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Abstract 

It is a trope to say that teens are highly engaged online and are frequent and passionate members 

of fan communities, yet it is true. However, little is known about teens’ information practices in 

this arena. This study examines the everyday life information seeking (ELIS) practices of teens 

in Nerdfighteria, a fan community, to answer the question: What kinds of everyday life 

information do teens seek in an online fan community? Using survey, interview, diary, and 

observational data, and concurrent, iterative data analysis incorporating grounded theory 

techniques, this study offers insight into the ELIS practices of teen fans. Teen Nerdfighters use 

their community to address a wide variety of information needs related to their development as 

adolescents. The primary information engagements were around social, cognitive, fan, and 

emotional needs, and they included seeking or giving emotional support; engaging in intellectual 

debates around current events, politics, science, and literature; sharing social events; and seeking 

and sharing fan-oriented information. The findings from this study illustrate the potential for 

information seeking in a fan community for purposes far beyond the fandom. 

Introduction 

Teens are often highly connected and frequently engaged in information behaviori but are an 

understudied population. Teens are also in the midst of a transformational developmental stage,ii 

and the impact of their informational needs is significant. Fandoms, while the focus of 

considerable research over the years,iii are not often examined beyond the creation of fanworks 

such as fanfiction or the functioning of sites to maintain fanworks. 
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To address the intersection of these phenomena—information behavior, teens, and fan 

communities—this study examined the everyday life information seeking (ELIS) practices of 

teen Nerdfighters. Nerdfighters are fans of best-selling young adult author John Green and his 

brother, Hank Green, who share the very popular VlogBrothers YouTube channel and a growing 

media empire. Nerdfighteria, the community of Nerdfighters, sprawls across the internet to 

include official sites on platforms such as YouTube and Twitter, and fan-made sites on a 

constantly shifting range of platforms from YouTube to Facebook to Discord and beyond. 

This study includes survey, interview, diary, and observational data from teen Nerdfighters, ages 

13–17 from fall 2016 through summer 2017. The findings inform information behavior 

researchers, fandom researchers, and youth service librarians. 

Research Question 

This study asks: What kinds of everyday life information do teens seek in an online fan 

community? 

Literature Review 

This study draws upon and integrates several strands of research, most notably aspects of 

everyday life information seeking (ELIS) and practices, fandom research, and information 

behavior in fan communities. Wherever possible, research on teens is incorporated; however, 

very little research on the information behavior of teens in fan communities exists. 

Everyday Life Information Seeking (ELIS) 

ELIS begins with a basic understanding of information behavior. Information behavior can be 

faulted, if anything, for an overly broad definition. T. D. Wilson describes it as “the totality of 

human behavior in relation to sources and channels of information.”iv Information behavior 

research is heavily indebted to Wilson’s model of information behavior, which was 

groundbreaking in its recognition that information behavior is iterative and encompasses a range 

of behaviors beyond actively seeking to include actions like monitoring.v From information 

behavior, we move to information seeking, which is understood to include a wide range of needs, 

contexts, assumptions, and understandings. Information seeking carries a cognitive and 

emotional load, as well as an emotional and affective impact.vi While information seeking 
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initially appears almost self-explanatory, when examined more closely there are a wide range of 

issues and contexts underpinning even a cursory search. 

Early research into information seeking frequently focused on work-oriented or artificial tasks, 

especially when the research concerned children or teens. However, the reality is that people 

need information continually that is not contained in work or school lives. This need is not 

always clear-cut or task-oriented. ELIS is a theory that seeks to understand and describe this 

process. Reijo Savolainen is the seminal researcher into ELIS practices. Savolainen describes a 

“way of life,” how a person functions under normal circumstances; “mastery of life,” the tasks 

we undertake to maintain that order; and the factors that impact the interplay providing a model 

for understanding daily life.vii 

From Seeking to Practice 

While information seeking provided a better understanding of the daily information interactions 

of adults, it became apparent that “seeking” was too narrow an approach to fully understand 

daily information interactions. After all, most people are frequently engaged in information but 

less often directly “seeking” it. In recognition of this gap, Savolainen expanded his model to 

incorporate information seeking, use, and sharing in the context of daily life.viii Savolainen uses 

the terms seeking, the ways a person identifies and accesses sources of information; use, the 

evaluation, filtering, and wielding of information; and sharing, the giving and receiving of 

information.ix Context matters, however. Factors such as a person’s knowledge and 

understanding of the social rules and norms around information, the urgency of the information 

need, the time a person has available, the type of project requiring information, and the person’s 

values, goals, and interests all impact their information practice.x 

Pamela McKenzie examined information practices in greater detail in her study of mothers 

pregnant with twins and developed a two-dimensional model of information practice.xi One 

dimension posits strategies for meeting an information need such as active seeking (actual 

searching), active scanning (reviewing the information environment for relevant information), 

non-directed monitoring (keeping an eye out), and by proxy (another person refers an 

information source). The other dimension refers to two modes of information seeking: 

connecting (identifying information sources) and interacting (contact with information 

sources).xii This more complex model of information practices is useful for understanding how 
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people engage in a wide variety of behaviors. However, the model is limited in that it focused on 

live, direct interactions, and it predates the era of ubiquitous social media and internet access. In 

the case of this study, McKenzie’s work also differs in that it focused on a specific issue 

(pregnancy) rather than a community. 

ELIS researchers frequently attempt to classify people’s information needs, practices, and 

strategies; however, they rarely engage with teens on their own ground.xiii 

ELIS with Teens 

While some researchers are examining teen’s information practices, this area is currently 

understudied in light of teens’ complicated developmental stage and the rapid evolution of 

information and communications technology. Given that teens are in a critical developmental 

transition to adulthoodxiv and that their engagement with the internet and social media is 

exploding,xv this is an area of study that warrants closer examination. 

Kaveri Subrahmanyam and David Šmahel assert that teens are active co-creators of an constantly 

developing online life and that their engagement is closely tied to their developmental stage.xvi 

Teens are therefore experiencing and enacting the classic developmental changes and challenges 

of independence, intimacy, identity, and sexuality both on- and offline.xvii The relationship 

between developmental stage and information practice is an important one, but what specific 

information and which specific developmental tasks are most salient? 

Denise Agosto and Sandra Hughes-Hassell attempt to answer this question by examining the 

ELIS needs of urban teens to develop a model of teen ELIS needs.xviii The researchers first 

examined a developmental framework developed by Robert Havighurstxix and used by 

Subrahmanyam and Šmahel,xx and they sorted information needs into developmental “selves” 

tied to accomplishing specific maturation tasks. Table 1, Maturation Tasks and Self-Definitions, 

describes the selves and definitions. The specific ELIS needs of urban teens were compared with 

a broader population of teens and found to be similar.xxi However, while teens in this study did 

use the internet, the information needs were discussed and explored in person. This paper 

examines the ELIS needs that occur exclusively in an online fan community. 
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Table 1. Maturation Tasks and Self-Definitions 

Self Information Needs Topics 

Emotional Family relationships, emotional health, religious practice 

Reflective Self-image, philosophical concerns, heritage/cultural identity, civic 

duty, college, career, self-actualization 

Physical Daily life routine, physical safety, goods and services, personal 

finances, health, job responsibilities 

Creative Creative performance, creative production 

Cognitive Academics, school culture, current events 

Sexual Sexual safety, sexual identity 

Social Friend/peer/romantic relationships, social activities, popular culture, 

fashion, social/legal norms 

Source: Denise Agosto and Sandra Hughes-Hassell, “Toward a Model of the Everyday Life Information 

Needs of Urban Teenagers, Part 2: Empirical Model,” Journal of the American Society for Information 

Science and Technology 57, no. 11 (September 2006): 1418–26, https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.20452. 

Fandom Research 

Research into fan culture has a long history; however, it has usually focused on areas outside of 

information behavior—the creation of fanfiction or other transformative works, for example. 

Fanfiction sites have their own culture, slang, norms, and values that extend beyond the creation 

of transformative works.xxii Fanfiction communities can be tools for learning and exploration.xxiii 

Some writers take on leadership roles, learn technical skills, and engage in mentoring.xxiv Culture 

plays an important role in this learning and exploration; as Casey Fiesler et al. note, members of 

the Archive of Our Own (AO3) brought the collaborative culture of fandom with them when 

they established AO3.xxv Nonetheless, many contributors hide their participation from those 

outside the community for fear of shaming.xxvi Additionally, most research tends to focus on a 

single platform, such as AO3, even when the fandoms sprawl across many platforms. 

Nerdfighter Scholarship 

There is minimal research on Nerdfighteria despite its size and longevity. Researcher Nita 

Kligler-Vilenchik is an exception, having examined Nerdfighters from the perspective of civic 

participation. She has found that the nature of the community and its specific credos—such as 

https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.20452
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“decrease world suck”—function to encourage Nerdfighters to be active participants.xxvii This 

involvement can often take the form of fund-raising, such as participating in the annual “Project 

for Awesome” event or using the Kiva platform.xxviii While Kligler-Vilenchik did not focus on 

information behavior per se, she did observe that fan activism on the part of Nerdfighters was 

driven by both the low barrier to entry for this community and the powerful ethos of information 

sharing.xxix 

Information Behavior in Online Fan Communities 

As noted earlier, there is relatively minimal research into information behavior in online fan 

communities. Two exceptions are Ludi Price and Lyn Robinson,xxx and Maria-Jose Masanet and 

David Buckingham.xxxi Price and Robinson’s Delphi study of information behavior by adult 

online fan communities found that information behavior generally was collaborative, informal, 

and generous, and that fan communities were fertile ground for information.xxxii Masanet and 

Buckingham examined peer-to-peer sexual education through the lens of a fan forum for a 

popular show in the United Kingdom.xxxiii These researchers found that the supportive and 

nonjudgmental nature of the fan community made it a space for teens to safely share information 

that they were otherwise reluctant to admit.xxxiv 

Prior research forms a basis for this study, in particular, the ELIS practices of urban teens,xxxv 

however, there are numerous gaps. This study addresses these gaps by focusing on ELIS 

practices in an understudied population (teens) in an understudied setting (online fan 

communities). 

