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Abstract. In recent years studying in the UK has become one of the popular options for Chinese 
students to enhance their academic qualifications. However, as the duration of studying in the UK is 
shorter than that of other English-speaking countries, it has become a problem whether Chinese 
students can adapt to the intercultural environment within a short time. In this paper, 63 Chinese 
students who are not majoring in English were tested on their mastery of culturally loaded words and 
their intercultural communication apprehension. The results were tested by Pearson's correlation 
test and concluded that there is no significant relationship between the two, and the reasons for this 
conclusion are discussed. Based on the questionnaires and random return interviews the authors 
believe that there are three reasons for this: firstly, due to the short period of study abroad students 
generally believe that learning culturally loaded words is not very important. Secondly, international 
students preferred to stay with people of the same race. Thirdly, even in intercultural interactions, 
people use fewer or no culturally loaded words to avoid ambiguity. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Research Background 

Studying in the United Kingdom has long been a popular choice for Chinese students due to its 

short study period and high school rankings. According to the latest figures from the UK Higher 

Education Statistics Agency (HESA), the total number of Chinese students studying in the UK in the 

2021/22 academic year was 88,755, with more than 60% of Chinese students studying at the QS 

World Top100 universities [1]. Nearly half a million UK study visas were issued in the year to June 

2023, up 23% on the previous year and 108% on pre-pandemic levels. In a relatively short period of 

time, Chinese students in the UK need to complete heavy learning tasks, but also need to adapt to the 

intercultural environment faster. From the dimensions of individual, family, school and society, 

anxiety about the surrounding environment in daily life will affect students' learning ability and 

learning outcomes [2]. 

1.2. Research Question 

In this research the author is going to answer the following questions. First, how are the culturally 

loaded words mastered among Chinese international students? Second, is the mastery of culturally 

loaded words correlated with the degree of intercultural anxiety? Third, will a lack of understanding 

of culturally loaded words bring inconvenience to intercultural communication? 

The hypothesis of these question is 1. International students do not pay enough attention to 

culturally loaded words, and their overall test score is low. 2. The mastery of culturally loaded words 

is correlated with the apprehension of intercultural communication. 



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences PSHE 2024 

Volume 29 (2024)  

 

249 

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Culturally Loaded Words 

Vocabulary is the most important part of learning both a native and a foreign language. The 

acquisition of language is inseparable from vocabulary learning, which has infinite meaning changes 

caused by various context changes. Culture-loaded words, also known as lexical gaps, refer to those 

words that carry certain cultural information in the source language but cannot be translated into 

equivalent words in the target language. Hu Wenzhong pointed out that culture-loaded vocabulary 

carries a specific culture and is a direct or indirect reflection of national culture in lexical structure. 

Culture-loaded vocabulary includes unique cultural phenomena, idioms, allusions and so on. So it 

doesn't just refer to words, it also refers to phrases, and usually, they have to be put together to have 

a specific meaning [3]. That is why the acquisition of culturally loaded words will bring some 

difficulties to second language learners. In addition to the literal meaning expressed by these words, 

there are often hidden meanings. These meanings are often contextualized and are difficult for 

second-language learners to detect. Therefore, the lack of mastery of culturally loaded words may 

lead to certain obstacles in EFL’s communication with native speakers in their daily lives. There is a 

huge cultural difference between Asian lifestyles and English-speaking countries, so Asian students 

are more likely to face communication problems caused by the poor grasp of culturally loaded words 

[4]. Studies have shown that among different cultural groups, Asian learners have the highest level 

of language anxiety, followed by American learners, and European learners are the least anxious [5].  

In recent years, researchers have paid more attention to culturally loaded words, but a large part 

of the research on culturally loaded words focuses on translation strategies. In the area of second 

language acquisition, there is still little research on the influence of culturally loaded words on second 

language acquisition. In China, amount of researchers focus on international students in China and 

they tested the acquisition of Chinese cultural loaded words of the foreigner students or teachers like 

Zhong in 2014 [6]. There are also researches that focus on the relationship between culturally loaded 

words and intercultural sensitivity like Dong in 2009 and Zhang in 2015 [7, 8]. This researches show 

that there are relevance between acquisition of culturally loaded words and intercultural sensitivity. 

However, these researches only focus on students in China but not the Chinese students in the 

intercultural environment. 

2.2. Intercultural Communication Apprehension  

In the past 30 years, there has been a lot of research on intercultural communication apprehension. 

