UNESCO. In this context, foreign language education should be adapted to sustainable development.



One big problem facing the sustainable development of foreign language education in most countries in the world including China is that with the rise of English as an international language, it has been the dominant language in many contexts, while languages other than English (LOTEs) are in decline. Many countries have recognized that English is identified as the most important medium of global language, but not the only one [3]. As in other countries, China is aware of this situation and has adjusted its foreign language education policies in recent years, particularly in relation to LOTEs, in order to promote the sustainable development of the overall foreign language education in China. The number of German learners in China has exceeded 145,000 by the end of 2020 [4], and is one of the most important LOTEs. In this study, based on a case study of German language education in China, we discuss the current foreign language education in China associated with the sustainable development. To this end, this study focuses on two questions:




	(1)

	
What are the current trends in the sustainable development of foreign language education in China?




	(2)

	
What are the challenges and perspectives facing the sustainable development of foreign language education in China?










2. Overview of Foreign Language Education in China


Since 1949, the Chinese foreign language education has gone through five periods: the period of establishment (1949–1965), the period of stagnation (1966–1976), the period of development (1977–1999), the period of acceleration (1999–2017), and a new period (2013–present) [5].



From 1949 to 1964, because of the close relations between China and Russia, Russian was almost the only foreign language in China and should be taught in all schools. In the ten years of Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1977, Chinese foreign language education stagnated. After this period, with the worsening of the relations between China and Russia and the thawing of the relations between China and the USA, English began to become the main foreign language in China. To meet the demands of communication with western countries, China’s government encouraged people to learn English, requiring all public schools to set up English courses for all students. In particular, English is treated as one of required three courses (the other two are Chinese and mathematics) for all primary, middle and high school students. After learning English in primary, middle and high schools of 12 years, the high school students choose English as the foreign language subject for College Entrance Examination (also called Gaokao). From 1999, universities began to expand in China, and many universities added foreign language majors. By the end of 2007, there had been 899 universities nationwide offering English majors [6]. In the new era since 2013, the “English fever” has begun to cool down, and the LOTEs are given opportunities to develop. The initiative of “Belt and Road” proposed in 2013 triggered especially China’s renewed investment in developing programs of LOTEs in different educational contexts, although since the 1980s, China has determined to develop English language education with due attention to other languages such as Japanese and Russian [7] and high school students have been able to choose Japanese or Russian for Gaokao. The number of students choosing LOTEs for Gaokao is extremely small compared to English. Along with the introduction of the new national curriculum program and standards for high school education in 2018, German, French and Spanish are also officially recognized as the foreign language subjects in Gaokao [8]. In higher education, the English major is the largest and most populous among the foreign language programs. And the number of learners of non-English majors who learn English as a foreign language in universities is even larger. More than 22.85 million candidates took the “Examination of Higher Education English Level 4” and “Examination of Higher Education English Level 6” (Only students in higher education institutions are eligible to register for the two exams and this exam is taken twice a year, in June and December) in 2021 [9] (p. 11). Since 2018, a few universities in China are beginning to encourage students to learn a LOTE as a second and even third foreign language [10].



However, English is the most important foreign language in Chinese language education [11], and the scale of LOTEs in different levels is relatively small in terms of the number of schools offering these foreign language courses, the number of learners and the impact. In an ever-changing world, the Chinese foreign language education has experienced new changes in the last five years. This study therefore focuses on the latest changes in the last five years.




3. Analysis Framework


In this study, we draw SWOT analysis to explore the opportunities and challenges for the sustainable development for foreign language education in China. SWOT analysis is an important strategic planning tool used by businesses and other organizations, and is used to ensure that there is a clear objective defined for the project or venture and that all factors related to the efforts, both positive and negative, are identified and addressed [12].



The Table 1 lists the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that influence the sustainable development of education of foreign languages, especially of LOTEs, in China.



	
Strengths






S1: Multilingual education in China has its intrinsic motivations as the development of economy, science and technology, close connection between China and the whole world, and increased international exchanges require a sustainable development of foreign language education, so as to enable individuals to develop sustainably for the new era and to empower a nation to participate in international affairs.



S2: After decades’ development of foreign language education in China, the concept of language education needs to be changed to cultivation of sustainable citizens.



