HiLL

PUBLISHING

Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2025, 9(9), 1813-1817
https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/jhass/

ISSN Online: 2576-0548

ISSN Print: 2576-0556

From Policy Exploration to Strategic Drive: The
Development and Trends of Foreign Language
Policy Research in China—A CiteSpace-based
Bibliometric Analysis

Qingqing Shen

School of International Languages and Cultures, Yunnan University of Finance and Economics, Kunming 650000, Yunnan, China.

How to cite this paper: Qingqing Shen.
(2025) From Policy Exploration to Strategic
Drive: The Development and Trends of For-
eign Language Policy Research in China—
A CiteSpace-based Bibliometric Analysis.
Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Sci-
ence, 9(9), 1813-1817.

DOLI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.09.019

Received: August 28, 2025
Accepted: September 25, 2025
Published: October 22, 2025

“Corresponding author: Qingqing Shen,
School of International Languages and
Cultures, Yunnan University of Finance and
Economics, Kunming 650000, Yunnan,
China.

1. Introduction

Abstract

This research extensively analyzes research on Chinese foreign language policy and
planning between 2001 and 2022 in the CSSCI database of CNKI by using
CiteSpace bibliometrics. After analyzing 285 essential papers, we found that re-
search in this field goes through three distinct phases: initial slow growth (2001-
2010), mid-term rapid growth (2011-2016), and a recent time of maturity and vol-
atility (2017-present). This research identified three major hot topics: the opportu-
nities and challenges of foreign language education policy, the theoretical founda-
tion for developing national language capacity, and the development and probable
future of Chinese foreign language policy research. Furthermore, the research re-
sults show the emergence of a network of research institutes in this field, which
include Beijing Foreign Studies University and Shanghai International Studies Uni-
versity. However, the density of collaboration between team networks is low
(0.0035), which limits comprehensive research cooperation. This research also dis-
covers that Chinese foreign language policy research has undergone a paradigm
shift from “policy exploration” to “strategy orientation,” especially since the launch
of the Belt and Road Initiative, with research perspectives increasingly focused on
meeting national strategic needs. It is worth highlighting that, as digital technology
develops, new technologies such as artificial intelligence are altering the value ori-
entation and implementation outcomes of foreign language policies.
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Foreign language education; National language capacity; Language policy; Lan-
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Foreign language education policy, as an important issue concerning national strategic development and cultural
security, is not only directly related to the country’s cultural security structure (Wang, 2010), but additionally carries
a significant task of serving the construction of the “Belt and Road Initiative” and enhancing China’s ability to par-
ticipate in global governance as it shifts from a “local country” to a “international country.” However, when compared
to the rapidly increasing national strategy needs, China’s foreign language policy and planning continue to confront
structural barriers in practice, with language scale and layout making it impossible to fully meet development needs
(L1, 2018). Academically, international scholarship has generated an extensive spectrum of research issues, from
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structuralism to critical perspectives (Hornberger, 2002; Ricento, 2015). Domestic research has moved forward from
historical reflection (Hu, 2009) to theoretical development (Shen, 2011) and national language capacity (Wen, 2016;
Dai, 2019). However, the current research is primarily based on qualitative reviews, with no systematic, comprehen-
sive quantitative analysis. This has limited the dynamic structure of field knowledge development and further trends
(Yi & Le, 2022). To address this methodological gap, this research applies bibliometric methods, specifically
CiteSpace 6.1.6 software, to do an analysis of significant literature from 2001 to 2022. By meticulously following
the evolutionary trajectory, this research attempts to depict the research landscape in this field objectively and provide
a data-driven reference for China’s foreign language education policies and strategies.

2. Research Design and Methods
2.1 Research Design

The research tries to identify the state, current developments of foreign language policy research in China by biblio-
metric literature analysis. This research chose academic articles published between 2001 and 2022 that were collected
from the Chinese Social Sciences Citation Index (CSSCI) database in order to thoroughly illustrate the development
of this field.

2.2 Research Methods

This research applied bibliometrics by CiteSpace 6.1.6. 295 initial articles in the CSSCI database were collected with
the keywords “foreign language education policy,” “national language capacity,” and “foreign language education
planning.” 285 articles were finally selected after removing unrelated content like book reviews and paper requests
for final research data for analysis. In order to identify underlying connections in networks and dynamic patterns,
these articles were first saved in RefWorks format before being added into CiteSpace for a thorough analysis, which
included author cooperation, institution co-occurrence, keyword co-occurrence, and emergent identification.