Methods 

This study uses primarily qualitative data collected from several sources between the fall of 2016 

and the summer of 2017. Individuals could participate in two ways, through the survey and 

through interviews and a diary. There were 241 survey participants, who were recruited 

primarily with recruitment posts on social media and through snowball sampling. Fifteen teens 

participated in an extensive interview/diary/follow-up interview protocol. These participants 

were also recruited primarily using social media posts and snowball sampling. In addition to 

individual participants, I observed public social media platforms. It is important to note that no 

observations from public platforms will be quoted directly in order to protect the privacy of the 
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teen participants. Finally, where applicable, I examined documents related to the various online 

communities observed or mentioned by participants. 

Survey 

The survey remained open for the duration of data collection and included questions that 

mirrored the Nerdfighter Census and the Pew Internet and American Life studies, as well as 

questions developed from the research question. A total of 241 teens participated in the survey, 

which included a gateway question regarding age. Teen respondents averaged fifteen years old 

and were primarily female (70%), although a range of genders was represented (see fig. 1). 

Teens were offered a range of gender choices, allowed to select multiple gender choices, and 

were allowed to add their own descriptions. As a result, many teens chose something other than 

or in addition to binary male/female. Questions around race and ethnicity were likewise open-

ended, though most respondents selected white (75%) (see fig. 2). 

 

Figure 1. Representation of Gender Identity in Survey 
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Figure 2. Representation of Race/Ethnicity in Survey 

Interviews and Diary 

Fifteen teens participated in an interview, followed by a monthlong prompted diary, and fourteen 

of fifteen completed a follow-up interview. Interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 

thirty and sixty minutes. The diary was online and prompted. Teens could log in at any time but 

received a reminder to participate three times a week. At the conclusion of the diary phase, teens 

were invited to participate in a follow-up interview, which fourteen of the fifteen did. This phase 

of the study rolled out in three cohorts. The average age of participants was 15.7 years. 

Observations 

A public Nerdfighter forum was observed from October 2016 to May 2017. This teen-oriented 

forum was a legacy bulletin board and part of a larger Nerdfighter forum. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was ongoing, iterative, and drew on grounded theory techniques.xxxvi Coding took 

place during data collection and included several passes to uncover themes. Codes were both etic 

and emic, drawing both from the literature and from the data itself.xxxvii Segments of the data was 

sent to a fellow researcher at another university to verify the code book and coding. All data was 

coded using Dedoose, a web-based mixed-methods research analysis platform. 

This study was conducted in accordance with IRB protocols. All names are pseudonyms, and as 

noted above, I will not quote anything from an online post directly in order maintain privacy. All 

teens participating in the interview and diary portion received and completed parental consent 
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and teen assent forms, and each received a small gift card commensurate with their level of 

participation. As gender identity and pronoun choice was important to the participants, a singular 

“they” pronoun is used throughout this paper. 

Findings 

Teen Nerdfighters used their fan community for a wide range of information needs, far beyond 

the scope of the fan community. These information practices were informed by the 

developmental stage of adolescence and mirrored the findings of Agosto and Hughes-Hassell and 

Subrahmanyam and Šmahel that these tasks fall into specific domains, often termed 

“selves.”xxxviii In addition to the selves from prior research, the teens in this study exhibited what 

I have termed a “fan self,” an additional component of their identity development that focused 

around their experience as a fan. Specific topics are discussed in the following subsections, 

organized by code prevalence. Table 2, Self Labels and Corresponding Code Application, 

represents the selves and the corresponding code applications, and includes all sources (survey, 

interview, diary, and observation). 

 

Table 2. Self Labels and Corresponding Code Application 

Label Code Application 

Social 720 

Cognitive 426 

Emotional 252 

Fan 226 

Creative 133 

Reflective 120 

Physical 49 

Sexual 34 
 

Social 

Social was the most commonly used code for the teens in this study. Intuitively, this makes 

sense, as this is a group of teens deeply engaged in social media across numerous platforms. This 

self is characterized by maturing peer-peer relationships and by learning to independently 

navigate a social experience.xxxix The most prevalent subcode, by far, was an emic code for 

hanging out, which is a derivation of etic codes for relationships and social activities.xl 
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Additional common subcodes were discussions of overlapping fandoms and the social aspects of 

the 2017 Nerdfighter scavenger hunt. 

Hanging out was a particularly common code derived from the observations. Members of the 

forum would check in to see who was online and what they were doing. Sometimes discussions 

would focus on welcoming back a member who had been off the board for a while or on banter 

about the members’ profile pictures. Members also observed traditional and nontraditional 

holidays from Christmas to Pi Day (March 14). Dreams were a surprisingly common topic of 

discussion. 

Overlapping fandoms is an emic code that fits with social self. Participants came to various 

Nerdfighter platforms to discuss their experience as a fan of something else. Harry Potter was the 

most frequent topic of overlapping fandom, but teens also discussed the musical Hamilton, 

specific bands, and books by authors other than John Green. Harry Potter, for example, was 

examined as canon text. Forum members were also creators of transformative works around 

Harry Potter. Harry Potter was also used as a metaphor for their lives and the world. For 

example, one interview participant, Claire, described a conversation about how the Patronus (a 

magical animal guardian evoked by a complex charm) might reflect the underlying character and 

mental health of the person. Alternatively, Emma saw a relationship between their fandom of 

Neil Gaiman’s Good Omens and the underlying credo of Nerdfighteria: “I’ve seen someone 

talking about Neil Gaiman or Good Omens before in literature [Nerdfighter Discord subchannel]. 

In a sort of a roundabout way, Good Omens, it has a lot of things that Nerdfighteria really values. 

Like independent thought and sort of an easy respect for a lot of different things.” 

In the winter of 2017, John Green announced an online scavenger hunt,xli which immediately 

created excitement among the teen participants in the study and those observed online. Thus, the 

third major area of social engagement was around the emic code scavenger hunt. Members of the 

forum had frequent discussions of the various clues related to the scavenger hunt, although 

ultimately moved the discussion to a separate board to keep the conversation on the teen board 

interesting for everyone. Several interview participants also participated in the scavenger hunt to 

varying degrees. The culmination of the scavenger hunt was the announcement of John Green’s 

first new book since 2012.xlii The scavenger hunt combined an intellectual challenge with a 

social practice. For example, Emma repeatedly referred to the people working on the scavenger 
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hunt as a community: “This community of intellectuals was brought together by something that 

was intellectually stimulating, the scavenger hunt.” 

Music and movies rounded out the social engagement. These two codes are variants of the etic 

code for pop culture.xliii A surprising number of Nerdfighters, both interview participants and 

forum members, are either directly involved in musical theater or fans of musical theater (often 

the musical Hamilton). 

Cognitive 

Unsurprisingly, as this is a community dedicated to celebrating being a nerd, teens were deeply 

engaged in cognitive practices. The most common cognitive subcodes were intellectual, politics 

and current events, science, weather, and history. 

Finding a community that welcomed their intellectual passions was transformative for many 

participants. As Lia described it, “I want to be an engineer and everything. Finding a channel that 

is just about that, I was so excited. I’m like, ‘Yes!’ ” Isabelle was motivated to watch the entire 

Crash Course video series (a channel affiliated with the Green brothers) because they wanted to 

learn the background and history of programming, not just the programming languages taught in 

school. “Just getting what’s behind all of that is interesting to me.” The intellectual component of 

all the cognitive subcodes was a driving factor for engagement in the Nerdfighter community. 

Politics and current events were extremely common subcodes, especially in the forum. This is 

likely in part due to the timing of the data collection during the 2016 election cycle and its 

aftermath. Teens in the forum felt the outcome of the election keenly. As many of the members 

identified as LGBTQ, they were truly frightened by the election of the Trump/Pence ticket. 

Interview participants also talked about current events. For example, Mira referred to learning 

about Obamacare (the Affordable Care Act), in part by observing discussions on the 

VlogBrothers YouTube channel. Survey respondents also used Nerdfighteria to understand 

current events and politics, including changes in government policies. Twenty-seven percent of 

respondents said they used Nerdfighteria for information seeking specifically for information 

around current and world events. 

Science, especially weather and weather phenomena, was a common topic of discussion in the 

forum. Members liked to share what was happening in their particular region and compare with 
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other forum members. It is likely that this practice served a dual purpose of linking together 

members from across the country in a common experience. 

Participants were also deeply interested in history. Emma found and shared an archive that 

included the love letters between John and Abigail Adams. One teen member of the forum began 

every new page the forum rolled over to with a summary of a major historical event that 

happened in the year corresponding to the page number. For example, the page number 1776 

likely included information about the American Revolution (note: I am not providing exact 

examples to protect the privacy of the participants). 

Teen Nerdfighters deeply identified with the cognitive self. They relied on the community at 

large, as well as information from the Green brothers, to continue their intellectual engagement 

and frequently referred to the intellectual nature of the community as a primary factor fostering 

their engagement. 

Emotional 

The emotional self was the third most commonly present in the data. Common subcodes for this 

self included emotional support, mental health, and religion. 

Twelve of the fifteen interview participants referenced the emotional support they got and gave 

through Nerdfighteria. This support was also common in the forum. Members turned to one 

another for support around adolescent rites of passage such as getting a driver’s license. 

Responses were typically to share their experience and offer reassurance. When someone 

stepped away from the forum and returned, they were uniformly welcomed back with eagerness 

and support. 

Tyler, an interview participant, was generally an observer in Nerdfighteria. Nonetheless, they 

chose to engage when they could give support to another person. “I guess because I found the 

safety and security that I really want to find . . . I try to be as nice to other people as I can, 

because they all deserve the love and support.” 

Mental health was a concern for some of the forum members. In particular, one forum 

participant stepped in and out as their anxiety dictated. An interview participant noted that they 

became overwhelmed by too much social interaction and would sometimes choose to step away 

from technology to recharge. Others came to their Nerdfighter community to share their mental 

health struggles. 
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Religion, while present, was not a common subcode. Interview participants had different 

perceptions of religion within Nerdfighteria. Gabriella thought the community was welcoming 

and engaged in discourse rather than arguing. Chris, a practicing Mormon, had a more conflicted 

view of religion in Nerdfighteria, feeling that they were often responsible for explaining their 

faith to a larger audience that had a skeptical view of religion overall and Mormonism in 

particular. However, Chris noted that they were more comfortable discussing their religion 

within Nerdfighteria than other areas of the internet, noting that the community made an effort to 

be civil and have an honest conversation. 

Emotional self was a primary factor for engagement. Interview participants frequently referenced 

getting and giving support as a motivating factor for participating in Nerdfighteria. Forum 

members exhibited kind and thoughtful behavior and sought opportunities to support one 

another. While interview participants acknowledge that negativity or “trolling” could happen in 

Nerdfighteria, it was generally not tolerated in the places they frequented. 