	
Opportunities






O1: The deepening of globalization and China’s globalization initiatives such as the “Belt and Road” initiative have created new framework conditions for the further development of foreign language education.



O2: In recent years, the concept of global sustainable development has developed and become widely accepted worldwide.



O3: Modern technological innovations have made the digitalization of foreign language education possible.



	
Weaknesses






W1: A systematic policy on multilingualism is currently lacking.



W2: There is a lack of continuity in secondary education and university education in LOTEs. This is reflected in the lack of continuity in curriculums, accompanying teaching materials and lack of appropriate training for teachers.



W3: The integration of cultural values of foreign languages, especially of LOTEs, into teaching materials and process is not sufficient. Suitable teaching materials have not yet been published and teachers need to be trained.



	
Threats






T1: English is a global language, and learners of LOTEs are few in number and have little influence.



T2: Technological advances and digital trends place high demands for both students and teachers.




4. Current Trends in the Sustainable Development of Foreign Language Education in China


Based on the above SWOT analysis, four current trends in the sustainable development of foreign language education in China are found out.



4.1. Promotion of Sustainable Multilingual Education


For a long time, English plays the dominant role in many countries in different educational contexts, while LOTEs are discriminated against and are in decline. In recent years, many countries have begun to recognize this status quo, because the languages of the world have to be protected in order to protect the cultures of the world and language is culture expressed in words [3] (p. 158). In order to achieve one of the SDGs that all learners can appreciate cultural diversity and the contribution of each culture to sustainable development [13], countries have raised the importance of multilingual education to solve the problem. In the USA, the National Foreign Language Center claims “to improve the capacity of the U.S. to communicate in languages other than English” (https://www.idealist.org/en/nonprofit/1bbf34d86f184eaa9ebe5e0494f4e4cb-national-foreign-language-center-riverdale (accessed on 22 March 2023)). In South Korea, the “Act on the Promotion of Special Foreign Language Education” and its supporting laws promulgated in 2016/17 are also important milestones in the development of less commonly taught language education [14].



In addition to the impact of international foreign language educational trend, the new emerging social, political and economic needs, especially the beginning of “Belt and Road” initiative in 2013, China has tried to develop LOTEs. In 2016, the Ministry of Education (MOE) issued the plan of “Developing Educational Cooperation along the Belt and Road”, stressing the need to expand multilingual education in China’s secondary- and tertiary-level institutions. In 2017, the MOE approved more than 20 foreign language degree programs including Hebrew, Persian and Serbian in more than 30 Chinese higher education institutions and encouraged secondary-school graduates to be recommenced for admission to LOTE major studies through favoring policies, such as early admission schemes or lower passing scores in the Gaokao [15]. Most importantly, German, French and Spanish in addition to English, Russian and Japanese were approved as an examination subject in the College Entrance Examination and new educational standards for these foreign languages were developed [8]. This means that five LOTEs as foreign language subjects are available in secondary-level education and the learners also have the chance to learn a second and a third foreign language. Meanwhile, the teaching of second and third foreign languages, including German and French, will be increasingly promoted, and was stipulated at the conference on the reform of foreign language education for non-major foreign language philology programs in 2018 [10] (p. 9). It is thus clear that foreign language education in China is being reformed with the aim of promoting lingual and cultural diversity and thus its sustainable development.



As a result of these policies, the number and scale of LOTE degree programs at Chinese universities have been growing dramatically, especially at Beijing Foreign Studies University, which has the longest history of LOTE education in China and offers most foreign language courses. By the end of 2020, the university has increased more than 100 language degree programs (https://www.bfsu.edu.cn/overview (accessed on 22 March 2023)). There has been a huzdramatic increase in the number of schools and universities offering these language courses, and LOTE learners have begun to increase greatly. We take German as an example. By the end of 2019, there had been around 23,400 Chinese students learning German in primary, middle, high schools. Along with the introduction of the new national curriculum program and standards for high school education in 2018, a considerable increase in the number of German learners in middle and high schools can be expected in the next few years. At the same time, the subject of German/German Studies continues to develop. After a moderate growth in the second half of the 20th century, the number of German Studies departments in Chinese universities has risen to 117 by 2017 [16] (p. 40), with Master’s programs at 33 universities and doctorates at 11 universities. More and more students are learning German as a second foreign language, which can be confirmed by the fact that in 2021, around 7000 Chinese students from more than 297 higher education institutions took the “Examination of Higher Education German Level 4” and the “Examination of Higher Education German Level 6” [17] (p. 50) (Only students in higher education institutions are eligible to register for the two exams). In fact, even more students are learning German as a second or third foreign language. Although the number of learners of German is incomparable to that of learners of English—for example, the number of people taking “Examination of Higher Education English Level 4” and “Examination of Higher Education English Level 6” exceeded 20 million in 2021 [9] (p. 11)—it should be seen that the German language as a LOTE has developed positively in recent years.



