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Abstract
Mass cultural genres have recently started being part of school curricula, since texts such as TV
shows, comics, magazine articles, songs, and webpages form a significant part of students’
everyday literacy practices. In this context, the exploitation of mass cultural texts in language arts
aims at cultivating students’ literacy skills. The present study first offers a brief overview of the
literature on whether and to what degree the current Greek elementary school teaching material
takes into consideration, and makes use of, students’ everyday experiences and habits. Then, it
investigates students’ access to media where mass cultural genres can be found, as well as their
literacy practices related to mass cultural genres. The data presented here comes from a research
conducted in 5 public elementary schools in the prefecture of Achaia, Greece, where 165 students
of the 5th and the 6th grade participated (11-12 year-olds). The findings of the study indicate that
elementary school students have easy access to mass culture media, while their most common
literacy practices involve watching TV programs and surfing the net. Such practices, however,
have not so far been taken into consideration for the compilation of Greek language teaching
material. Consequently, our findings could form the basis for specific proposals concerning the
mass cultural genres which could be included in Greek elementary school teaching material.
Keywords: literacy practices, mass cultural texts, elementary school students, language textbooks,
teaching material, multimodality

1. Introduction
During the past few decades, mass cultural texts have started being part of school
1

The present study was conducted in the context of the Operational Program “Education and Lifelong
Learning” and has been co-funded by the EU (European Social Fund) and national resources. In particular, it
is part of the Greek research program Thalis (2011-2015), entitled: “Linguistic variation and language
ideologies in mass cultural texts: Design, development and assessment of learning material for critical
language awareness” (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs, Funding ID: MIS 375599).
The authors would like to thank John Katsillis, Professor at the Department of Primary Education of the
University of Patras, for his helpful suggestions on the questionnaire design.
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curricula (see, among others, Alvermann et al. 1999, Stevens 2001, Morrell 2002). Texts
such as TV shows, printed material in wide social circulation, songs, and webpages form a
significant part of students’ everyday practices (Facer et al. 2003, Rideout et al. 2003,
Marsh et al. 2005, Snyder et al. 2008, Κοutsogiannis 2011), hence their
recontextualization (in Bernstein’s 1996 sense) seems to contribute to enhancing
students’ creative participation and involvement in language courses, and their ability to
understand abstract scientific concepts (Duff 2004). In general, the exploitation of mass
cultural texts in language arts aims at cultivating students’ literacy skills, whereby literacy
is viewed as the ability to process oral, written, and multimodal texts in an effective and
critical way in a variety of contexts (Barton 1994, Baynham 1995).
In Greece, the need to update the teaching methodology in language arts has led to the
revision of the curricula and teaching material2 used in elementary education (5-12 yearold students; see Fterniati 2007a, 2007b). Since the academic year 2006-2007 new
teaching material (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs-Pedagogical Institute
2006a) has been used. The guidelines included therein (Ministry of Education and
Religious Affairs-Pedagogical Institute 2003, 2006b) allow for this material’s constant
updating and improvement, while special emphasis is placed on teachers’ abilities and
attitudes. Teachers are considered responsible for formulating specific teaching goals,
allocating time to diverse literacy activities, and designing the teaching material. Given
the above, school textbooks provide only some main points for elaboration in class, while
they also allow for establishing connections with other school subjects (besides language
arts) and school activities. What is more, in-school and out-of-school contexts of language
use are connected: school literacy practices are expected to interact with out-of-school
ones during language courses based on cross curricular activities and projects (Fterniati
2007a, 2010).
The current curricula and teaching material seem to underline the importance of taking
into consideration students’ experiences with texts coming from their everyday social
environments (Fterniati 2009, 2010). This is compatible with some of the main principles
of what is defined by the New London Group (1996) as situated practice within the
multiliteracies framework (see also Kalantzis & Cope 1999). Situated practice involves the
use of various students’ cultural, socio-, and text-linguistic experiences in designing the
school material and in language teaching in general.
The present study first offers a brief overview of the literature on whether and to what
degree the current elementary school teaching material and practices (as proposed by
the Greek curriculum and the teachers’ manuals) take into account, and make use of,
students’ everyday experiences and habits (section 2). It is in this context that we
investigate students’ access to the media, where mass cultural texts can be found, as well
as the frequency by which they come into contact with mass cultural texts. Our study
involves elementary school students of the 5th and 6th grade (11-12 year-olds). The
methodology and the data collection medium and process are described in section (3),
2