Fan 

Nerdfighteria was an aspect of the teen participants’ lives that in their minds became a part of 

their identity, the fan self. Each self refers to “a subset of an adolescent’s growing understanding 

of himself or herself and of the world in which he or she lives.”xliv The importance of 

Nerdfighteria to the study participants and its place as a “world in which they live” warrants a 

separate category as a self and suggests that other teens likely have a self drawn from their 

engagement in fan communities. Though as with all people, the proportional mix of selves likely 

varies from person to person. 

All subcodes are emic, drawn from the data, and reflective of the teen participants’ experiences. 

The largest subcode was Nerdfighteria, which was used when teens described their experience or 

sought to learn more about the community overall. Object of fandom and service to fandom were 

the two other codes. 

Participants and forum members were self-reflective about what it meant to be a part of this 

community. Mira frequently commented in other online settings (specifically ESPN), but 

described Nerdfighteria as part of who they were. Ash said that Nerdfighteria was built around 

inclusivity, which was an important component in their participation. Emma was proud to be a 

part of a community that was experiencing “a renaissance.” Teens in the forum dreamed about 
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Nerdfighteria. Sometimes this subcode took the form of discussing fan-related merchandise. 

Riley was proud to share that they possessed several signed posters. Anything that involving 

direct interaction with the Green brothers was very significant to the participants. 

Object of fandom referred to whenever the teens would discuss a VlogBrothers video, a John 

Green book, and so on. However, considering that the community is literally made up of fans, 

object of fandom was a relatively rare code. It primarily occurred around discussion of John 

Green’s new book, Turtles All the Way Down, which was announced at the conclusion of the 

scavenger hunt. The last subcode for fan self is service to fandom. Many participants engaged in 

activities to help and support the fandom. For example, members of the forum collaborated with 

others on a fanzine, which had several issues and contained stories about members’ experiences 

in the community or discovery of the community, fiction and poetry, and fan art. The fanzine 

was an unusual and rare example in this study of Nerdfighter fanworks. Unlike many fandoms, 

Nerdfighteria produces relatively little fan-related transformative works. 

Creative 

Agosto and Hughes-Hassell describe the creative self as including both the creation and 

consumption of creative work.xlv The data in my study led me to take a narrower stance. Creative 

self was coded to focus on content creation due to the increasingly blurred line between content 

and creation, and Agosto and Hughes-Hassell’s inclusion of popular culture in social self. 

Creative self was a less common code. A lone survey respondent mentioned searching 

Nerdfighter communities for Nerdfighter-related art. Creative self encompassed two subcodes, 

both emic, hobbies and side projects. 

Many participants were involved in theater. Others had YouTube channels to share their creative 

content, including a planned video prequel to Harry Potter. Some, such as Gemma, used the 

Nerdfighter community to share their writing: “If I need feedback on something, there are people 

who will take time out of their schedule to go read and try and figure out more about something. 

You can always have people that will give their time up to help.” Rebecca participated in 

Nerdfighter Facebook groups around cooking and visual arts. Rebecca liked being able to 

provide help, citing an example in their crafting group where she advised a fellow Nerdfighter on 

how to mix paints. 
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Reflective 

The reflective self encompasses a developing identity, future goals, values, civic duty, and a 

cultural identity.xlvi The subcodes for reflective self only differed slightly between Nerdfighteria 

and the ELIS needs of urban teens. Similar codes were college and future goals and what I 

termed identity, but what Agosto and Hughes-Hassell call self-actualization. Nerdfighters 

engaged in quite a bit of discussion around charity (e.g., Project for Awesome and other 

charitable endeavors). Theoretically, charity could be considered to be a part of civic duty, 

however the high prevalence of charity and the prominence of charitable endeavors in the 

community argued for an independent code. 

The culture of Nerdfighteria emphasizes charity. Indeed, their maxim is to “decrease world 

suck.” Consequently, teens were very involved in charity work. Once again, timing was likely a 

component of the weight of this code. Project for Awesome is a very large annual fund-raiser 

and occurred during the data collection phase of the study. Additionally, data collection occurred 

during the escalating Syrian international refugee crisis. This crisis prompted reflection on the 

part of Nerdfighters, and one interview participant asked that their gift card be donated to a local 

agency that supported resettled refugees. 

As teens are in a transitional stage, the discussion of college and future goals was common in the 

forum. Members discussed which colleges they were considering, what they wanted in a school, 

the common application, and admissions interviews. No one referenced a career before of higher 

education. College posts received advice and information, including insider information from 

people who happened to live near one of the colleges under discussion. Future goals beyond 

college were discussed less frequently. 

Identity was less frequently discussed. When it came up in the forum, the discussion focused on 

the importance of a Nerdfighter identity to the members. Questions of identity were less 

prevalent in the interview and diaries, though they did come up. For example, Chris talked about 

how being a Nerdfighter helped during a difficult period of middle school. 

Identity, in a gender or sexual sense, was a complex topic among teen Nerdfighters. Sexuality is 

included in the discussion of sexual self. Gender identity did come up. For example, Sam and a 

friend from a Nerdfighter group developed a flyer on gender identity and an infographic on 

pronoun usage (with regard to identity, not grammar). Sam took this project to their 
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Nerdfighteria group because the community has a lot of exposure to identity issues and a “drive 

to make a difference.” 

Physical 

The physical self includes health, well-being, safety, and daily tasks that are a part of living. 

However, physical safety was not a concern for the participants or the members of the forum. 

Health was the most common subcode. Rebecca, an interview and diary participant, had 

experienced a traumatic brain injury. They participated in a Nerdfighter chronic illness subgroup 

to discuss their progress, ask for advice, and provide advice in turn. Discussion of health in the 

forum revolved around more common adolescent experiences such as having wisdom teeth 

removed or braces put on, for example, or reflecting on the illness of a family member. 

Appearance as a subcode only occurred once, and by an interview participant. In this instance, 

Tyler (who went by two names, one traditionally female and one traditionally male) used their 

Nerdfighter community for advice on cutting their hair, then sent before-and-after photos. When 

asked why they turned to Nerdfighteria for this advice they responded: 

I like to believe that a lot of people in the community are really honest and 

stuff. Their opinion, though I don’t know these people in real life, is just 

as important as people I do know in real life. Not in a weird way, but I feel 

it gave me the confidence I needed. I trust the group a lot. . . . I guess 

because I found the safety and security that I really want to find. By 

joining the group from day one, I haven’t felt excluded from it. I’ve felt 

welcomed and accepted regardless of anything. I think the sense of 

security is what’s been nice, and safety. 

Sexual 

Sexual self refers to the growing understanding of a person as a sexual being, sexual identity, and 

sexual safety from violence.xlvii Though not mentioned in the original discussion of sexual self, 

gender identity is part of this self. In the decade since Agosto and Hughes-Hassell proposed their 

framework, there has been a seismic shift in the discussion around gender. Sexual and gender 

identity falls in both the reflective self, in which I discussed identity, and the sexual self, 

discussed here. 

Sexual and gender identities were commonly discussed by interview participants in different 

Nerdfighter platforms. They used these platforms to come out, to advocate, and to support. One 
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interview participant, Ash, was an active participant in a Nerdfighter Discord LGBTQ 

subchannel discussion. Tyler, as discussed earlier, found a Nerdfighter friend to collaborate on 

educational materials about nonbinary genders and the importance of pronoun choice. 

Sexual self was not an especially common code. I suspect that this is most likely due to the 

public nature of the forum observed, and the understandable reticence of interview participants. 

As sex and sexuality were not specific topics of questions in the interview, diary, or survey, 

participants would have to have a reason to raise it. 

Teens came to their Nerdfighter community with a wide variety of information needs and topics. 

These ELIS practices fit well into a developmental framework, which suggests that teen 

Nerdfighters engaged in information topics related to their stage as adolescents and informed by 

the specific characteristics of their community, and that fan communities overall are rich sources 

for teen ELIS practices. 

Discussion 

This study affirms the findings of prior researchers on the information behavior in fan 

communities that the communities are generally supportive and welcoming spaces for 

information seeking, but this study extends these findings to teens. The teens in this study came 

to Nerdfighteria for a wide variety of information needs, but the emotional and supportive nature 

of the community kept them coming back. As Grace said, “It’s a really nice place to be. Even 

though it’s not a physical place, when you’re with everyone or talking to people, it just feels like 

home. No one’s there to judge you. Everyone’s there for the same kind of reason, just be.” 

Additionally, this study finds that teens in online fan communities use their community for an 

astonishingly wide variety of information topics, and that these topics and practices fit well with 

our understanding of the ELIS practices of teens. The ELIS needs of Nerdfighters were well 

matched to our understanding of the developmental stage of adolescence and the attendant 

information behaviors.xlviii In the case of Nerdfighteria, teens were most frequently to engaged in 

social, cognitive, emotional, or fan-oriented topics. Social practices were oriented toward 

hanging out, welcoming friends, and sharing overlapping fandoms. Cognitive topics were very 

common in Nerdfighteria, as it is a community dedicated in part to being a nerd and included 

discussions of current events, science, literature, as well as a general celebration of being a nerd. 

As Riley put it, “I guess it’s a place where anyone can go and learn and at the same time interact 
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with people. . . . It is a place also where anyone can be themselves and being a nerd isn’t a bad 

thing.” Teens in Nerdfighteria were quick to ask for or offer emotional support and to share their 

personal challenges. Fan-oriented topics were important to teen Nerdfighters to the extent that 

they viewed their participation in Nerdfighteria as an extension of their identity and felt a 

responsibility to support the community at large in a variety of ways. 

Congruent with prior research, it is likely that the mix and prevalence of topics would vary 

according to the specific platform studied (e.g., social practices were prevalent in observations of 

the forum while cognitive practices were prevalent in interview data) and the specific community 

(Nerdfighteria focused heavily on cognitive topics). Other communities would probably see a 

different mix of selves. This research adds a developmental informational “self,” that of the fan. 

Implications for Practice 

Fandoms are far more than places for sharing fanworks, such as fanfiction. Indeed, fandoms are 

extensive, sprawling communities, which often function as a social hub outside of the object of 

fandom. Fan spaces—whether online communities, as studied here, or in real life—are rich 

venues for information far beyond the topic of the fandom. Librarians serving teens would be 

wise to recognize the power of a fan community for information sharing. Additionally, as 

fandoms cover an almost limitless range of topics, and as the online communities are rapidly, 

incessantly evolving, keeping aware of changes and trends in fandoms is an ongoing task. 