To sum up, benefiting from its sustainable multilingual education in recent years, China not only makes the most significant contribution to sustaining English as a global language [18], but also plays a role in promoting the learning and teaching of LOTEs as well.




4.2. Cultivation of Sustainable Citizens


In the new era, we need to educate the “sustainability citizens” who are able to collaborate, speak up and act for positive changes [19]. There is a general agreement that sustainability citizens need to have certain key competencies that allow them to engage constructively and responsibly with today’s world [20] (p. 10). The key competencies, such as system thinking competency, strategic competency, collaboration competency and critical thinking competency, are generally seen to be crucial to advance sustainable development of individuals [20,21]. In recent years, the foreign language education in China focuses on developing students’ key competencies so as to cultivate the sustainable citizens.



Key competencies have been a topic of interest in the international education landscape for a long time. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) first created and highlighted the idea of key-competencies by enriching its connotations and disseminated it globally soon after. According to the OEDC, a competency is defined as “more than just knowledge and skill”, but “the ability to meet complex demands by drawing on and mobilizing psychosocial resources (including skills and attitudes) in a particular context” [22] (p. 4). Following the OECD, the EU and the UNESCO accepted this term and worked on the concept continuously. China has also got involved in this trend. The key competencies for foreign language learning and teaching are localized, and a new term “Hexin-suyang” is introduced with the announcement of the new national curriculum program and standards for high school education in 2018. Along with this reform, German, French and Spanish were accepted in the Gaokao, and this concept is well adapted to these foreign languages.



The term Hexin-suyang is defined as “the key competencies, characters, and values that individuals show when they apply knowledge and skills to deal with complex situations” [23]. Many “local competences” are added to the Chinese framework of competences, such as Chinese morals and traditional culture competences, based on the assumption that they all constitute the central ideal of what it means to be the all-round developed person [24]. This means that foreign language education in today’s China is no longer merely competence-oriented, but goes beyond by placing greater emphasis on the development of sustainable citizens.



More importantly, to answer the question of how to achieve the overarching goals in education, subject key competencies are developed. Subject key competencies, by definition, are positive values, crucial characters, and key skills that learners acquire in learning each subject. Specifically for the six foreign language subjects, four subject key competencies, or four Hexin-suyang were set out: language ability, learning ability, thinking quality and cultural awareness. Under each subject key competence, there are still specific goals for teaching the foreign language. The Figure 1 shows four key competencies for German language.



Language ability, which is a basic and necessary ability for learners to learn, refers to the ability to understand and express meaning in a social context by way of listening, speaking, reading, viewing, and writing a foreign language, and also includes language awareness and a feel for language developed in the course of learning and using the language [23].



Learning ability refers to the ability to learn how to learn. Learning ability is not limited to learning methods and strategies, but also includes the knowledge and attitudes towards foreign language learning [25]. Mastery of learning ability has a great influence on learners’ enthusiasm for learning any foreign language and also for their lifelong learning of foreign languages.



Thinking quality is the brain’s indirect generalization of objective things and connections. It is based on perception and the procession of perceptual information through intellectual activities such as analysis and synthesis, abstraction, and generalization, and involves using the knowledge stored in memory as a medium to explore the internal essential connections and regularities of things [23].



Cultural awareness includes Chinese and foreign cultural knowledge, which is the basis for students to understand cultural connotations, to compare cultural similarities and differences, to absorb cultural essence, and to strengthen cultural self-confidence in language learning activities [23].



The four subject key competencies show that learning a foreign language includes not only learning and mastering of language knowledge and skills, but also the cultivation and improvement of learning ability, thinking quality, and cultural awareness [26]. Cultivating these abilities and qualities can truly contribute to the development of sustainable citizens and their lifelong learning, regardless of the foreign language being studied.



