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Abstract 
Language acquisition is normally discussed in terms of acquiring various linguistic competences, which 
comprise the basic set of two productive (speaking and writing) and two receptive (reading and listening) 
skills. However, a fuller understanding of a foreign language text, spoken or written, is achieved only 
through a wider range of competences, including intertextual competence. 

Intertextual competence is defined as the ability to spot and recognise intertextual elements in a given 
text to decode their pragmatic and contextual meaning. Identifying the source is optional. It presents 
difficulties for learners and hinders the development of their receptive skills. Cultural awareness can be 
developed, but in order to do that educators must be guided with a clear roadmap of the existing 
knowledge gap.  

The article presents the findings of an experimental study of intertextual competence of tertiary level 
students when dealing with a foreign language (English) text. All subjects were Upper-Intermediate to 
Advanced English speakers (B2). They were presented with a specially designed questionnaire 
consisting of headlines, leads, captions and extracts from The Economist newspaper. Each item on the 
questionnaire was a case of intertextuality. The subjects were asked to identify the source of the 
intertextual element and briefly describe its meaning. The aim of the study was to determine (1) whether 
the students are able to decode meaning when intertextuality is involved; (2) whether knowing the 
source affects understanding. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
While foreign language acquisition is usually discussed in terms of acquiring certain linguistic 
competences, each comprising the basic set of two productive (speaking and writing) and two receptive 
(reading and listening) skills, a fuller understanding of a foreign language text, whether spoken or written, 
can only be achieved through a wider array of competences. Among them, the intertextual competence. 

Intertextuality presents a certain difficulty for all foreign language learners, including those who have 
achieved advanced and proficient levels. The reason may lie in the extralinguistic nature of the 
phenomenon. The term intertextuality [1] is used alongside Claes Schaar’s infracontext [2] to denote 
cultural and historic references used in texts of all genres. In the media they often serve as bases for 
puns and other stylistic devices. Inability to spot, correctly identify, attribute and decode an intertextual 
element may lead to failure to understand the whole text, i.e. through missing out on authorial intent or 
evaluation, such as irony. Numerous scholarly papers have highlighted the importance of developing 
intercultural competence in students, see e.g. [3], [4]. That being said, intertextual competence can be 
a useful tool for building overall language competence even in elementary learners [5]. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The article presents the findings of an experimental study of intertextual competence of tertiary level 
students when dealing with a foreign language (English) text. All subjects were Upper-Intermediate to 
Advanced English speakers (B2). They were presented with a specially designed questionnaire 
consisting of headlines, leads, captions and extracts from The Economist newspaper. Each item on the 
questionnaire was a case of intertextuality. Four issues of The Economist (March — April 2019: March 
16th 2019, Volume 430 Number 9134; March 23rd 2019, Volume 430 Number 9135; April 6th 2019, 
Volume 431 Number 9137; April 13th 2019 Volume 431Number 9138) were analysed to extract twenty-
one intertextual items (twenty sentences, with one sentence containing two references). The sources of 
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intertextuality were literature, popular culture (cinema, music, Anglo-Saxon festive traditions), 
contemporary politics and world history.  

Students (n=67) were given a list with 20 sentences presented in random order (i.e. literary references 
were not grouped together etc.). Students were not allowed to use any information sources. They were 
informed that each headline contained at least one reference to a popular a book, song, movie, an 
aphorism, a famous person or a historic event. The task was to identify the reference wherever you can. 

3 RESULTS 
The tables below show the list of intertextual elements grouped into sections according to the source of 
the vertical context, and the percentage of full or partial recognitions. A recognition was  considered full 
if the student could correctly identify both the item itself and the source, e.g. ‘A tale of two borders’ — 
‘A tale of two cities’, a book by Charles Dickens. A recognition was considered partial when a student 
could identify the item but failed to recognise the source, e.g. Flower power — some book? 

Table 1. Literature. 

Intertextual Item as presented to the 
students Source of Intertextuality 

Number/ 
Percentage  of 
full recognitions 

Number / 
Percentage  of 

partial recognitions 

Central American migration: A tale 
of two borders. Why more 

undocumented migrants are 
reaching America. 

«A tale of two borders» is a reference 
to the novel «A Tale of Two Cities» 

by Charles Dickens. 
1 (1,4%) 0 

Keeping Russia in check: Disquiet 
on the eastern front. The increased 
threat from Russia has prompted a 
vigorous, if uneven, response from 

the allies. 

«Disquiet on the eastern front» is a 
reference to E.M. Remark’s novel «All 

Quiet on the Eastern Front».  
34 (51%) 1 (1,4%) 

The Supreme Court: Kafkaesque 
justice. A Supreme Court ruling 

threatens green-card holders with 
arrest.  

«Kafkaesque» is a reference to the 
writer F. Kafka.  66 (99%) 0 

Britain and the European Union: On 
Westminster bridge. The prime 

minister asks to extend the Article 
50 deadline to allow more time to 
push her deal through Parliament. 

«On Westminster bridge» is a 
reference to a sonnet by William 

Wordsworth.  
0 0 

Regional discrimination: Province 
and prejudice. Life is often hard for 

internal migrants in China, 
especially those from Henan and 

the north-east  

«Province and prejudice» is a 
reference to Jane Austen’s novel 

«Pride and Prejudice».  
28 (42%) 4 (6%) 

Regional cuisine: The gripes of 
broth. Two cities tussle over who 
makes the tastiest Sichuan hotpot  

«The gripes of broth» is a reference 
to «The grapes of wrath» by John 

Steinbeck.  
0 0 

Human origins: The Hobbit’s cousin. 
More new human species are 

discovered. 