Intercultural Communication Apprehension refers to the degree of fear or anxiety that an individual 

has when communicating with others, real or imagined, especially with people of different cultures 

and ethnicities [9]. 

In recent years, the concern about intercultural communication apprehension in second language 

acquisition has been rising. The relationship between intercultural sensitivity and the improvement 

of intercultural ability, the acquisition of culturally loaded words, and intercultural efficiency has 

always been a hot research topic for Chinese students’ second language acquisition [8, 10, 11]. About 

the intercultural competence, a lot of researchers focus on intercultural sensitivity. In recent years, 

there are some important intercultural models that put intercultural sensitivity in a very important 

position. For example, Byram's five-factor constitutive model, Deardorff' s Pyramid/process model', 

Bennett's' intercultural Communicative Sensitivity Development Model' (DMIS), which is believed 

that intercultural sensitivity reflects the communicator's ability to change from rejection to integration 

of emotion, cognition and behavior in the intercultural communication process [12-14]. Chen and 

Starosta holds that intercultural communication competence is embodied in cognition, emotion and 

behavior, while intercultural sensitivity reflects the emotional aspect of intercultural communication 

competence [15]. However, unlike intercultural sensitivity, which focuses on individual intercultural 

communication competence, intercultural communication apprehension pays more attention to 

individual characteristics such as anxiety and pressure in the intercultural communication process, 
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and is more likely to be an important mediating variable in the development of intercultural sensitivity. 

It is confirmed that there is inverse correlation between intercultural communication apprehension 

and intercultural sensitivity [15, 16]. Unlike intercultural sensitivity, which focuses on individual 

intercultural communication competence, intercultural communication apprehension pays more 

attention to individual characteristics such as anxiety and pressure in the intercultural communication 

process, and is more likely to be an important mediating variable in the development of intercultural 

sensitivity [16]. At present, the research on intercultural communicative competence does not involve 

the context of studying abroad, and most of them are still limited to the investigation of the status quo 

of domestic college students and teachers. For example, Wu et al. investigated intercultural sensitivity 

and intercultural communication apprehension among 33 Chinese college students who went to the 

United States and Australia for short-term exchange. The study found that the intercultural 

communication apprehension will be significantly reduced after short-term study abroad, and the 

extension of study abroad should not affect the further change of intercultural communication 

apprehension. In this research, they also investigated the relationship among intercultural sensitivity, 

intercultural communication apprehension and the length of study abroad. One of the results is 

learners with low intercultural communication apprehension have relatively high intercultural 

sensitivity [16]. Another example is the questionnaire survey and interview research conducted by 

Wang et al on 109 Chinese students and 49 American tutors about their performance and anxiety in 

class. The results showed that both teachers and students expressed higher levels of anxiety about 

language competence and communication in the classroom environment [17]. 

In this paper, the author assumes there is a negative correlation between intercultural 

communication apprehension and the acquisition of cultural loaded word. Compared with the 

performance in the classroom, this paper focuses more on the anxiety and apprehension of Chinese 

international students in UK when they communicate with people from different cultural backgrounds 

in daily life. intercultural communication is not only reflected in the classroom but also in daily life. 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Questionnaire  

In the first part of the questionnaire, it will collect basic information about the subjects. For 

example, the English level of the respondents (IELTS score range, etc.), how long they have stayed 

in the UK. In this paper, a questionnaire survey will be adopted to investigate the current Chinese 

native-speaking overseas students in the UK, and the scale will be used to collect their degree of 

intercultural apprehension. In order to enable subjects to better understand the content of the scale, 

this part will use the subjects' native language Chinese.  

The second part is the Test of culturally loaded words. The test is modified from Zhang’s culturally 

loaded words test in 2006. Zhang's test has 50 questions, using vocabulary from test vocabulary such 

as TOEFL and CET-4. In addition, this set of questions has been verified by native English teachers, 

which confirms its representativeness and high credibility [18]. In this paper, the author specially 

selected 20 questions related to British English. The ten questions are entitled ABCD and choose the 

right words to put into the sentence from the four options. The remaining ten questions are based on 

choosing an alternate phrase from the three ABC options. The subjects will get one point for a correct 

answer, but no point for a wrong answer. 