The development of sustainable citizens is recognized at both high schools and universities, and this particularly has had a positive impact on the LOTEs. The first quality standard for the university subject German Studies was published in 2018 and the instructions for university German have been developed [27], both of which follow this concept. For example, in the quality standard for the university subject German Studies, it is set out that the training objective of the German Studies degree is not only to impart and improve language skills, but also to train the German Studies students in the complex of practical skills, creativity, personal activity, intercultural skills, sense of responsibility and psycho-physical resilience in the situational context [28].



To sum up, the development of sustainable citizens as a talent development goal has been put into practice in the last five years and has greatly influenced the foreign language education in China, especially the LOTE education.




4.3. Integration of Cultural Values for Sustainable Development


For a long time, foreign language education in China had a wrong orientation that learning a foreign language requires students to spend too much time on rote-learning to pass examinations. Therefore, students focus more on language knowledge and skills, but ignore the culture embedded in language. Actually, language learning and teaching is not just about developing the language ability of individuals, and it also works toward an ideal of intercultural communication, a vision for life in a plurilingual world [29], which is consistent with one of SDGs that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development by 2030 [13]. In recent years, the foreign language education in China has been moving in this direction, integrating culture values into all aspects of foreign language education.



Culture along with learning a language involves different aspects, such as products, practices, persons, and perspectives [30] (p. 25). It was realized that it is through immersion into a foreign culture that the most important differences with one’s own culture come to the fore, and that the most important differences are in cultural values [31]. The cultural values that are currently having a very profound impact on Chinese society are the concept of “socialist core values” and the concept of “the community of shared future for mankind (CSFM)”. Socialist core values were originally proposed in 2012, and consist of 16 aspects (patriotism, dedication, integrity, friendship, freedom, equality, justice, rule of law, prosperity, democracy, and civilization, harmony), covering three different levels: individual, social and national levels. The CSFM concept was firstly introduced in 2013 and proposes a world community where the economic relations among nations should be based on the principle of win-win cooperation, which guarantees shared, just, and equitable development and prosperity for all [32]. Based on the concept of “socialist core values”, the CSFM concept extends its scope from individual to international relations. That is to say, the two concepts represent precisely the dominant cultural values of current Chinese society at four levels: personal, social, national and international levels. The two concepts are the values that China has put forward in the face of domestic and foreign changes and are a continuation of China’s excellent traditional culture in modern society. For example, the CSFM concept is a modern expression of the traditional Chinese values such as “World harmony” (天下大同) and “knowledge and action are one” (知行合一) [33].



More importantly, the two dominant concepts of cultural values in China are consistent with the global sustainable development pursued by the international community in the last two decades. The fundamental principles of sustainable development are augmented by political, legal and cultural dimensions: “Peace, security, stability and respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, including the right to development, as well as respect for cultural diversity, are essential for achieving sustainable development and ensuring that sustainable development benefits all” [34] (p. 15). Resolutions on sustainability often refer to different levels. For example, in the final report of Johannesburg 2002, “we assume a collective responsibility to advance and strengthen the interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable development—economic development, social development and environmental protection—at the local, national, regional and global levels” [34].



Education is a right that transforms lives when it is accessible to all, relevant and underpinned by core shared values [20] (p. 1). It is when cultural values are similar that people are more likely to understand, appreciate and communicate with each other. The Chinese share quite a few values mainly from the concept of “socialist core values” and the concept CSFM with the international community. It is on this basis that China can interact with the international community in a friendly manner. Over the past five years, Chinese education, especially foreign language education, has sought to integrate these internationally shared cultural values, so that Chinese students can better understand students from other countries and communicate with them. With the introduction of the new national curriculum program and standards for high school education in 2018, learners are expected to compare, appreciate, criticize, and reflect on different cultures, while understanding, feeling, and experiencing excellent Chinese culture and foreign cultures [18]. Through the study of a foreign language, they can broaden their international horizons and improve ability of cultural appreciation and tolerance, enhance their understanding of excellent Chinese culture, and take the initiative to introduce Chinese culture to the whole world. In this way, Chinese learners can be prepared as global citizens to face global problems together with their partners around the world and promote global sustainable development together.