The term teaching material refers to both students’ textbooks and teachers’ manuals. Teachers’ manuals
together with the curriculum for language arts (Ministry of Education and Religious Affairs-Pedagogical
Institute 2003) provide the directives and guidelines teaching practices are expected to be based on. To
the best of our knowledge, there do not seem to be any studies investigating teachers’ actual teaching
practices in Greek elementary schools since 2006-2007, that is, since the introduction of the new
teaching material. Hence, here we will limit our discussion to the teaching material and the curricula
available to Greek teachers.
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while the results appear in section (4). The final section (5) presents some concluding
remarks based on the comparison between the mass cultural literacy practices included
in the current teaching material (as discussed in the relevant literature), and those which
are actually on the top of the students’ choices.
2. The current teaching material and the proposed teaching practices
In the present section, we provide a summary of the main studies exploring whether and
to what extent the compilation of the contemporary language textbooks used in Greek
elementary schools is based on students’ literacy practices involving mass cultural texts.
The present summary will form the basis for the comparison between the mass cultural
literacy practices included in these textbooks and those which seem to be common
among elementary school students. Such a comparison will further lead us to suggestions
concerning the mass cultural genres which could be exploited in language arts (see
section 5).
First of all, Fterniati & Goloni (2009) and Fterniati (2010) aim, among other things, at
establishing to what extent elementary school language textbooks include texts coming
from students’ everyday lives and social realities, so that they become attractive to
students and increase their interest in learning in class. Both studies investigate whether
these textbooks conform to the main principles of what is called situated practice in the
multiliteracies framework of language teaching (see section 1). Their findings suggest that
the majority of the texts included in the textbooks are authentic and are not written
especially for educational purposes. Among them, literary texts are less than half of the
number of non-literary texts, that is, texts belonging to informative and persuasive
genres. In other words, it seems that these textbooks have been enriched with texts in
wide social circulation and that the proposed teaching practices do no longer favor the
use of literary texts for language teaching. Nevertheless, Dinas & Xanthopoulos (2007)
claim that, although the percentage of authentic texts in elementary school textbooks has
indeed increased, it is not high enough for textbooks which are supposed to follow the
communicative-genre based approach to language teaching.
What is more, Fterniati & Markopoulou (2008) and Fterniati (2009, 2010) suggest that
elementary school language textbooks include a significant number of multimodal texts
(almost half of the texts included therein) as well as some activities involving the
production of multimodal texts by students. Thus, these textbooks seem to be adapted to
current communicative settings and practices, where multimodality, namely the
production of meaning via the simultaneous use of different modalities (e.g. language,
still or moving images, sounds, music), prevails.3 It therefore seems that the changes
observed in contemporary communicative contexts and affecting children’s lives have
influenced the selection of texts which become part of such textbooks. The fact that
multimodal texts have been included in the textbooks indicates that students’ literacy
practices have been considered as one of the main criteria for selecting the proposed
teaching material.
On the other hand, the multimodal texts included in elementary school textbooks are
actually printed texts combining only written language and still images, while texts using
3