Librarians working with teens should maintain their already strong connections with the teens 

they serve and take the time to examine with an open mind the fan spaces that are relevant to 

their populations. 

Limitations 

The teens in this study were undoubtedly impacted by the period in which this study was 

conducted. As noted earlier, the social upheaval following the 2016 election and the Syrian 

refugee crisis likely played a role in the prevalence of certain topics. Likewise, this study 

occurred during a renaissance in Nerdfighteria. As the study was under way, John Green 

announced a scavenger hunt, a new book, and a book tour. All of these events created additional 

excitement in a community that had been relatively stable. Additionally, the teens’ perception 

was that Nerdfighteria was a unique place; indeed, that was a motivating factor to participate. 
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Not everywhere on the internet felt like home in 2016 and 2017. The nature of the community 

drove teens to share their information needs in Nerdfighteria. 

As with most qualitative studies, this one had a relatively small sample size, a specific age of 

participants, and focused on a specific area of online communities—fandoms—all of which limit 

the degree to which this study can be generalized. Future studies should examine information 

behavior in other fandoms and with teens to determine how the ELIS practices of teens change 

based on the community in which they engage. 

Conclusion 

This study set out to examine the everyday life information seeking (ELIS) practices of teens in 

an online fan community to determine the kinds of information teens sought. Because little is 

known about the intersection of teens, information behavior, and fan communities, and because 

fandoms and online communities are undergoing constant transformation, this study contributes 

to our understanding of an evolving phenomena. Teens are going to fan communities and 

seeking or offering information on a wide variety of topics far removed from the fandom itself. 

Gaining a better understanding of these processes and needs will help researchers understand and 

librarians serve this critical population. 
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Abstract 

This paper reports on the second phase of a three-year ethnographic study project exploring teens 

and data literacy in the context of Teen Services in public libraries, with the goal of building an 

understanding of the potential roles that Teen Services staff (librarians and library workers) can 

play in supporting data-literacy competencies youth will need to have. We report on current 

research in the area of data literacy, teens, and public libraries. Then we describe our interview 

fieldwork, which focused on the perspectives of library staff working with adolescents. Findings 

in this paper draw from our formal examination and synthesis of interviews with thirteen Teen 

Services staff, working in five public library branches in a midsized urban city in the 

northeastern United States. Based on interview data, observational fieldwork, and synthesis from 

previous research, we report on five themes that emerged from the investigation and develop a 

model of youth data literacy based on the data life cycle. We argue for a holistic and humanistic 

approach to data in public library programming for youth that is aligned with broad, cross-

cutting themes such as data infrastructures, data rights, and data subjectivity in order for Teen 

Services staff to have an impact and prepare young people for a data-driven world. 
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Introduction 

The lives of young people today are indelibly etched in data traces created with networked 

platforms supported through Internet-connected digital devices. They are growing up in a world 

of mass data collection—a world where data literacy is a critical aspect of citizenship in the 

twenty-first century. In order to contribute to future conversations about the role of data in their 

lives, in their communities, and in society, they will need to understand how data is gathered, 

aggregated, processed, interpreted, and managed. A data-literate teen will have the skills, 

knowledge, and disposition needed to understand data in their personal life as well as the in the 

contexts of data collections in the world in which they live. What can public libraries, and in 

particular, the people who work in Teen Services, do to prepare young people for this world?  

Although there is a robust and complex body of literature about digital youth and information 

literacy skills, data literacy at the public library is under-theorized and discussions tend to be 

focused on the more formal learning contexts of the K–12 classroom or higher education. There 

is little research examining data literacy through the informal learning context of public library 

programming or the potential roles that Teen Services staff (librarians and library workers) can 

play in supporting data-literacy competencies for youth. This paper presents the second phase of 

the “Exploring Data Worlds at the Public Library” research study, a project that examines data 

literacy at the public library. In the first phase, we explored teen perspectives on data.i This paper 

reports findings from the next phase of the study, focused on Teen Services staff, attempting to 

discover what public libraries can do to prepare young people for a data-driven world. 

Drawing from data collected in interviews with Teen Services staff at an urban public 

library in the United States, the paper analyses the knowledge and assumptions that library staff 

hold about teens and data, and it explores ideas about how public libraries can best serve young 

people in terms of data literacy. In the next sections, we introduce relevant scholarship on the 

topics of teens, data, libraries, and data literacy. This literature is followed by our study’s 

methodology and the five themes that emerged from our data synthesis. We conclude with a 

prototype for a curricular model for data literacy programming for teens at the public library. 
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Literature Review 

Teens, Data, and Data Literacy 

Research on information and digital literacy is familiar territory for the world of Library and 

Information Science (LIS). However, a direct transfer of models, skills, and concepts from 

information and digital literacy to the new and emerging contexts of data is not necessarily 

sufficient. As a result, data literacy remains under-theorized, especially as it relates to children 

and teens. Where attempts to theorize around data literacy do exist, it is generally presented as a 

set of quantitative reasoning skills related to numeracy, statistics, and computation.ii 

Research in the fields of LIS and the learning sciences has begun to investigate how teens 

interpret the meaning of data. Researchers have found that, like “information,” teens do not hold 

a universal understanding of “data”: For some, it is simply numbers in tables; for others, it is 

digital information.iii Gebre also found a mix of meanings when surveying twenty-seven 

secondary-school students, asking them to describe data.iv From the survey responses, he found 

that students’ understanding of the concept of data was, on the whole, limited to three contexts: 

(1) experiment and survey, (2) utility and usage information, and (3) numerical charts and 

graphs. Research has also found that teens are generally unfamiliar with the broader concept of 

personal data collections that result in digital dossiers. Although they understand that their online 

behavior leaves behind data traces across platforms, they do not seem to consider the 

implications of those collected traces for their future selves. In addition to gaps in knowledge 

about data-collection contexts, they may also lack a systematic understanding of data flows, 

platforms, and infrastructure.v Further, there is an affective dimension associated with young 

people’s relationships to data that may influence their decision-making around data.vi 

Increasingly, secondary education has begun to emphasize students’ essential skills 

related to numerical data. According to many researchers, to be data literate, students need to 

able to access, convert, manipulate, analyze, and evaluate data.vii Based on this definition, 

Schield distinguished data literacy from information literacy and statistical literacy, stating that 

data literacy is an essential component and requisite of the latter two literacies in the hierarchy of 

critical-thinking skills.viii Privacy literacy, a set of skills deemed necessary to alleviate concerns 

about data exposure in online environments, is also emerging as a key component of young 

people’s well-being.ix 
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A broader perspective on data literacy is reflected in Gray, Gerlitz, and Bounegru’s work 

in the area of data infrastructure.x Drawing upon the literature on data literacy, they propose a 

new concept: “data infrastructure literacy,” which includes the “ability to account for, intervene 

around and participate in the wider socio-technical infrastructures.” Instead of focusing on the 

skills needed to manipulate data sets, they argue for a systems approach to data literacy, 

highlighting not just discrete data-management skills but also a deep understanding of the 

infrastructures through which data is created, stored, and analyzed. In this way, data literacy can 

address broader societal concerns. While Gray, Gerlitz, and Bounegru’s work contributes an 

inventive expanded data-literacy model, it has not been developed specifically for teens, and the 

application of the model to a teen audience remains unexplored. 

Data Literacy and Libraries 

Because public libraries are committed to addressing the everyday concerns and well-being of 

youth as citizens, a youth-focused data-literacy model is needed, particularly with respect to their 

digital traces collected over their lifetimes. This model should not simply be quantitative skills, 

but should align with the humanistic, community-oriented goals of the public library—a unique 

pedagogy for this place of informal learning. Currently, academic research libraries have begun 

to implement data-literacy programming. Typically, these models of data literacy focus on the 

management and use of data as a product of scholarly researchxi and on the school library 

environment, which explores data skills primarily through the lens of statistics and 

visualization.xii Prado and Marzal have mapped core data-literacy competencies to a traditional 

information-literacy framework that includes understanding data, finding and obtaining data, 

reading, interpreting, and evaluating data, managing data, and using data.xiii However, this 

framework of core competencies is intended to provide a guide for the design of data-literacy 

instructional services in the academic libraries of higher education and the more formal learning 

contexts of expert scientific research training. 

Carlson and Johnston’s empirical study, also situated within the academic library context, 

and more specifically in the STEM disciplines, investigates how university libraries can support 

graduate students’ development of data management and curation skills.xiv Their work identifies 

a set of twelve data information literacy competencies that touch on a range of tool-based and 

theory-based competencies that map onto the data life cycle: discovery and acquisition of data, 
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databases and formats, data conversion and interoperability, data processing and analysis, data 

visualization and representation, data management and organization, data quality and 

documentation, metadata and representation, and cultures of practice. 

Both the Prado and Marzal study and that of Carlson and Johnston reflect the valuable 

perspective of the librarian in higher-education contexts and academic research environments. 

However, while the two studies contribute to an understanding of libraries’ role in supporting the 

training and activities related to data literacy, their focus on academic libraries does not reflect 

the specific context of public libraries or the experiences and needs of teens. We suggest that 

work in the data-literacy field needs to be done in the context of life-wide learning beyond the 

academy. A powerful platform for developing such meaningful experiences with data may be in 

the interest-driven, nonformal learning that happens in the context of teen library services. In the 

realm of nonformal learning, public libraries are already providing learning experiences with 

data through digital media labs and youth hackathons, albeit indirectly and not as a planned 

outcome.xv For example, the Civic Data Zine Camp in Teen Services at Carnegie Library of 

Pittsburgh included activities designed to teach teens data concepts. As a result of this work with 

teens, the library staff offered four tips for teaching teens data literacy: (1) Don’t focus on the 

technology, (2) use relevant or localized data, (3) form community partnerships, and (4) present 

the results to teens. 

While models of data literacy remain rare, especially in the informal learning contexts of 

the public library and with regard to young people, there are no empirical models of how teen 

library staff conceive of data and data literacy and, critically, what they think teens know and 

understand about data. With this paper, we aim to examine teen library staff’s understandings of 

data, teens, and data-literacy programs at the public library, hoping to provide solutions to the 

problems of practice that surround youth data literacy. 