«The Hobbit» is a reference to a 
series of books by Tolkien, such as 

«The Hobbit» of «Lord of the Rings».  
67 (100 %) 0 

As Table 1 shows, students easily recognise international references, such as F. Kafka’s name, or the 
Hobbit, a popular character. E.M. Remark’s novel is well-known in Russia, but the English title is not 
recognisable due to translation differences, just as Jane Austen’s classic. Other literary works are 
completely unknown to an average Russian student.  
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Table 2. Politics and/or History.  

Intertextual Item as presented to the 
students Source of Intertextuality 

Number/ 
Percentage  of 
full recognitions 

Number / 
Percentage of 

partial recognitions 

Labour markets: Okun’s razor. The 
benefits of America’s hot economy 

have been unevenly spread. 

«Okun’s razor» refers to the 
philosophical principle known as 

«Occam's razor».  
10 (15%) 0 

Protests in the Arab world: Talk of 
spring. Protests are making a 

comeback in the Arab world, but 
there are reasons they haven’t gone 

viral  

«Protests in the Arab world: Talk of 
spring» is a reference to the Arab 

Spring (2010-2011).   
65 (97%) 0 

Women in economics: 
#EconomistsToo. A dispiriting survey 
demonstrates the poor treatment of 

female economists in America’s 
universities  

«#EconomistsToo» is a hashtag 
styled after the feminist #MeToo in 

the social media. 
60 (90%) 0 

The bronze lady: They could be 
heroes. Britain is in the midst of a 

Victorian-style statue mania. 

«The bronze lady» is styled after 
«the iron lady», as British Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher was 

known.  
2 (3%) 0 

Atta Elayyan. Darting, seizing, 
winning. Atta Elayyan, software 

developer and futsal goalie, died in 
the Christchurch shootings on March 

15th, aged 33  

«Darting, seizing, winning» is a 
tripartite structure most likely styled 

after Gaius Julius Caesar’s «I 
came, I saw, I conquered».   

3 (4%) 2 (3%) 

Petals and politics: Flower power. 
The Englishman who helped 

safeguard Japan’s cherry trees  

«Flower power» refers to the motto 
of the Hippie peace movement.  31 (46%) 5 (7%) 

Table 2 demonstrates the rate of recognisability for references to political or historic facts. Since the 
#MeToo campaign was popular in Russia under the same hashtag, it scores higher than almost all the 
other items. The Arab Spring still enjoys prominence on Russian TV, which could explain how easily it 
was recognised by the majority of students.  

Table 3. Culture. 

Intertextual Item as presented to 
the students Source of Intertextuality Number/Percentage  

of full recognitions 
Number / 

Percentage  of 
partial recognitions 

The Brexit summit: Trick or treat? 
The EU has allowed Theresa May 
to delay Brexit until October 31st 

«Trick or treat» is a phrase 
typically associated with the 

Halloween tradition.  
67 (100%) 0 

The only cultural reference in the experiment is rooted in the Halloween tradition of trick or treating. It is 
well-know to all Russian learners of English as all school students are exposed to it as part of their 
British culture studies.  
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Table 4. Music. 

Intertextual Item as presented 
to the students Source of Intertextuality Number/ Percentage  

of full recognitions 
Number / 

Percentage  of 
partial recognitions 

The bronze lady: They could 
be heroes. Britain is in the 
midst of a Victorian-style 

statue mania. 

«They could be heroes» is a 
modified line from David Bowie’s 

song «Heroes», which also appears 
in the Moulin Rouge movie.  

2 (3%) 0 

E-health: Don’t be still, my 
monitored heart. What 

happens when your watch 
tracks your pulse?  

«Don’t be still, my monitored heart» 
is a modified line from Silje 

Nergaard’s 2012 hit «Be Still My 
Heart».  

0 0 

References to popular music are not numerous and do not contain allusions to classic compositions, 
hence the recognition rate is close to zero.  

Table 5. Cinema. 

Intertextual Item as presented to the 
students Source of Intertextuality 

Number/ 
Percentage  of 
full recognitions 

Number / 
Percentage of 

partial recognitions 

China loses patience: Do you expect 
me to talk? No, Mr Bond, I expect you 

to die. 
The name «Bond» is a reference 
to a series of James Bond films.  67 (100 %) 0 

Mobile video-streaming: Hotstar wars. 
Hollywood meets Bollywood as the 
global streaming wars reach India  

«Hotstar wars» is a reference to 
the Star Wars series.  65 (97%) 0 

Applecalypse now. How do you like 
them apples? Young apple trees are 
dying, and no one understands why  

«Applecalypse now» is pun styled 
after «Apocalypse now».  12 (18%) 0 

All the three movies references in the experiment enjoy great popularity with the Russian viewers.  The 
movies are shown under their Russian titles which are similar to the original. However, the title 
Apocalypse sounds unfamiliar to the Russian word, which lowered its recognition rate.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
It may be concluded that the recognition rate of an intertextual element depends largely on two factors: 
whether the source of intertextuality is known to the international audience or a particular community; 
and whether the source of intertextuality is known under the same or similar title. The English-language 
media tap a variety of sources, and intertextuality is one of the genre-defining features of media 
discourse. Thus, a successful learner of English as L2 cannot afford to overlook intertextual training. 
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