3. Research Findings
3.1 Foreign Language Policy Research Development in China

The findings of the study indicate a three-phase development pattern with a strong policy emphasis in the field of
foreign language policy research in China. The first stage (2001-2010) was clearly policy-driven and mirrored the
early institutionalization of this field, with an average of only four publications published annually. As of right now,
the framework for policy interpretation continues to constrain the research paradigm. With an average of 20 papers
published annually and a wide range of research topics, the field’s adaptability to national strategic planning was
shown by the growth stage’s rapid development (2011-2016). The research paradigm appears to have shifted from
policy interpretation to theoretical production, as indicated by the tendency toward diversification; the mature devel-
opment in the current stage (2017-present) has more complex disciplinary characteristics. While the concentration of
research topics on national language capacities and global contexts demonstrates a growing disciplinary awareness,
the steady output of 27 papers per year and the rise in quality show that the theoretical framework is always devel-
oping. The fluctuation phenomenon indicates that the field is simultaneously undergoing a significant transition from
scale expansion to connotation development. This shift can be attributed to the field’s need for self-innovation in
theoretical frameworks and research methods, as well as the ongoing impact of external policy environments like the
“Belt and Road” initiative.

3.2 Research Subjects and Collaboration Networks

The comparatively low densities of the author collaboration network (density 0.0035) and the institutional collabo-
ration network (density 0.0035) indicate the relatively immature nature of the field as well as the lack of a reliable
collaborative mechanism within the academic community. A significant structural issue in the field of foreign lan-
guage policy research in China lies in the networks of collaboration. The research landscape is dominated by a few
significant organizations, creating a clear core-periphery structure. This highly targeted resource allocation strategy
has influenced the research context, but it can also result in academic innovation homogeneity and route dependency.
In addition to showing a strong correlation between academic resource allocation and regional economic development,
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the spatial concentration of research resources in developed eastern regions has also raised concerns about a possible
disconnect between research on foreign language policy and local practical needs. Because of this institutional mis-
match, the discipline’s overall effectiveness in fulfilling national strategic needs will be diminished, as will the uni-
versality of research findings and policy application.

3.3 Research Hotspots and Frontiers

The shifting features and underlying logic of the knowledge structure in China’s foreign language policy study are
revealed by keyword co-occurrence analysis. The field’s long history of focusing on educational practice is reflected
in the strong position of “foreign language education” as a core node (frequency 46, centrality 0.939). A significant
change in the research paradigm from a purely educational to a national strategic one may be seen in the adoption of
terms like “national security” and “foreign language policy” in 2006. The shifting in study focus reflects both the
paradigm shift in Chinese foreign language policy research from an instrumental to a tactical strategy, as well as the
direct influence of the Ministry of Education policy from 2001 on the growth of foreign language instruction. In this
field, highly specialized knowledge clusters have formed, according to the knowledge graph’s structural indicators
(Q=0.975, S=1). The nine significant clusters can be separated into three research dimensions: the theoretical devel-
opment and implementation pathways of national language capacity, the practical issues and solutions to foreign
language education policy, and the historical rationale and future course of policy evolution. All research facets are
covered by this knowledge framework, from micro-practice to macro-strategy. This knowledge system is stable,
according to this analysis of highly cited literature. A solid historical basis for the discipline’s development was
established by early research that focused on the methodical evaluation and reflection of policy processes. The re-
search system that focuses on both historical continuity and current strategic needs is the result of subsequent research
that, in the context of globalization and the Belt and Road Initiative, gradually expanded to include strategic issues,
including national language capabilities, language security, and language planning.

3.4 Development Trends and Paradigm Shift

Based on a diachronic analysis with timeline graphs and emergent word identification, this research shows a signifi-
cant paradigm shift in Chinese foreign language policy research. Research has shown a clear trajectory of knowledge
deepening, shifting from an early focus (2001-2005) on the micro-level of teaching practice and basic policymaking
to a mid-term focus (2006-2015) on education systems and globalization strategies, and finally to a recent focus
(2016-present) on the macro-level of language capacity building and policy system construction. There have been
two separate paradigmatic phases to this development: the 2001-2012 policy exploration phase, which addressed
institutional and fundamental concerns and established the practical groundwork for the discipline’s growth by pro-
moting foreign languages in elementary school; The strategic transformation phase (2012-present) featured an im-
portant shift in the field’s identity from a service tool to a strategic resource, as research’s focus switched from
fostering national language proficiency to answering strategic needs. There is a strong national strategic emphasis
throughout this particular period. In addition to the underlying logic of the field’s own developments, this paradigm
shift considers the theoretical development and creative technique of China’s foreign language policy research in
response to strategic national needs. The growing trend of interdisciplinary integration and a variety of research
approaches suggests that this field will continue to expand its theoretical framework and practical relevance in the
connection between the logic of discipline development and the external policy environment, particularly in the cur-
rent context where digital technology is significantly altering the educational ecology.

