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Modality in prereading: An investigation of intertextuality

Steven Brown
Youngstown State University, Ohio.

The value of prereading tasks or schema activation activities has been widely attested to in second/
foreign language reading research. There has, however, been little research on the modality in
which prereading tasks are delivered. This study compared two types of schema activation activity
with a control group that received no schema activation. The two types of schema activation were:
read schema activation, in which students read a whole text related to the target text, and written
schema activation, in which students wrote what they knew about the topic of the target text. The
control group read the target text twice. Subjects were Japanese women college students, who were
randomly assigned to groups. Each group received each treatment. There were no significant
differences among the groups, suggesting that, with experienced readers such as these, simply
reading a text twice may be as valuable as completing a prereading exercise.

INTRODUCTION

Hartman (1992: 304) reminds us, “Any reading event is intricately bound up to a
larger dialogue that has preceded and will follow it.” That is, texts get meaning
from other texts. Indeed, as Halliday and Hasan (1985: 47) point out, schools are
built on the premise of intertextuality, “on a great deal of unspoken cross-reference
of which everyone is largely unaware” We have often neglected the important
resource of intertextuality when preparing students to read texts.

Though this approach is under-researched in L2, there has been research in L1
instruction in which students take advantage of intertextuality by reading or writing
previews of target texts. Hayes and Tierney (1982) found that reading an article
about cricket before reading one about baseball improved comprehension and that
reading one article about cricket facilitated comprehension of another. Graves, Cooke
and LaBerge (1983) found that reading detailed “previews” or summaries
significantly improved comprehension of difficult short stories by low ability junior
high school students.

Chen and Graves (1995) extended this line of research to second language students.
They tested four conditions: a preview; supplied background knowledge; a
combination of preview and supplied background knowledge; and no prereading
exercise. The preview introduced the characters and told the story up to its climax.
The supplied background knowledge condition provided historical and cultural
information as well as definitions of some difficult vocabulary. It was found that
providing a preview was more effective than providing background knowledge or
no prereading at all. The combination of preview and background information was
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