4.4. Digitalization for Sustainable Foreign Language Education


A large-scale survey on curriculum and instruction in China showed that rural middle school students have worse performance that urban ones in almost every schooling index, including school curriculum leadership, curriculum planning, teacher engagement, student learning quality, opportunities for learning, social relationships, family support und intervention, and learning outcomes [35]. These differences exist not only among different schools in rural or urban areas, but also among different classes within the same school. This situation of unfair development is even more pronounced in the case of education in LOTEs in China. Let’s take German language education as an example. On the one hand, the number of learners and schools at different levels offering German language courses has grown. On the other hand, German as a first, second or even third foreign language is studied in many secondary schools located in not only economically developed regions such as Beijing, Shanghai, etc., but also smaller cities in the economically relatively underdeveloped inland regions in Northeast and West China, where not a single German department is established at the universities [36]. Thanks to the use of information and communication technologies in the form of digital teaching, digital teacher training and digital seminars, China has provided quality education for different types of learners and eliminated educational inequalities, which is in line with one of the SDGs that quality education should ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all, in order to improve peoples’ lives and sustainable development [13], and promote sustainable foreign language education, especially sustainable LOTE education.



In recent years, almost all courses such as lectures, tutorials and seminars have taken place in digital teaching forms either synchronously or asynchronously, especially since the outbreak of COVID-19. Most of them were realized synchronously, and mainly in a traditional way, as action-oriented learning activities are difficult to manage without face-to-face communication and learners are not continuously motivated. Consequently, the learning effect is limited in synchronous teaching. However, through Massive Open Online Course (MOOC), teachers and learners are detached from time and place. The number of English-language MOOCs has grown rapidly because of its great impact and learners’ number, while the MOOCs of LOTEs have developed slowly. At the end of 2021, there were only 18 MOOCs in German Studies, an extremely low number, especially compared to the thousand MOOCs in English. Nevertheless, the 18 MOOCs include courses for language knowledge transfer as well as specialized courses such as linguistics, literature, regional studies, and history [17] (p. 52). Such MOOCs are a useful supplement to regular higher education. In view of the growing trend of German language at schools and universities, a large number of MOOCs in German/German studies can be expected in the near future.



Digital research on German language in China started in 2008, when the first German language corpus in China, the “Corpus of Interlanguage (German) of Chinese German Studies Students” (KICG), was compiled [37]. In the meantime, digital-based research on the German language in China has produced a lot of results, especially in the field of language acquisition research. Since 2017, the “Chinese German Learner Corpus” (CDLK) has been built at Zhejiang University, which collects the written texts on different topics and in different genres (argumentative, pictorial, descriptive and narrative texts) produced in class within 30 min without any aids by German learners from different years of schools and universities in different regions. According to the error system of Chinese learners of German with great efforts, the CDLK has been annotated at the word and sentence levels, which significantly enhances the corpus scientifically. Teaching and learning German in China is noticeably promoted by the CDLK, and the digitalized research can also be supported by the corpus.



Even during the pandemic, contacts of Chinese schools and universities with their German partners have not ceased, and can be further strengthened as exchanges can take place with the help of the internet without spatial restrictions at flexible times. Since the beginning of the pandemic, a number of lectures, seminars, discussions, and teacher training events have been organized online. The most effective one is the “Virtual German Teacher Days 2020” organized by the Goethe-Institute together with Zhejiang University. The 500 participants had a choice of 23 workshops. Chinese German teachers from all educational contexts were able to exchange views and experiences by attending public lectures and panel discussions. There are also some digital trainings for German teachers, such as DLL of the Goethe-Institute, which are particularly useful because German teachers at universities have long focused on the acquisition of the German language and the teaching of literary, linguistic and regional knowledge, and in most cases lack basic pedagogical and didactic-methodological training [38].



Although LOTEs such as German have not progressed as far as English, significant progresses have been made in the last few years. Because of digital teaching, digital teacher training and digital seminars, LOTE learners and teachers in different regions and schools of different levels have been given relatively equitable opportunities to learn, research, and develop themselves sustainably, so the foreign language education in China can also be developed in a sustainable way.





5. Challenges and Perspectives


In the last five years, four trends towards sustainable development of foreign language education in China are taking place: promotion of sustainable multilingual education, cultivation of sustainable citizens, integration of cultural values, and digitalization for sustainable foreign language education. At the same time, there are also challenges and new perspectives.