Methodology and Study Design 

In this exploratory research project, we are focused on discovery rather than testing and 

evaluation. Our goal is to gather empirical evidence, build models, and propose conceptual 

frameworks that will guide the development of data-oriented learning programs in Teen Services 

at the library. The study did not conduct a quality review of existing library services nor did it 

test library staff and teens against a predetermined set of standards because such standards do not 
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yet exist in terms of youth data literacy at the public library. Instead we looked for emergent 

themes in the practices and knowledge of library staff who work with teens. Gathering empirical 

data from their perspectives will inform the development of a youth data-literacy model that 

makes sense in the informal learning context of the public library. 

Our analysis for this paper is framed by the following research questions: 

1. What do Teen Services staff (librarians and library workers) understand about data 

literacy? 

2. What data-literacy skills are currently supported through library services for teens? 

3. What concepts, models, and competencies should guide the training of Teen Services 

staff in support of youth data literacy at the public library? 

This paper reports on the second phase of research from “Exploring Data Worlds at the Public 

Library,” a three-year ethnographic study project on youth data literacy in the context of Teen 

Services at the public library, with the goal of building an understanding of the potential roles 

that teen librarians and library workers can play in supporting the data-literacy competencies you 

will need in the data-driven world. This paper reports on the perspectives of library staff working 

with teens (the first phase focused on the teens’ perspectives). Findings in this paper are draw 

from our formal examination of (N = 13) interviews with Teen Services staff, but we 

acknowledge that our analysis could, in a holistic way, also be informed by the project’s other 

data sources, which include our observations in the library, interactions with staff in twenty-

seven data-literacy workshops for teens, and two focus group workshops with Teen Services 

staff at the library. 

Over four months in late 2017, we interviewed thirteen adults (six male, seven female), 

all of whom worked as staff members at an urban public library system. Interviews were 

conducted in five library branches where the interview participants had dedicated roles in Teen 

Services as librarians, library assistants, or mentors. Most, but not all, worked in the teen-only 

technology spaces located throughout the library system. Interview participant names and job 

positions are not identified in order to protect identities. Each interview lasted approximately one 

hour, following a semi-structured protocol, and addressed concepts related to data literacy, such 

as data awareness, data agency, data subjectivity, and data skills, as well as affective themes 

related to teens’ engagement with data. These themes fit within a larger conceptual structure 
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driving this research project, which envisions data as an ongoing interplay between collections 

and community practices. 

A research team of two primary investigators and two research assistants carried out the 

interviews. Once interviewing was completed, audio recordings were fully transcribed and 

anonymized with pseudonyms by research assistants. After data processing, data analysis 

commenced over four steps. 

In the first step, three researchers read and reviewed the transcript corpora. A 

combination of inductive and deductive methods was then applied to code the data, using open 

coding techniques (deriving new codes that are grounded in the data) to discover facets of data 

literacy unique to the library staff (for example, the library staff’s beliefs about data) and 

applying twelve base codes from a preexisting coding matrix that arose from the first phase of 

this project, in which we interviewed twenty-two young people. We used the coding matrix in 

order to be able to capture cross-cutting themes across the project. The twelve base codes include 

affective characteristics, data life cycle, data representations, identity, information technology, 

locality, metaphors, privacy, rights, skills and aptitudes, temporality, and values. As coding 

proceeded, the transcripts were annotated with memos, and relevant quotes were highlighted and 

identified. The three researchers then each prepared synthesis notes, drawing attention to broad 

themes they had seen in the data. This analysis stage lasted for approximately two months. Once 

the initial analysis had been completed, the research team shared their synthesis notes and coding 

and worked to formulate a set of preliminary overarching themes related to Teen Services staff, 

the results of which are discussed below. The names of the participants have been anonymized 

with pseudonyms. 

Findings: Emerging Themes Related to Library Staff and Data 

Our starting point in this study was to gain an understanding of staff who work with teens at the 

public library and their perceptions about young people, data and data literacy, and problems of 

practice with regard to the library’s role in preparing young people for a data-driven world. We 

tell their story through the lens of five themes that emerged from our analysis of the interview 

data with Teen Services staff: 

1. What are data? 

2. What is data literacy? 
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3. Data intermediaries. 

4. Understandings about teens and data. 

5. Data and the pedagogy of informal learning. 

These themes highlight gaps in knowledge and areas in need of development but also strengths, 

opportunities, and a unique library perspective. 

1. What Are Data? 

Our interviews with Teen Services staff began with an exercise in defining data. Wanting to 

capture the library staff’s raw, unfiltered understandings first, we (the researchers) did not 

present our own definition. Although primed to expect some “data literacy” research at the 

library through a staff meeting or in-house communications, few of the library staff had a quick, 

comprehensive, and easy-to-understand definition of data. There was a tension across the 

interviews—how to see, understand, make sense of, or even name data when so much of it is 

invisible. Further, it was clear that the library staff did not share a single, universal understanding 

of what constitutes data. This was not unexpected. Borgman, a scholarly communications 

researcher in the area of research data management, has noted that the term data is “now in its 

fifth century of use” but has “yet to acquire a consensus definition.”xvi 

When describing data, many of the library staff referenced numeracy, statistics, scientific 

inquiry, and the visualization tools that allow you to interpret quantitative information (such as 

graphs, pie charts, and spreadsheets, for example). Interestingly, staff members also situated data 

in the context of library services. One library staff member defined data as “information,” 

referencing the informational content in books at the library. Another referred to the data points 

that young people can earn through badging programs. Yet another spoke of the library as a 

“data hub”—as one aspect of collection management and library service to the community. Two 

staff members picked up on the “data hub” theme (although they did not use this specific term) 

and spoke of data in terms of collections. This would include data that libraries gather about their 

users and the data sets that they make available for the community as part of the city’s extensive 

open-data initiatives. 

Data as a resource or by-product of our individual digital footprint from the networked 

systems with which we live our lives, although mentioned by some interviewees, was initially 

not a key focus in terms of how the library staff think about data. The absence of a discourse 
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around personalized, individual digital traces was noted in many early interviews. However, as 

our interviews and focus groups proceeded, the staff did indeed show awareness about this type 

of identified data. One of the staff members nicely summarized the challenge of defining data: 

I think previously when we thought about that [data], we probably just 

thought about it in terms of programming statistics and circulation, and I 

really feel like that’s what it meant to us. We didn’t think about it in the 

larger context of the world, about data in the community that you use to 

make decisions or . . . the data that you create and kind of leave behind for 

yourself in this much more digital world that we currently live in. And I 

think that as a profession, we have sort of struggled with how to have 

conversations about that with teens, because we really don’t fully 

understand it. (Emily) 

The broad interpretation of “data” and the gap between considering the mass collection of 

digital traces may impact the shape and overall goals of data programming for teens at the 

library. Indeed, the struggle that Emily identifies between meaning and collection contexts is 

personal. It might be helpful, as an exercise for library staff who work in the area of data literacy, 

to simply spend some time discussing with each other the nature of data, its collection contexts, 

and its relationship to personal identity. 

2. What Is Data Literacy? 

After discussing definitions of data, participants were asked to explain what data literacy meant 

to them. For most of the library staff, data literacy is an ambiguous concept but not unheard of. 

This is an expected finding, given the wide range of meanings associate with the term “data.” 

Indeed, the broader educational, business, and personal technology communities are still sorting 

through what it means to be data literate. Most participants expressed uncertainty around data 

literacy, with one participant describing the ambiguity, “I’m not sure where to grab hold of it 

[data literacy]” (Terry). Occasionally, we found that interviewees used the term “data literacy” 

synonymously with digital literacy and quantitative skills. However, there was no single unifying 

understanding of the set of competencies associated with data or the purposes for becoming data 

literate. As a result, it was difficult for most participants to think concretely about how to apply 

data-literacy concepts to library programming and plan for outcomes. 

To some of our participants, data literacy simply seems outside the realm of the public 

library. As one staff member explained: 
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[Data literacy] sounds like something really super serious and something 

that you would learn about in a classroom setting and, as you know, our 

programs and experiences with teens are often very informal and focused 

on relationship building and teen interest. (Emily) 

Emily’s characterization of informal learning and library relationships captures a powerful teen-

centered approach to library services, but it also speaks to a very specific view of the 

competencies needed to live in a data-centric society. As this quote suggests, some staff 

members might be thinking that data competencies are best learned at school, at home, or 

possibly later, during adulthood. 

Privacy is a strong theme that weaves its way through current perceptions of data literacy, 

with most participants mentioning conversations they have had with teens about internet privacy, 

social media use, and sharing passwords with friends. Ryan, a staff member in Teen Services, 

equated data education to crisis management, as a response to breaches in privacy and threats to 

personal reputation, but only after the event, not before. 

As far as teen data, I think we talk about it when it comes up, you know, 

often when there’s things like, you know, almost like crisis management, 

you know, like, have a discussion if someone shares something they didn’t 

mean to share or someone shares something with other things and we try 

to help them collect and organize artifacts that will be personal to them. 

(Ryan) 

Data literacy is just one type of competency in development at this public library system. In fact, 

library staff are tackling a broad range of literacies (from basic print literacy to computer 

literacy). Many participants discussed the variety of skills gaps that Teen Services staff are 

facing. These range from basic literacy (such as filling out your home address properly in a 

form) to the skills related to digital file naming and storing conventions (a skill relevant to the 

organization and preservation of data and digital records). Indeed, according to one staff 

member, some teens are not aware what a “username” and password are and how they are used 

to sign up for different platform services. The myth of “digital youth” creates an overconfidence 

in young people’s digital knowledge that belies serious gaps in their understanding of personal 

computing technology and data infrastructures and that ultimately impact their ability to navigate 

data worlds. There is an interesting connection between digital skills and data literacy, captured 

by Liza in this quote where she talks about teens’ perceptions of themselves as digital experts 

because of frequent phone or tablet use: 
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They [teens] are really confident because they can use the apps so well, 

and they are really comfortable with screens, and they’re really 

comfortable with all the buttons and the way it looks and the feel of it, but 

they don’t know the parts that they don’t understand. And that can sort of 

lead to gaps that I find are dangerous, in terms of data on the internet. It 

would be helpful if the teens could know more about the landscape of 

data, especially the digital devices today have become foggier than it used 

to be. I think this is a very important point about data literacy. . . . The 

more they can understand the structures in place, even if they don’t know 

how to do certain specific things, I think if just the landscape of data was 

more accessible to them (Liza). 