On multimodality, see Kress & van Leeuwen (1996, 1998, 2001), Kress (2003, 2010), van Leeuwen
(2005).
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other modalities (e.g. oral language, music, moving images) or digital texts are more
often than not absent from language textbooks (Fterniati & Markopoulou 2008, Fterniati
2009, 2010, Dinas & Koukourikou 2011). In addition, the role of, and the interaction
between, the different semiotic modes are not adequately discussed in class. Even
though students are taught about how they are expected to process different semiotic
modes and media, they are not often asked to produce a variety of multimodal texts nor
asked to use different modes and media. In this context, Dinas & Koukourikou (2011)
argue that the linguistic mode still prevails in Greek language teaching and that students’
preexisting experiences with multimodal texts are not sufficiently exploited, and further
developed, in class.
At this point, it should be noted that, before the compilation of the current teaching
material, there was no research on Greek students’ out-of-school literacy practices
involving mass cultural (or other) genres. Since such practices appear to be an important
part of their everyday social experiences (see, among others, Αlvermann et al. 1999), they
could, in our view, become part of contemporary, updated school textbooks. It is in this
context that we consider these practices worth investigating.
As already mentioned (see section 1), the aim of the present study is to explore if and to
what degree elementary school students have access to mass culture media and how
often they come into contact with mass cultural texts. More specifically, we will try to
investigate how often students watch TV programs, surf the net, read printed mass
cultural texts, and listen to the radio and, most importantly, what kinds of TV shows,
webpages, books, magazines, music, songs, etc. they are particularly interested in. The
findings of our study could form the basis for specific proposals concerning the mass
cultural genres which could be included in elementary school teaching material.
3. Methodology
3.1. Sample
The data examined was collected using stratified random sampling techniques: the
sample was selected so that there is stratification in students’ social background which is
established, on the one hand, by the social milieu of the area where their school is
located and, on the other, by the educational background of their parents. The research
was conducted in 5 public elementary schools in the prefecture of Achaia and 165
students of the 5th and the 6th grade participated (11-12 year-olds). During the sample
selection, we made sure that our informants are boys and girls coming from diverse social
groups (high, middle, low) and from Greek, Greek Roma, and non-Greek (immigrant)
communities (see Archakis et al. to appear). The distribution of the students of our
sample by gender, ethnic background, and the social milieu of the area where their
school is located, is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Distribution of the sample by gender, ethnic background, and the social milieu of
the area where each school is located

3.2. Research instruments and procedure
Literacy practices are more often than not investigated via ethnographic methods,
whereby the researcher gains access to informants’ everyday lives, so that s/he can
observe and record their behavior. In the present study, however, emphasis is placed on
how the students themselves perceive and record their own literacy practices involving
mass cultural texts. Hence, anonymous questionnaires were considered the most suitable
tool for data collection (see also Μarsh 2004, Marsh et al. 2005).
Students’ questionnaire consists of 55 open and closed questions. Students’ access to
mass culture media was established via a yes/no question (see Table 2 in section 4). In
other closed questions however (some of which are presented below), a 5-grade scale
was used to measure students’ habits concerning mass cultural literacy practices (see
Tables 3-7 in section 4).
The research was conducted from the end of April 2012 until the end of May 2012.
Students’ questionnaires were filled in by the students themselves while at school and in
the presence of their teacher and one of the researchers. For the statistical analysis of the
data, SPSS 20.0 was used.
4. Results and discussion
The questionnaires elicited a variety of information concerning students’ mass cultural
literacy practices.4 In what follows, due to space constraints, only a limited part of the
data collected is presented.
Table 2 refers to students’ access to mass culture media. Most students have access to a
television set as well as to printed mass cultural texts. A small percentage of them do not
have access to a computer and/or the internet, while it seems that the radio is the least
common medium of all. Students’ limited use of the radio could be due to the fact that
4

For example, students’ mass cultural literacy practices appear to correlate with their gender, ethnic and
social background, and their performance in language courses (see Archakis et al. to appear).
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they can tune in to their favorite radio stations via the internet. What is important here is
that the vast majority of students have easy access to mass culture media, hence mass
cultural literacy practices are expected to constitute a more or less significant part of their
everyday lives.
Table 2: Home access to mass culture media