5.1. Developing a Systematic Policy of Multilingualism


As mentioned above, it is identified that there is a significant leap in the growth of LOTE programs and learners. However, there are a variety of challenges for the sustainable development of the whole foreign language education in China, including “bold” planning, teacher shortage and teacher’s overwhelming pressure, and poor attraction to learners.



Firstly, the policy of multilingualism should be rationally and systematically planned. The solution for primary and secondary school levels is to select the learners with a talent for language learning as early as possible, and to encourage them to learn LOTEs and then continue their learning at universities, because youngers are sensitive to languages and can learn more than one foreign language at the same time easily. Their learning experience can contribute to building their ability to learn foreign languages throughout their lives. In general, in addition to English, five foreign languages including German, French, Russian, Japanese and Spain can be offered in Chinese middle and high schools, even in some primary schools. However, compared to other countries such as America and Korea, more foreign languages should be encouraged, considering the location advantages of each region: in the cities where there is an ample supply of high-quality teachers of LOTEs and foreign languages are in high demand, such as Beijing and Shanghai, it is recommended that languages with greater coverage such as German and French can be added as the first foreign languages for the learners from an early age. The growth in the number of German learners in recent years has been due to the support for German language education in rapidly developing economic regions. The languages of neighbor countries such as Russian and Vietnamese can be encouraged in border areas [39]. It should be noted that the previous LOTE education at universities was designed in this way. In the case of Yunnan, LOTE programs in languages such as Thai, Burmese, Lao and other languages spoken in Southeast Asian countries are offered by Yunnan University, Yunan Minzu University and other tertiary vocational colleagues such as Yunnan Jiaotong Colleg, and Lincang Teachers’ College [40].



Secondly, many LOTE programs are short of teachers due to the programs’ rapid growth. Even in Beijing Foreign Studies University, the staffing situation of each program is not satisfied [40]. Given the young age of most teachers in these LOTE programs, they have recently started their academic careers and have limited prior education and training. At the same time, they are under overwhelming pressure to manage the balance between teaching and research because of the current Title Rating System in Chinese higher education. A fundamental solution to this problem is to set up specific support assessment systems for LOTE teachers and to provide training opportunities at the national level. Transnational and cross-lingual cooperation for LOTE teacher training can also be considered.



Studies have shown that the deteriorating employment situation in LOTE programs has made the programs less and less attractive for potential applicants, and the true applicants would be of lower academic quality, who may find it difficult to learn these languages and meet graduation requirements [40]. It can be considered that there are special programs to select learners with language talent to study LOTEs and to build good progression pathways to encourage them to continue their learning. For the greater majority of learners, to motivate their interest in learning LOTEs and to encourage their lifelong learning is also important.



In conclusion, a systematic multilingual policy for language placement according to linguistic and regional characteristics, teacher promotion and training, and student recruitment and promotion plays the dominant role for the sustainable development of the foreign language education in China, because the policy-making will take the implications for the sustainable development of a country, society and individuals into account.




5.2. Enhancing Continuity between Schools and Universities in Learning of LOTEs


If LOTEs, such as German, are not only established as an isolated school subject or a university course, but are integrated into a holistic system [41], primarily in order to cultivate sustainable citizens at different levels.



Let’s take German language as an example. Firstly, constant increase in German learners at schools calls for a reform of German education at universities, because many degree programs are designed for beginners, and do not offer a fully-fledged study of German language; rather, they are concerned with German in the sense of an extended language school, in which students focus on grammar and vocabulary [38]. Such courses do not meet the needs of students who have studied German at secondary schools for three to six years. In contrast to attending a language school, such courses should have a scientific level in terms of not only contents but also methodology. The courses should impart competences for autonomous learning with scientific working techniques and for reflective learning. Likewise, such competences that require independent thinking, intercultural ability to act, ability to innovate, ability to analyze and criticize German-language literature and international politics, and ability to deal with digital media are promoted to cultivate sustainable citizens [28]. It would be even better if there are flexible German course programs to meet the needs of students who are beginning or experienced learners of German, which will allow learners to choose the appropriate course according to their level and thus achieve best personal development.