This comment speaks to a broader contextual approach to data. The same staff member pointed 

out that teens don’t properly save the digital creations that they make at the library because they 

don’t understand how file systems work. 

I think it has a lot to do with mobile phones. They don’t really have a need 

to look at file systems anymore. That notion that a computer is built on a 

file system is sort of gone. It’s just like, “a computer is a thing I interact 

with that has stuff on it.” (Liza) 

Indeed, this behavior was confirmed in our fieldwork with teens, where we found evidence that 

youth who use mobile phones and tablets as their primary computing devices don’t have a strong 

grasp of file formats, file directories, or differences between local and cloud storage. It is clear 

that this lack of knowledge related to personal data management and ownership over data is 

connected to mobile computing and app-driven platforms. Increasingly, apps live at the atomic 

level of formatted information, and the conception of a “file” or even a format is not well 

understood by youth. Many of the library staff commented on this but didn’t see this as an 

encounter with data, but rather as a misunderstanding of, or carelessness with, thumb drives, 

which were frequently given to teens to store files and almost as frequently left in public 

terminals. Understanding the principles of file structure relates to the management of data in the 

data life cycle, and it connects to our understanding of platforms, devices, even networked 

services. This suggests that library staff need to adopt a multi-prong approach, tackling basic 

digital skills even as they work to introduce data creation, collection, and management to young 

people more familiar with app-driven computing contexts. 

These interview excerpts from the library staff also speak to a broader systems-oriented 

approach to data literacy at the public library. They capture the interconnectedness between data, 
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platforms, devices, and information infrastructures—representing a knowledge that goes beyond 

numeracy, statistics, and the data-wrangling skills associated with data collection, representation, 

preservation, and translation. While all of the library staff with whom we spoke evinced a strong 

belief in serving teens where they live, on their own terms, the nature of the technology adopted 

and used in library programs didn’t always reflect this philosophy. For example, if the data that 

teens produce is largely transmitted through their smartphones, then a large portion of data 

literacy should relate to their personal computing environments at home, school, the library, and 

elsewhere. 

While our participants did not have a definitive, uniform sense of what data, data skills, 

or data competencies might mean for the library, each demonstrated a great interest in learning 

more. They were hopeful and excited about the library’s role in shaping people’s experiences 

with new technologies and data skills. As one participant said, “It’s cool being part of the library 

during this period where we’re kind of transitioning and trying to keep that spirit of information, 

but still welcoming new technology.” In our conversations with staff, there was a strong 

correlation between data and technology, and therefore, as one library staff member expressed, a 

perfect fit for the current direction of their library: “I think of it [data] as being connected to 

technology . . . and that’s the labs for us” (Samantha), referring to a special technology space for 

teens at the library. 

3. Data Intermediaries 

During our interviews with participants, the staff in Teen Services envisioned four roles for 

themselves as intermediaries at the public library: data conversationalists, data teachers, data 

agents, and data hubs. 

Data conversationalists: This first role relates to interpersonal interactions and discourse 

around data topics. One staff member considered how data connects to the mission of Teen 

Services and their technology spaces for teens, saying that spaces where data is explored should 

be a safe space to hang out, to talk and discover—implying that explorations into data can 

contribute to the library’s ethos of relationship building. These relationships are built on 

discourse between library staff and teens. It is in the context of these conversations that young 

people can gain insight into data, which may or may not be embedded into library activities that 

are explicitly data-oriented. For example, one of the participants mentioned casual conversations 
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with teens about social media, targeted political ads, and “scary” and “interesting” advertising 

technology to delve into the ways that personal data is collected and repurposed by data brokers. 

Library staff who work as facilitators between teens and data need to consider both the content 

and tone of their interactions. Should they be boosters, scaffolding pathways toward data 

empowerment, or should they be alarmists, sounding the alarm on data incursions into private 

lives? 

Data teachers: Facilitating conversations around data can lead to learning, but even 

though a lot of learning in libraries happens informally, direct instruction is usually implied 

when we think of a librarian as teacher—someone who plans a learning activity with a specific 

outcome in mind and then leads the instruction (or facilitates the activity). The library, according 

to Jorge, a Teen Services staff member, has an obligation to teach the public about data and how 

it applies to them as an individual, calling it “a very noble cause” for the library. 

Data agents: At least two staff members thought that it is the role and responsibility of 

the library to protect the library user’s data and privacy, in particular, user data associated with 

borrowing materials. In this protective role, the library serves as the public’s data agent. The staff 

members noted that the library doesn’t share user data without permission, nor does the library 

share young people’s images on the library’s media outlet without permission. In this study, we 

didn’t ask a specific question about how the library guards user privacy, so we don’t know if this 

is general knowledge for all library staff members. Nevertheless, we found it interesting that the 

participants—teen library staff—extended their understanding of themselves as data 

intermediaries to include the data that the library produces. 

Data hub: This is a collections-oriented perspective. One might call it a traditional stance 

to intermediation because it focuses on the curation and reference roles of the library in helping 

the public gain access to and share data (usually publicly available civic or scientific data). As 

one participant explained, “To a librarian, it’s like how to access the data and how to share it 

with an interested person” (Jorge). 

4. Understandings about Teens and Data 

What do the library staff think about how young people interact with data? What are their 

assumptions about teens and data? Responses were mixed. Some frankly said they didn’t know 

what was going on with teens and data (“I don’t know what teens’ relationship to the idea of data 
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is in the first place”—Olivia). We surmise this is because young people’s digital footprints are 

related to the use of their personal devices, which are outside the purview of the library. Other 

staff members thought that teens know more about data than we give them credit for, a belief 

perhaps gleaned in part through their interactions with teens at the library. One interview 

participant hypothesized that teens likely have a good level of basic data awareness but an even 

higher level of data skills, because they are savvy when it comes to the visibility location and 

tagging data in social media platforms. 

We asked the staff about teen awareness of themselves as data subjects. One staff 

member speculated that teens’ particular self-orientation (their “selfishness” or egoism) gives 

them an advantage over older technology users because identity building is such a big process 

during teen years. The staff member reasoned that this central thrust of adolescence—identity 

building—can be leveraged to give them a sense of agency or ownership over their data. Another 

staff member observed that teen identity is always being expressed in the library, saying, “Any 

sort of activities that we do, the teens sort of do their own thing. Everything, every sort of 

program we have, is an opportunity to express their identity” (Jorge). If we follow this argument, 

then data-oriented activities at the library could quite naturally facilitate teens’ self-awareness of 

themselves as data subjects. 

Discussion about teen awareness of data turned toward themes of privacy protection. A 

few interviewees suggested that each of us who uses the internet or digital tools has a “data self” 

made up of our digital footprint. In response to a question about data traces, one staff member 

spoke about teens and the data they create at the library, suggesting that their lack of privacy 

strategies, rather than reflecting a gap in knowledge, reveals how much they trust the library 

environment as a safe space to connect with different people and ideas. As Lauren explained: 

I can think of instances when people have actually left their handles on 

whiteboards. We try to erase those so that not anyone can just access that. 

And then even related to people leaving their belongings unattended. It’s 

kind of a similar thing where they feel safe in the space and they’re like, “I 

want people to connect with me. I want to get more views.” Or whatever. I 

think that is probably the impulse and then less of an awareness that that 

could be not a positive thing. (Lauren) 

Overall, when thinking about teens and data, the interview participants were exceptionally teen-

oriented. They were strong advocates for meeting teens where they are in life, for finding 
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meaningful ways to relate data to teens’ daily lives and their communities, and for making data 

concepts practical, rather than theoretical. 

5. Data and the Pedagogy of Informal Learning 

There are few equivalents in the public library world to the type of assessment and certification 

of learning that happens in the K–12 environment or in higher education. Learning theories and 

practices developed in the context of formal learning do not necessarily apply to the library. This 

project is trying to resolve a problem unique to the world of unstructured library learning: how to 

ensure meaningful and successful learning experiences about data in an environment where 

interactions with the institution are not obligatory (as they would be in the K–12 setting). In such 

a space, planning for sequential learning experiences, critical to some STEM learning, is 

problematic. A key strength of informal learning, however, is that its primary goal is 

meaningfulness—learning that takes into account the sociocultural context of the learner and that 

is driven by the interests and motivations of the learner. 

Informal learning experiences depend heavily on the library staff’s deep knowledge of 

the people and community they serve. In our interviews with the Teen Services staff at the 

library, we saw that they do indeed have an admirable knowledge and sensitivity to their local 

communities, especially as relates to youth. To a lesser degree do they understand the pedagogy 

of informal learning. What might a knowledge of models of learning and theories of practice for 

informal learning environments look like? It would include a basic understanding about the 

psychology of motivation and interest, situated cognition, and the social construction of 

knowledge (for example, shared family knowledge, the influence of peer groups) as well as 

knowledge of various models of mediation and facilitation beyond the traditional classroom. We 

do note that two members of the library staff specifically mentioned connected learning in their 

interviews, a conceptual model and practice framework that draws upon this body of learning 

theory and that has been applied to informal learning spaces for teens, especially in relation to 

digital making.xvii Other teen staff members may have been aware of connected learning, but we 

did not specifically ask about it in the interviews. Nevertheless, continued professional 

development around connected learning would be useful but with the proviso that thus far 

connected learning has not made explicit connections to data literacy and youth in public 

libraries. 
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Discussion 

Understanding Data and the Data Life Cycle 

The principal lesson learned in this project based on three years of fieldwork with teens, library 

professionals, and public libraries is that there seems to be no single definition for data literacy, 

nor is there a simple “plug and play” recipe to help guide library programming around data-

literacy competencies. The library staff in Teen Services identified a range of interpretations for 

data and data skills, including the following: 

• quantitative data and associated reasoning, technical and computer skills; 

• digital data, the footprint that teens leave online, and the associated social skills; 

• data as a tool for artistic expression through data visualization techniques; 

• civic data to empower citizens and enable social justice; 

• library user data as a management tool. 

The ambiguities about what constitutes data and data literacy, we think, hamper purposeful, 

intentional design of data-oriented library services and ultimately the impact that these services 

will have on the community. One way to accommodate the messiness that surrounds data literacy 

is for library staff to work together toward a definition of data. A conversation launched on a 

discussion board with the question prompt “What is data?” or perhaps a workshop designed to 

explore various types of data might help staff achieve a shared understanding that makes sense in 

the context of their own capacities, interests, and community. 