The third part is the scale of intercultural communication apprehension. ICA refers to the fear or 

anxiety associated with real or expected communication with people from a different group, 

especially a different cultural or ethnic group. PRICA is more reliable versions of McCroskey's 

existing research PRCA, PRCA24 and other scales, which were optimized by McCroskey in 1997 

[9]. 
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3.2. Subjects 

The subjects of this experiment were 63 non-English major undergraduate and master's students 

currently studying in the UK for a period of three years. The questionnaire of the experiment was sent 

out through the questionnaire star platform and retrieved 5 days later. 

3.3. Data Analysis 

All the data will be put into the computer and SPSS27.0 will be used to analyse the data. Initially, 

the author will calculate the mean and variance of the test score and the result of the scale. It could 

show the situation that the subjects’ mastery of culturally loaded words of English. Then test the 

Pearson Correlation and analyze the significant correlation between intercultural apprehension and 

culturally loaded vocabulary acquisition. 

4. Result  

The questionnaire consisted of 63 non-English Chinese students in universities in England now. 

Five of the questionnaires were judged to be invalid because they were completed too soon and the 

IP address was not in the UK, resulting in a valid sample of 58 questionnaires. 

There were 18 undergraduate students (13%), and 40 postgraduate students (69%). 

Table 1. Three Scheme comparing Data of Scores of Word Test and PIRCA 

 Students (n=58) 

 max min M SD 

Word test 18 6 11.91 3.516 

PRICA 53 41 46.64 3.161 

Table 1 shows that students are not very proficient with culturally loaded words. The average score 

was low. In the post-test interviews, most of the students also said that "the questions were too 

difficult for me" and "sometimes I felt that I had seen the vocabulary before, but the impression was 

very vague", but some of them also said that "it was a very interesting cultural phenomenon and I 

wanted to know what the correct answers to the questions were". I want to know what the correct 

answers to these questions are". 

In terms of intercultural communication apprehension, the data shows that most of the students 

were able to adjust their psychological state and present a positive outlook despite the fact that they 

had not been abroad for a long period of time. However, it is also possible that this result is due to 

the fact that they have not spent a lot of time in the UK. 

The Pearson correlation analysis shows a no correlation between the score of words test and 

intercultural communication apprehension (r Word Test-PRICA = 0.161, p>0.05). 

The weak correlation indicates that changes in the score of words test are only slightly associated 

with changes in intercultural communication apprehension. The non-significant p-value suggests that 

this observed correlation could be due to random chance rather than a true relationship between the 

variables. It is crucial to interpret these results with caution and consider potential factors influencing 

the lack of significance. 

In conclusion, the analysis did not find sufficient evidence to support a significant correlation 

between the score of culturally loaded words and intercultural communication apprehension. Further 

research with a larger sample size or additional variables may provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of the relationship. 

5. Discussion 

Regarding the relationship between culturally loaded words and intercultural communication 

apprehension in this research different results emerged from the authors' hypothesis. After randomly 

interviewing the subjects, the authors concluded three reasons for this result. Firstly, the length of 



Journal of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences PSHE 2024 

Volume 29 (2024)  

 

252 

study in the UK is relatively short and most of the Chinese students do not consider learning culturally 

loaded words is an important thing and learning English more just to complete their short-term studies. 

Secondly, Chinese students in the UK generally have a tend that they prefer staying with other 

Chinese students, which means that even in an intercultural environment, they prefer to live with 

Chinese students' group in their daily lives. Thirdly, the use of culturally loaded words is not very 

common in daily life. So even in intercultural communication, British people will consciously avoid 

using these words and adopt ways that are easier for foreigners to understand in order to avoid causing 

misunderstanding. 

There are also considerable shortcomings in this experiment. Firstly, the number of valid 

questionnaires returned was too small to give an accurate conclusion as to whether there is a 

correlation between the mastery of culturally loaded words and the degree of intercultural 

communication apprehension. Secondly, 53 per cent of the experimental subjects had been in the UK 

for less than six months, which did not ensure that they were all culturally aware and adequately 

adapted to life in the UK. Thirdly, the lack of interaction with Chinese students from other English-

speaking countries 

6. Conclusion 

Although this study could not prove the correlation between culturally loaded words and 

intercultural communication apprehension, this study has some understanding of the mastery of 

culturally loaded words and intercultural communication fear of Chinese students in the UK. In the 

long run, the factors that affect the degree of intercultural communication apprehension remain to be 

explored. Especially in the context of studying abroad, the fear of intercultural communication will 

be uncertain according to the environment around the students. 
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