Three series of school textbooks for German subject based on the Hexin-suyang model have already been designed and will have a significant impact on German learning in middle and high schools. In contrast, textbooks for German majors at universities, such as Studienweg Deutsch, are now outdated. They no longer contain up-to-date authentic language materials, and also lack continuity with textbooks for German as a school subject. New textbooks should be developed in line with school textbooks according to the same concept.



In addition, examinations and other performance monitoring procedures for the school subject German are in need of reform. This is especially the case of Gaokao, because this examination is a bridge between high school and university, and it should follow the same concept of foreign language learning at secondary schools and universities. Currently, this examination still follows the old knowledge-oriented concept, leading to exam-oriented German learning at secondary schools. In the future, these examinations should be designed according to the instructions (and also the examples of test items) and requirements of the educational standard, and should be changed to the subject-based Hexin-suyang-model, so as to cultivate sustainable citizens [42]. As mentioned in the above, the number of students registered for Gaogao is increasing. With the introduction of the new standards, a considerable increase in the number of students taking the Gaokao can be expected in the coming years. In this sense, the reform of Gaokao and other performance monitoring procedures is an urgent task of drastic importance.



Only if synergies between curricula, study programs, teaching materials and examinations for LOTEs at schools and universities are established and strengthened, the concept of cultivating sustainable citizens will be put into practice at various stages of LOTE learning, so as to promote sustainable development of individuals in the future.




5.3. Facilitating Effective Integration of Cultural Values in LOTEs


There is now a common understanding in Chinese foreign language education that carrying out education of cultural values in foreign language class can realize the sublimation of teaching materials related to individuals, society, nation and world community, and thus enrich teaching contexts. English, as the most significant foreign language, has made great efforts and achieved a lot in terms of teaching materials and teacher training; however, due to the small number of learners and low impact of LOTEs, it is needed to work on the effective integration of cultural values in LOTE education.



At present, cultural values are being sought to be integrated into LOTE education, particularly as learning contents. German language textbooks work as an example. Although there are no locally developed German language textbooks for secondary schools in use and teachers mostly use the textbooks introduced from Germany, which lack consideration of the needs of Chinese students, three school German textbooks have been completed and are about to be published. These three school textbooks were planned after 2018, so the writers have taken into account the Hexin-suyang concept as well as the needs of the learners in the current social context, with the purpose to cultivate the learners to be sustainable citizens, who can engage with global problems and promote global sustainable development with partners from the whole world. For example, one of the three textbooks Willkommen introduces the 17 Sustainable Development Goals of UN. In the unit of “Environment” in this textbook, students will be asked to put forward their ideas and suggestions on environmental protection to the municipality via a telephone hotline. The aim of this exercise is to encourage students to become aware of common human problems at an early stage, to take an active part in thinking and discussing social issues, to develop a sense of social participation and to develop a spirit of commitment and responsibility. It can be said that this textbook has made efforts and sporadic attempts in this regard; however, these attempts are not enough compared to the current goals pursued by Chinese foreign language education. The German language textbook currently used in Chinese universities, Studienweg Deutsch, was published 15 years ago and is outdated. New textbooks for German majors in universities are being developed and effective integration of cultural values, such as the objectives and principles of different levels, are also expected. In the absence of new teaching materials, teachers should play a role of conductor who can rationally utilize network materials and makes internet a powerful tool to help students build correct sense of values.



Embedding cultural values in foreign language class calls for continuous improvement of teachers’ comprehensive qualities, moral characters and active instruction of students to set up correct values, and adherer to the guiding status of cultural values. Therefore, teachers should adopt various teaching approaches to enable students to make dialectical comparison between Chinese and global values in the process of foreign language learning, so as to make them understand their missions in the new era. In this age of information explosion, it is also necessary and urgent for teachers to make use of modern teaching technology. Teachers are required to realize the combination of foreign language teaching and cultural values by means of multi-media teaching facilities and online teaching platform.



To sum up, in the current situation, effective integration of cultural values into LOTE education is achieved either by developing teaching materials, i.e., by making cultural values an important part of the learning content, or by training teachers, i.e., by empowering them to use the contents of teaching materials or to add cultural values education on their own.




5.4. Promotion of Digitization in Teaching, Research and Learning


Much progress has been made in digitalization of foreign language education in China, but teaching, research and learning of LOTEs such as German still have some shortcomings. The digital teaching, research and learning should be promoted in the future, with the purpose to eliminate inequities between different regions, schools, and even individuals, and finally to promote sustainable development of Chinese foreign language education.