Another approach is to think less in terms of the format of data (for example, a set of 

numbers, a table, scientific notes, digital traces, and so on) and more in terms of data as part of a 

system, situating data activities at the library within the broader concept of the data life cycle. All 

of the interpretations of data listed above could fit within a data life-cycle model. The library 

staff, however, were not always clear on how to align these forms of data to specific skills and 

learning outcomes. This may be because one type of data can be treated in many different ways, 

depending on the place within the data life cycle. When K–12 schools address data literacy, they 

do so with the specific curricular needs of the local school, school district, and state standards. 

But learning in the public library is more fluid and needs to be framed around a conceptual 

model rather than a hierarchy of standards. Working with a data life-cycle model may help to 

scaffold intentional outcomes with regard to data literacy. 
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Data has a life, much like information: it is created, collected, wrangled, visualized, 

curated, preserved (or destroyed), stored, interpreted, translated, used, and shared. Each stage is 

associated with specific skills and tasks. Librarians are familiar with the notion of an information 

life cycle, and therefore it should not be difficult to adapt this approach to their work with data at 

the library. By seeing discrete data-oriented library activities as just one piece in a larger data 

story, librarians can build programming that presents a rich picture of data, one that flows in a 

logical manner and helps teens build a strong conceptual understanding of data. 

A data life-cycle model could be expressed simply as four phases—collect data, describe 

and organize data, preserve data, and transform and use data—each representing a phase in the 

life of data. (For the sake of simplicity, we have represented the data life cycle as if it is a neat 

step-by-step process, but in actuality, phases can be concurrent and iterative, and the activities 

associated with each stage can be built out considerably.) We note that the data life cycle is 

reflective of other common models in the data field and mirrors the actual practices of 

professional data stewards/data curators.xviii Conceptual models are useful tools because they 

bring intentionality to practice and help practitioners plan outcomes that impact people and 

community. Models can also point the way to gaps in programming. If the model was presented 

to teens, it might also help them understand the various roles and formats of data with more 

clarity. 

The Context of Data: Cross-Cutting Themes 

The library staff who participated in this study often referenced broader themes and issues in 

their discussions around data and data literacy. From their practical interactions with teens and 

data, they realized that data sits within a broader context of community, society, technical 

platforms, institutions, and infrastructures. And throughout all these contexts, data connects back 

to the individual. 

Library staff can help teens make connections between data and “real life,” where teens 

can give personal meaning to data. Teens can learn about the socio-technical ecosystem that 

structures data practices, the goal being to build a critical consciousness about data rather than a 

mechanistic approach to data management. Based on our observations and interviews with the 

library staff and in our other studies with teens, we note the following cross-cutting themes that 
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could be used to frame data-oriented programs for teens, even as those programs focus on 

specific skills and actions within the data life cycle: 

1. Teens’ lives: everyday encounters with data, data subjectivity, and personal identity; the 

capacity for social questioning and critical practice. 

2. Community, culture, and society: local events, situations, people, policy. 

3. Institutions, infrastructures: data flows across telecommunications networks. 

4. Platforms and devices: technical prowess with specific applications, platforms (such as 

Instagram), and devices. 

5. Ethics, rights, and agency: privacy and surveillance, digital citizenship, rights as citizens 

of a country, rights as proposed in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. 

This approach aligns with Gray, Gerlitz, and Bounegru’s call for a data infrastructure literacy, 

which includes the ability to disassemble data infrastructures in order to “account for, intervene 

around and participate in the wider socio-technical infrastructures through which data is created, 

stored and analysed.”xix We recommend a similar holistic approach to youth data literacy—one 

that touches on actions within the data life cycle while also weaving context and cross-cutting 

themes throughout (over a series of activities, not in a single activity). In this way, young people 

can gain “hard” data skills along the full data life-cycle continuum, while also learning about the 

socio-technical world that surrounds data. 

Library Staff as Data Intermediaries 

Thinking holistically about data suggests a range of mediating roles for library staff and a range 

of outcomes for teens. Indeed, the library staff reflected this positionality to data in the way they 

envisioned various roles for data intermediaries at the public library: as data conversationalists, 

data teachers, data agents, and data hubs. This suggests, again, a certain ambiguity around data 

but also, perhaps more hopefully, that there are many opportunities for library staff to engage 

with data. Not every staff member working with teens will be adept at reading and writing CSV 

files in Python. But they may be able to have a conversation with a teen about their rights as a 

citizen living in a data-saturated world. 
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Conclusion 

As we discovered in this project, there are multiple perspectives on data and data literacy, a 

situation that prevents a one-size-fits-all approach to library programming around data for young 

people. We suggest using a holistic and humanistic approach to data, an approach framed around 

the concept of the data life cycle, which is then aligned to broad, cross-cutting themes such as 

data infrastructures, data rights, and data subjectivity (to name a few). To navigate this complex 

world of data, teens do need technical, conceptual, and analytic skills to create, collect, manage, 

and curate data sets, but they also need a critical awareness of the broader social impacts and 

opportunities created by data. The library staff who participated in this study brought their 

interest in youth and a sensitivity to the real-world situations where young people interact with 

data. They have an important role to play in helping teens understand the data life cycle with 

more clarity, to see that data is not ephemeral but that it has material meaning in their daily lives 

and that it has the ability to shape their identity, connections, and agency in the world. 
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What’s Going on Down Under? 

Part 2: Portrayals of Culture in Award-Winning Australian Young Adult 

Literature 

Kasey L. Garrison, School of Information Studies, Charles Sturt University 

Abstract 

Books published in Australia are strong choices for youth collections in other English-speaking 

countries because of the shared language and the use of different vocabulary and cultural 

expressions, enlisting readers to think critically about meaning and context. This article is the 

second in a two-part series exploring portrayals of culture in two popular Australian young adult 

literature awards: the Children’s Book Council of Australia’s (CBCA) Book of the Year: Older 

Readers, chosen by adults, and the Centre for Youth Literature’s Gold Inky Awards, chosen by 

young adults. Using a critical content analysis approach, the research examined the twenty-four 

winners from 2007 to 2018 for depictions of nine cultural constructs including class, disability, 

gender, immigration, Indigenous Australians, language, the LGBTQIA community, 

race/ethnicity/nationality, and religion. Findings suggest that class is an ever-present cultural 

element in the titles, especially in the CBCA award winners, and issues of class privilege and 

disadvantage are linked to other constructs, notably gender, immigration, language, and 

race/ethnicity/nationality. While two titles portrayed Indigenous Australians authentically, this 

construct was the least represented in the sample and reflects a gap in the awards and Australian 

youth publishing overall, as noted by other researchers. These titles offer an alternative 

perspective to issues affecting young adults on a global level such as immigration, racism, and 

sexism. 
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Introduction 

Australia has a rich history of literary tradition much like the United States and other English-

speaking countries, and the print book continues to flourish in the digital age despite ominous 

predictions to the contrary.i The Sydney Morning Herald reports that print book sales have risen 

since the global financial crisis due to thriving small publishers and independent booksellers, 

with figures especially promising in the youth sector.ii From 2015 to 2016, almost one-third of 

book sales in Australia were children’s books.iii A youth favorite year after year is the Treehouse 

Books series by Australians Andy Griffiths and Terry Denton, starting with The 13-Storey 

Treehouse in 2011 and reaching to eight volumes with The 104-Storey Treehouse in 2019. The 

series has claimed the top book sales overall across the past few years as well.iv Further, the 

#LoveOzYA movement started in 2015 to tag and celebrate some of the great Australian young 

adult literature being published today.v However, while holding its ground domestically, 

Australian youth publishing is not much present in the American youth book market for a few 

different reasons. First, there is power in numbers, and one of the main differences between 

Australia and the United States is the population. While the landmass of Australia is about the 

same as the forty-eight continental states, Australia’s total population of 24.9 million people is 

less than 10% of that of the United States with its approximately 328.4 million people.vi This 

difference in population is also reflected in the publishing market, with American young adult 

literature reaching across the Pacific and saturating the Australian market, but the reverse not 

happening.vii Further is the issue of publishers “Americanizing” a book from outside the United 

States so American readers can better understand the story and vocabulary.viii These changes are 

often subtle but take out the cultural nuances that make the books Australian or otherwise. They 

also do not allow American readers the chance to experience the book and story in its true form 

and figure out for themselves in context that, for example, “lollies” means candy and “Maccas” 

is referring to McDonald’s. Such changes only serve to make Americans more culturally insular 

than they already are with less access to international pop culture than their foreign counterparts. 

Seeking out literature for children and young adults originally published in other English-

speaking countries like Australia is a great way for librarians and educators working with youth 

to experience something original and enjoyable while bridging cultural gaps. 

In the first article of this two-part series exploring portrayals of culture in Australian 

young adult literature, readers were introduced to two important youth awards: the Children’s 
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Book Council of Australia’s (CBCA) Book of the Year: Older Readers chosen by a panel of 

adults; and the Centre for Youth Literature’s Gold Inky Award selected by the teen audience 

themselves.ix Both of these literature awards are important in school and public library 

collections across Australia. Started in 1946, the CBCA Book of the Year Awards are given to 

authors and illustrators across levels including awards for Older Readers, Younger Readers, 

Early Childhood Readers, Picture Books, and Information Books. The CBCAs are a more 

traditional literature award like the American Library Association’s John Newbery Medal and 

the Randolph Caldecott Medal, and are selected based on literary merit by a panel of three adult 

judges. In the beginning of each year, the CBCA releases their Notables Lists of eighteen titles 

for each award followed a month or so later by Short Lists of six titles. Then in August, with 

much celebration and activity across the country, the winners and two honor titles are announced 

to kick off Book Week.x In 2007 the Centre for Youth Literature at the State Library of Victoria 

started the Gold and Silver Inky Awards on the Inside a Dog website, which is named for the 

famous Grouch Marx quote.xi (“Outside of a dog, a book is a man’s best friend. Inside of a dog, 

it’s too dark to read.”) The Gold Inky Award is for Australian fiction and the Silver Inky Award 

is for international fiction. In the beginning of each year, the Long List of ten titles is chosen by a 

teen panel of former Inky judges.xii Also, during this time, young adults (twelve to eighteen years 

old) living in Australia apply to be on the panel of judges for that year to select the Short List 

titles. The application process is rigorous, with applicants submitting a video or written 

application in the first round and then having an interview in the second round. It is a great honor 

and responsibility to be on the Inky Awards panel, and the young adults are expected to read all 

twenty books from the two Long Lists, participate in online discussions with other panel 

members, and be a “champion for the Inky Awards,” promoting the books and voting online, at 

their school and at public events.xiii The Centre for Youth Literature staff mentor the panel 

members throughout this process. In July the Short Lists of five titles are announced and online 

voting for the winners opens; any young adult twelve to nineteen years old from anywhere can 

vote. The Gold and Silver Inky winners are announced in September. The main difference 

between the CBCAs and the Inkys is the selection process, with the CBCAs being chosen by a 

panel of three adult judges and the Inky Awards ultimately chosen by the young adult readers 

themselves. 
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Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to analyze the representations of culture within both the CBCA 

Book of the Year: Older Readers and the Gold Inky Awards presented since the inception of the 

Inky Awards in 2007 until 2018. Since these two awards have very different judging processes, I 

was interested to see how the portrayals of culture in the winning books compared with one 

another. Using a broad definition of culture that other researchers have used in similar studies 

investigating culture in youth literature, I examined nine constructs, including class, disability, 

gender, immigration, Indigenous Australians, language, the LGBTQIA community, 

race/ethnicity/nationality, and religion.xiv The research questions were as follows: 

1. What are the general characteristics of the winners of the Gold Inky Awards and the CBCA Book 

of the Year: Older Readers from the last twelve years? 