Table 3 shows the frequency by which students engage in mass cultural literacy practices.
It seems that their most common practices involve, first, watching TV and, second,
listening to songs. Surfing the net is their third choice, while reading printed material is
their last one. It could therefore be suggested that students mostly engage with
multimodal texts which involve still or moving images, music, and oral discourse, while
they are less fond of texts involving only written discourse and still images. In other
words, students focus more on mass cultural texts which are closer to their everyday
multimodal experiences: language in most authentic contexts of use is multimodal, hence
we are usually expected (actually we learn from an early age) to process words, images,
and sounds simultaneously (Gee & Hayes 2011: 1, 111).
These findings confirm previous research suggesting that music and songs seem to form a
significant part of children’s everyday lives since preschool age (Rideout et al. 2003,
Marsh et al. 2005). Simultaneously, they are compatible with studies underlining
children’s strong preference for multimodal media environments, where they tend to
concentrate on the visual aspects of digital texts rather than on the verbal ones (Facer et
al. 2003, Koutsogiannis 2007). In addition, the present findings are in line with studies
indicating that the time students spend in watching TV has not decreased despite the
widespread use of the internet (Snyder et al. 2008). In particular, Koutsogiannis’ (2011:
355) observations that Greek adolescents spend an important part of their leisure time
surfing the net and watching TV rather than reading printed material which is not related
to their school activities, are confirmed by the present study.
Table 3: Mean scores of students’ engagement in mass cultural literacy practices

In order to shed more light on students’ mass cultural literacy practices, Table 4 includes
the most common kinds of TV shows among students. In general, students watch
entertaining programs more often than they watch informative ones. Comic series appear
on top of their choices, thus suggesting that humor is an important criterion for selecting
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what they watch on TV. Students also watch animated films, reality shows, and films
(whether Greek ones or not). They also watch advertisements, TV game shows and quiz
shows, although such programs are not among the most common ones. Furthermore, it is
interesting to note here that, although listening to songs is a particularly common literacy
practice among students (see Table 3), watching music shows on TV is not.
In addition, students do not appear to watch TV news broadcasts or other informative
programs, which means that they are not interested in sociopolitical debates and topics.
This is compatible with, and reinforced by, findings concerning, on the one hand, their
online literacy practices, where students do not use the web to get information but only
to entertain themselves (see Table 6 below); and, on the other, their reading literacy
practices: reading newspapers is students’ least common mass cultural literacy practice
related to printed material (see Table 7 below). Students’ age could account for such lack
of interest.
Table 4: Mean scores of students’ watching TV programs

As to the kinds of songs students listen to, Table 5 reveals that they usually opt for hiphop, pop, rap, and rock songs. Children’s songs are not common among them, most
probably because such songs are typically composed for younger children. Greek popular
songs, art songs, folk songs, and rebetika are the least common choices among
elementary school students.
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Table 5: Mean scores of students’ listening to various kinds of songs

Table 6 is dedicated to students’ online literacy practices, most of which involve
entertainment. First, students usually listen to songs online and watch videoclips,
whether music ones or others. It seems that the internet provides them with easy access
to visualized versions of their favorite songs. Furthermore, among their most common
practices are digital games (played either in groups or solo). It should be mentioned here
that playing digital games constitutes a more frequent activity than watching TV ones (cf.
Table 4).
Students also visit various websites in order to retrieve useful material for their
homework, but they do not often look up words in online dictionaries. Sometimes they
surf the net without any particular purpose in mind. Reading online blogs and
newspapers is not a very common literacy practice among students, a fact which
highlights the use of the internet predominantly for entertainment and not for
information. This could be related to the fact that the majority of Greek newspapers
address an adult audience, thus their format and topics are not designed to be attractive
to younger people. Finally, students are not particularly interested in expressing their
views on the web and in participating in online surveys.
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Table 6: Mean scores of students’ engagement in diverse online activities