German language is taken as an example again. Above all, digitization in teaching should satisfy the need for qualified teachers of German. Despite the growing dominance of English as the global lingua franca, German often does not serve as a predominant means of communication, but continues to serve as a language for scientific communication in the fields such as philosophy, music, religion, chemistry, car mechanics and medicine [43]. This is why the number of students with German as a second or third foreign language has increased significantly in the last five years and the need for German teachers is greater than ever before. In addition, new German teachers are needed at secondary schools and at the newly established German departments in Chinese universities. In the current training situation, where there is currently no basic pedagogical and didactic-methodical training in German or German studies in China, as mentioned above, the increasing demand can be met by means of digitalization in teaching, such as the promotion and dissemination of online German courses at all language levels.



In addition, there are more research opportunities because of the digitalization: On the one hand, one could focus on new research priorities in digital teaching, such as interaction in synchronous or asynchronous online teaching, learning activities in self-learning, effect of MOOCs, etc., which conversely promote digital teaching. On the other hand, research on the German language can continue to be digitalized and expanded: new procedures for analyzing and using research data are being developed, and new research questions are being posed with constantly evolving methods. The most representative digital research, corpus linguistics of German language, has currently yielded some results, and can be further promoted in the future in a cross-linguistic, cross-institutional, transnational, and interdisciplinary way [37].



Furthermore, the competences of German learners for autonomous learning and the use of digital media should be developed. They can independently select learning materials from the internet, use digital media and opt for a more flexible learning process that suits their language level to save time as well as energy. These competences contribute to sustainable development of individuals.



In a word, digitization is an important measure for the sustainable development of education including foreign language education in current digital society, irrespective of different educational inequities.





6. Conclusions


Given that sustainable development is a widely discussed topic, through a SWOT analysis, we have explored the current trends in the sustainable development of foreign language education in China in the last five years, and the challenges and perspectives of the sustainable development of foreign language education. English language education plays the dominant role in China, but the development of LOTE education is more important for sustainable development. In this study, we use German language as an example of LOTEs.



We have found that Chinese foreign language education currently has four trends: the promotion of multilingualism and promotion of LOTEs constitutes a framework for the sustainable development of foreign language education in China; the goal of talent development for foreign languages has been changed into the concept of cultivating sustainable citizens; in terms of learning and teaching contents, foreign language education integrates the cultural values that share the same connotations as global sustainability; digitalization is an essential measure for eliminating inequalities and achieving sustainable development of foreign language education.



Meanwhile, there are also challenges and perspectives: A rational and systematic policy of multilingualism should be planned, which should indicate the direction of foreign language education in China in the future. In order to cultivate sustainable citizens who are able to respond to various global problems, the curricula, teaching materials and examinations for German at secondary schools and universities should be co-designed to work with each other. Whether in terms of curriculums, textbooks or tests, there should be continuity between secondary schools and universities. In order to integrate the cultural values effectively, more suitable teaching materials should be developed and published; meanwhile, teachers need to be trained for practicing these contents in the class. The digitization in teaching, research and learning should be promoted.



Global issues urgently requires a shift toward the education of sustainable development. With these global trends, the foreign language education in China has made some progress, as it has tried to adapt to the trends. Chinese foreign language education will also continue to develop toward sustainable development. Future developments are yet to be followed, and we will share the experience with our international counterparts in the future.
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Figure 1. Four subject key competencies for German language. 
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Table 1. Influencing factors of foreign language education in China.
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	Positive Factors
	Negative Factors





	Internal factors
	Strengths



	
Promotion of multilingual education and encouragement of LOTE education



	
Cultivation of sustainable citizens as an educational goal





	Weaknesses



	
Lack of a systematic policy of multilingualism



	
Poor continuity between secondary schools and universities in LOTEs



	
Insufficiency of integration of cultural values in LOTEs








	External

factors
	Opportunities



	
Development of new framework conditions of foreign language education with globalization and globalization initiatives such as the “Belt and Road” initiative



	
Global spread of the concept of global sustainable development



	
Technological advances and digital trends





	Threats



	
Fewer learners and lower impact of LOTEs compared to English as lingua franca



	
High demands for LOTEs due to technological advances and digital trends
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