4. Policy Suggestions

Firstly, in order to address the study’s results on the fragmented research topics and insufficient theoretical underpin-
nings, this research first proposes the creation of a systematic language planning framework. The National Language
Commission is specifically in charge of developing a “Medium- and Long-Term Plan for the Development of Na-
tional Key Foreign Languages,” a three-tiered language management system that takes into account “strategic needs,
regional characteristics, and fundamental support,” and supporting a dynamic evaluation and adjustment mechanism
that lasts for five years. Furthermore, by requiring that textbooks include at least 15% Chinese cultural content and
by designating “cultural confidence” a core skill in the new “Foreign Language Curriculum Standards,” we support
modernizing the curriculum standards system.
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Additionally, in order to address the problem of “Chinese cultural aphasia” at the institutional level, this research
suggests developing a “Guideline for Teaching Chinese Cultural Expression in Foreign Languages”. Second, a cross-
departmental coordination structure should be put in place to solve the problems of isolated research methods and
inadequate research collaboration. This entails establishing a coordination group for foreign language education pol-
icies, led by the national education department and included members from important commissions and ministries.
This group will design programs to develop transdisciplinary foreign language talent and coordinate foreign language
instruction and study at all educational levels. A strong quality management system ought to be put in place as well.

Lastly, establishing a nationwide foreign language education quality monitoring platform would lead to the devel-
opment of an extensive evaluation indicator system that covers curriculum implementation, teaching effectiveness,
and language selection. The result would be a closed-loop management system called “planning-implementation-
evaluation-optimization.” In addition to creating a three-pronged framework for policy implementation that includes
“curriculum-teacher-platform,” it is advised that innovation and digital transformation be promoted in light of re-
search findings about how digital technology is altering educational ecosystems. This entails developing an integrated
“technology-teaching-evaluation” platform, integrating “digital literacy” into curriculum standards, and establishing
a tiered teacher development system (Shen, 2021; Wen, 2018). This will contribute to improving China’s skill devel-
opment standards for teaching foreign languages in the age of technology.

5. Research Conclusions and Discussion
5.1 Research Conclusions

Three ingrained structural characteristics in the field of foreign language policy research are demonstrated by the
extensive research carried out in this article. First, the field has a distinct “policy-driven” development model, with
the publishing of policy articles including the “National Medium- and Long-Term Plan for the Reform and Develop-
ment of Language and Writing” closely aligned with the formation and growth of research hotspots. Although this
“top-down” growth style preserves the practical relevance of research, it may limit the independence of theoretical
innovation to some degree. This verifies Shen Qi’s (2015) assertion that policy has a significant impact on Chinese
language planning research. Second, there is an uneven “core-periphery” structure to the field’s knowledge creation,
with a limited number of research institutions producing the majority of information while a large network of research
collaborations has not yet been established. This structural feature reveals possible resource imbalances within the
knowledge production system and confirms the finding of a sparse collaboration network in the region by Liu Yi and
Le Yanfei (2022). Third, there is a noticeable structural lag in the research approach system. The in-depth growth of
disciplinary research has been hindered by the relative weakness of empirical analysis and quantitative research,
especially in the area of policy assessment, which does not have a formal evaluation framework. This finding supports
the call for methodological innovation in national language proficiency research made by Dai Manchun (2019).

5.2 Discussion

In addition to confirming Wen Qiufang’s (2016) assertion that national language capacity research is significant, this
research additionally provides insights into the structural issues and underlying mechanisms of knowledge formation
in this field by creating a systematic framework for bibliometric analysis. The policy-oriented nature of the results
validates Zhao Shiju’s (2015) claim that language competency development promotes national strategies. Li Hufeng
et al. (2022) claim that the deficit of methodological innovation emphasizes how important it is to use bibliometric
techniques in this field.

The primary limitation of this research is its dependence on a single dataset. A comparative analysis of multilingual
literature could be added to future research to create a more global research paradigm. Current research indicates that
the following areas of study require particular consideration: First, it’s advisable to develop a framework for evalu-
ating scientific outcomes and enhancing methodological innovation in policy evaluation. In addition to being a prac-
tical answer to Dai Manchun’s (2019) theoretical appeal, this is also an essential necessity for advancing the field’s
whole development. Second, while maintaining the features of policy research, we need to expand interdisciplinary
discussion and incorporate theoretical perspectives such as public policy evaluation and sociology of knowledge,
which reinforces the multidisciplinary concept stressed by Shen Qi (2020).

The ultimate objective should be the development of a theoretical discourse system with Chinese characteristics.
China should reference theories from different countries while developing its own theoretical contributions based on
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local practices. In addition to being a continuation of Wen Qiufang’s (2016) academic initiative, this is a significant
step in shifting the topic from policy interpretation to theoretical innovation.
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