In Table 3 above, we have seen that reading printed mass cultural texts is the least
popular activity among elementary school students. By elaborating on this, Table 7 shows
that students usually read comic books or magazines, namely multimodal texts combining
still images and written discourse. Their second choice is reading literature and their third
reading magazines other than comic ones. Consulting encyclopedias and reading science
books for children are less common activities at that age. Fairytales are not very common
among elementary school students, most probably because such mass cultural texts are
predominantly written for younger children (cf. children’s songs in Table 5). Students’ last
choice is reading newspapers. In general, informative texts do not attract their attention
either in their printed version or on TV or the web (see Tables 4 and 7).
Table 7: Μean scores of students’ engagement with activities involving printed mass
cultural texts

In sum, the results presented in this section bring to surface a wide variety of mass
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cultural literacy practices and genres that belong to Greek elementary school students’
everyday experiences. Multimodality appears to be a salient feature of most of these
genres, hence school curricula and teaching practices aiming at attracting students’
attention and cultivating their literacy skills would be expected to place particular
emphasis on multimodal texts. More specifically, texts combining oral discourse, moving
images and music would be expected to prevail in language teaching material rather than
those involving only written discourse and still images. In addition, entertainment texts
would also be expected to be used in language teaching rather than exclusively
informative ones.
5. Concluding remarks
The present study reveals that the majority of Greek elementary school students of the
5th and the 6th grade have easy access to mass culture media, hence mass cultural texts
become an integral part of their everyday literacy practices. In particular, texts combining
language, still or moving images, music, etc. appear on top of their choices, thus engaging
them in diverse activities. While watching TV, students choose entertaining rather than
informative genres. The most common songs among students are performed by hip-hop,
pop, rap, and rock artists, while they also watch videoclips online, whether music ones or
others. They do not, however, read printed mass cultural texts very often, but, when they
do, they usually opt for multimodal texts such as comic books or magazines. Although
these findings are based on a limited sample of informants, they offer us a first glimpse
on the students’ out-of-school mass cultural literacy practices. Needless to say, more
research is required along these lines in order to cover a larger sample of students as well
as elementary school students of different ages (i.e. 6-10 year-olds).
If we compare these findings to the genres already included in contemporary elementary
school language textbooks (as presented in section 2), we could suggest that there seems
to be what Luke (2004) calls a home-school mismatch: students’ out-of-school literacy
practices are not compatible with the ones proposed, encouraged, and eventually
imposed by language textbooks. Even though texts combining written discourse and still
images tend to be more common in language teaching in class, they are not preferred to
the same extent by students in their out-of-school literacy practices (see section 4).
Hence, students’ mass cultural literacy practices could be exploited to develop new
teaching material or to supplement already existing textbooks, so as to foster their
involvement in language courses. Besides, the recent curriculum (Ministry of Education
and Religious Affairs-Pedagogical Institute 2011), whose pilot implementation has already
begun (during the academic years 2011-2012 and 2012-2013), encourages language
teaching via the use of new technologies, which will provide both teachers and students
with the opportunity to process and produce various texts. More specifically, this
curriculum offers the possibility of replacing the texts included in the textbooks with
different ones coming from TV shows, radio programs, webpages, films, magazines, etc.,
provided such texts are recently collected and reflect students’ interests. Consequently,
teachers are expected to be familiar with students’ most common choices concerning
mass cultural genres and related activities.
The new teaching material would no longer need to be in a printed format. Such a format
precludes the exploitation of texts involving sound or moving images, which form a
significant part of students’ everyday out-of-school activities. Instead, the teaching
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material could be enriched with online and digital texts recorded on cds or accessed
and/or downloaded from websites. Such genres combine moving images, sound, and oral
discourse, that is, modes that prevail in students’ mass cultural literacy practices. The use
of texts other than printed ones could enhance students’ experiences and skills related to
processing multimodal genres.
Finally, according to the New London Group’s (1996) definition of the situated practice
(see section 1), it is students who are expected to choose the teaching material and then
bring it to class. Teachers’ involvement in the preparation of the teaching material is
restricted to assisting students in preparing, implementing, and evaluating the learning
process. Hence, teachers’ training on such a role is deemed necessary, since the need to
cultivate students’ literacy skills becomes increasingly important.
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