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Abstract 

This  paper  focuses  on  a  group  of  children,  aged  8-13,  from a  range  of  national

backgrounds,  who  attend a  large  International  School.  It  is  based  on  research

grounded in New Literacies scholarship. A surprising finding was the degree to which

the children’s concerns about gender figured into the data.  While the children were

somewhat distanced from the discourses of their nation-states, each was immersed in

culturally-shaped understandings of gender as they were played out within their home

and their school. A further environment, the digital worlds of the Internet the children

played in, also figured into these constructions of gendered worlds. 

Proposal information/Research Questions & Theoretical approach (600wds)

An  International  School  that  prioritizes  the  enrolment  of  children  of  inter-

governmental organizations’ employees was the site of this research. The majority of

the students in the school are living outside of their ‘birth’ nation and culture, and may

therefore be classified as ‘Third Culture Kids’ (Useem et al.,  1964). Third Culture

Kids (TCKs) are loosely defined as children who do not live in their country of origin,

and are foreigners in the countries in which they reside. As such, these children are
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members of an imaginary ‘third culture’ of those with similar lifestyles (Pollock &

Reken, 2009; Useem et al., 1964). 

Contemporary  understandings  of  literacies,  with  particular  reference  to  digital

literacies, provided a fresh lens for understanding this specific group of children in the

21st century. In many regards, for children whose lives are defined by the fact that

they continually move away from existing  social  environments,  new technologies

have had extraordinary consequences. The research was initiated around the question,

how do Third Culture Kids negotiate the discourses of home, school and new media?

Wide-ranging sociocultural perspectives on literacies, discourse and identity (Burnett

et al., 2014; Corio et al., 2008; Moje et al., 2009; New London Group, 1996; Weedon,

2004) provided the theoretical background. 

In this paper, identity is understood to be plural and temporary, endlessly ‘contingent,

fragile and incomplete’, and ‘amenable to reconstitution’ (du Gay et al., 2000, p.2).

Notions of identity are approached alongside broader concepts of subjectivity. Identity

and subjectivity are distinguished by refining identity as ‘a limited and temporary

fixing for the individual of a particular mode of subjectivity as apparently what one

is’  (Weedon,  2004,  p.19). While  there  are  agential  possibilities  in  the  take-up  of

subjectivities, ‘(t)he speaker is never the author of the language within which s/he

takes  up  a  position.  Language  pre-exists  and  produces  subjectivity,  identity  and

meaning’ (ibid,  p.13).  Of  particular  note,  gendered  subjectivities  are  perceived  as

discursively formed rather than constructed biologically (Butler, 1990). 
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Discourses are broadly defined here as the ways in which language and other symbol

systems  work  to  create  particular  ways  of  speaking  and  particular  ways  of

understanding experience; thereby contributing to the creation and substantiation of

knowledges,  which typically become embedded as valid and logical givens within

specific  groups  of  people.  As  different  societal  groups  are  situated  within  and

structured  by  these  particular  ways  of  speaking  and  knowing,  an  exploration  of

discourses  allows  insights  into  the  beliefs  that  might  play  a  part  in  shaping  an

individual group member’s subjectivities (Weedon, 1997). Discourses are circulated

and  co-constructed  within  institutional  bodies  (such as  a  school),  core  and fringe

social groups (such as a family, and a set of acquaintances) as well as media (such as

an Internet world), amongst other possibilities. Dominant discourses, which represent

particular  interests  of  class,  gender,  and  culture,  work  to  maintain  a  status  quo

amongst  particular  groups  of  people,  although  a  range  of  discourses  may  be

negotiated within any particular literacy event. Being a girl, or a boy, for example, can

be understood through discourses circulating in the family, and/or the school, amongst

a particular group of young people, or within specific sections of the media. 

Methods,

Conclusion & findings, Scientific Significance 

Multicase study methodologies guided the overall design of the research (Dyson and

Genishi,  2005;  Stake,  2006).  Research  methods  included  interviews,  observations

taken in formal classroom contexts and during after-school computer clubs, as well as

discussions focused around the content of a take-home journal. The main dataset was

built  during  one  year  talking  with  and  observing  twenty  children  recruited  from
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Grades 3, 4, 5 and 6. A dataset developed in the same International School three years

earlier provided additional material. (Three children participated in both phases.) 

At  the  outset  of  the  research  I  considered  the  intersecting  areas  of

globalization/culture  and  technology  in  children’s  lives  were  topics  of  high

pertinence. I didn’t recognise the potential intersection of gender into this mix at this

time. However, as the research proceeded and I spent more time with the children,

issues  of  gender  gained  increasing  prominence  in  our  conversations.  Gendered

discourses were detected within the children’s digital worlds, their classrooms, their

home environments, and within their own social worlds. Resistance was displayed by

some  of  the  children  to  a  society  that  they  perceived  was  forcing  them into  an

established  gendered  social  system  that  didn’t  fit  with  their  self-perception.

Sometimes this resistance was against acting in certain gendered ways required to

gain admission to a friendship group. 

While Third Culture Kid theory suggests these children may lack spaces of belonging

(Nette and Hayden, 2007), with regard to gendered social systems, the children did

question the ‘price’ of belonging. In this research, children are seen as agential, a part

of the life and advancement of societies, beings rather than becomings (Prout, 2008).

The  unique  mix  of  these  children,  coming  from  a  range  of  different  cultural

backgrounds, yet united through the experience of living a globally mobile lifestyle, is

an  example  of  the  different  facets  of  globalization  from a  human  perspective.  In

presenting this  analysis  of  the  contemporary experiences  and perceptions  of  these

cross-cultural,  globally-mobile  children,  questions  are  raised  about  whether  the
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current  experiences  of  young  people  will  lead  to  a  more  gender-equitable  future

world. 
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