2. How does this sample of the twenty-four Inky and CBCA winners depict these nine cultural 

constructs? 

3. What are the differences between these depictions within the award-winning books chosen by 

teens (Inkys) and adults (CBCAs)? 

This article focuses exclusively on the remaining six constructs from the second research 

question, including class, immigration, Indigenous Australians, language, 

race/ethnicity/nationality, and religion, and it also explores more deeply the differences between 

the awards and resulting implications. (See the first article addressing the first research question 

about general characteristics of the sample and the second research question concentrating on the 

three constructs of disability, gender, and the LGBTQIA community.)xv 

Literature Review 

Diversity in Young Adult Publishing 

The issues of lack of diversity and authentic representation in youth literature have been explored 

through the years from Nancy Larrick’s foundational study on “The All-White World of 

Children’s Books” in 1965 to Rudine Sims Bishop’s call in 1990 for the need to publish books 

that act as “mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors” for young readers.xvi In more recent years, 

the We Need Diverse Books (WNDB) movement, which started in the United States in 2014, has 

been a strong advocate for diversity within the youth publishing industry with their campaign 

and mission to “[put] more books featuring diverse characters into the hands of all children.”xvii 
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Around the same time, young adult author Corinne Duyvis created the hashtag #ownvoices to 

help capture titles written about a particular marginalized group by an author personally 

representing that group.xviii This tag ensures a certain level of authenticity because often books 

about diverse groups of people are written by people from outside of that culture and thus may 

not present that group as authentically as an insider would. Since 1985, the Cooperative 

Children’s Book Center has kept annual statistics of “Children’s Books by and about People of 

Color” coming into their library, and these findings suggests that while “books about people of 

color” are increasing, there is still a dearth of “books by people of color” (e.g., a book written 

about an African American character by an African American author rather than a white 

author).xix 

Similar issues with diversity exist in Australian youth publishing as well and affect the 

way readers see themselves and others different from them.xx Booth and Narayan created a 

database of Australian young adult literature published from 1966 to 2016 classifying those 

novels defined under the #ownvoices definition, and they found that only 30 of the total 

published 1,359 young adult titles could be classified as #ownvoices novels.xxi The researchers 

contacted the identified (and living) #ownvoices authors from “traditionally marginalized or 

unacknowledged communities” and conducted interviews discussing their experiences in the 

publishing industry.xxii The authors used language from some of these global movements like 

WNDB and #ownvoices to describe their past experiences as young readers searching 

unsuccessfully for reflections of themselves in books and their present experiences as authors 

struggling to have their voices heard and shared with young readers like themselves. These 

researchers concluded that there is a strong need for greater diversity in young adult literature in 

Australia and more opportunities available for #ownvoices authors to get into writing and 

publishing to share their experiences. Indigenous Australian author, illustrator, and law professor 

Ambelin Kwaymullina, from the Palyku people of the Pilbara region of Western Australia, 

reflects on a conversation she had with Australian publishers who expressed they do not receive 

manuscripts from Indigenous writers.xxiii Kwaymullina says this issue “is not a diversity 

problem,” but “a privilege problem,” created and “maintained by a set of structures and attitudes 

that consistently privilege one set of voices over another.”xxiv She notes that “the existing 

inequity of opportunity being what it is (especially for Indigenous writers who are most 
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disadvantaged) means that more is required” from publishers, libraries, booksellers, and others 

involved in this space to knock down these barriers.xxv 

Culture in Youth Literature 

While a wide search for studies directly researching culture in young adult literature did not 

identify anything from Australia, other researchers in children’s and young adult literature have 

investigated the aspects of culture, individually and together, under study in this article. The 

results from many of these studies of young adult books reflect the marginalization of minority 

and non-dominant cultures in the real world (i.e., not a white Anglo Protestant heterosexual, 

able-bodied, non-immigrant male from an upper-middle-class background.) The UK’s Centre for 

Literacy in Primary Education (CLPE) analyzed 9,115 children’s books published in the UK in 

2017 and found that only 391 books (4%) had a character from a Black or minority ethnic 

background.xxvi Further, this character was the main character in just 1% of these books.xxvii 

Toliver studied this lack of diversity within the publishing industry, focusing specifically on the 

dearth within science fiction and fantasy, imploring publishers to include portrayals of strong 

Black females in this genre for the young Black girls reading it.xxviii Davis had similar findings 

through an investigation of speculative fiction titles reviewed in the School Library Journal and 

Voice for Youth Advocates from 2010 to 2015.xxix Davis notes that less than 10% of the 2,994 

reviewed titles included racially or ethnically diverse protagonists.xxx Irwin and Moeller studied 

disability in the thirty graphic novels on YALSA’s “Great Graphic Novels for Teens List” in 

2008 and found negative stereotypes associated with people with disabilities.xxxi Their follow-up 

study on the New York Times Graphic Books Best Seller List from 2009 had similar findings, 

concluding that these recommended novels did “not provide realistic representations of people 

with disabilities.”xxxii That being said, Moeller and Becnel looked at the depictions of race in 

YALSA’s “Great Graphic Novels for Teens List” in 2015 and found a “higher-than-expected 

number” of characters identified as “people of color”; however, in connection to the #ownvoices 

debate, the majority of authors and illustrators from this sample were white.xxxiii 

Further, research on culture suggests literature for young adults can be culturally insular 

and focus solely on one aspect of a character’s culture. Simmons found fewer female characters 

in her study of YALSA’s “Top Ten Great Graphic Novels for Teens” lists from 2007 to 2013 

and minimal diversity within those female characters in terms of disability and race.xxxiv 
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Researchers investigating LGBTQ+ issues in young adult novels from the past decade also note a 

lack of intersectionality of cultural constructs in their sample.xxxv That is, most characters were 

described and represented by their sexual orientation or gender identity and not the other 

important elements that make up who they are. Such inauthentic portrayals do not reflect the 

unique combination of sociocultural identities that children and young adults experience in 

others as well as themselves.xxxvi 

Conversely, in the inaugural issue of Research on Diversity in Youth Literature, 

researchers answered the call to the theme: “#Ownvoices Scholars Respond to ‘Mirrors, 

Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors,’ ” referencing Sims Bishop’s well-renowned metaphor.xxxvii 

In this issue, Durand and Jiménez-García present findings from a study reviewing thirty-eight 

books by #ownvoices authors and found a multitude of nuanced cultural identities portrayed and 

explored in the novels and related to the cultural constructs in the present study.xxxviii Characters 

in the novels presented dynamic and multifaceted cultural identities with some constructs at odds 

with elements of the others, such as sexuality, religion, and ethnicity.xxxix It is clear from their 

findings that #ownvoices authors were able to create authentic and genuine depictions of 

diversity. 

Methods 

This study used critical content analysis to investigate elements of culture with the award-

winning young adult titles. Other scholars have noted the utility of this method in examining 

culture within youth titles and the flexibility it affords researchers in framing the study and 

research questions.xl The present study’s methods replicate those used by Forest, Kimmel, and 

Garrison in studying Mildred L. Batchelder Award-winning books in the US context.xli First, I 

created a database of the CBCA Book of the Year: Older Readers and the Gold Inky Award titles 

from 2007 to 2018. I chose 2007 as this was the year the Inkys first start being awarded. This 

database included the Long and Notable Lists, Short Lists, Honors, and Winners for each award 

to identify title overlaps. Of these 414 total titles across the twelve-year sample, 61 titles overlap 

the lists and years, showing up in any one of the three levels of lists. While none of the winning 

titles have won both awards, there is some overlap with winning authors. On the CBCA list, 

Sonya Hartnett and Claire Zorn show up twice and Fiona Wood three times; Wood’s third title 

was cowritten with two Inky-winning authors. Those two authors are Cath Crowley and 
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Simmone Howell, who cross over with their one Inky title and the CBCA title cowritten with 

Wood, the 2018 winner Take Three Girls. After that, I collected and read all twenty-four winning 

books, noting bibliographical and descriptive information including genre, format, setting, and 

age and gender of protagonists. (See Appendix A for the full list of books with descriptions and 

Appendix B for bibliographical information.) 

In my investigation of culture in the books, I noted the presence of nine cultural 

constructs: class, disability, gender, immigration, Indigenous Australians, language, the 

LGBTQIA community, race/ethnicity/nationality, and religion. These nine constructs are 

important elements of culture identified in previous research and mirror the diversity of 

experiences identified by We Need Diverse Books (WNDB), “a grassroots organization of 

children’s book lovers” with the vision of “a world in which all children can see themselves in 

the pages of a book.”xlii WNDB defines diversity as “experiences, including (but not limited to) 

LGBTQIA, Native, people of color, gender diversity, people with disabilities, and ethnic, 

cultural, and religious minorities.”xliii Because race, ethnicity, and nationality are closely related 

and often referenced interchangeably depending on context, my co-researchers and I originally 

used them together as one code in this methodology.xliv Further, as immigration laws change and 

borders blur and move because of war and other politics, nationality becomes a more fluid idea. 

Originally, I noted Indigenous Australians in the race/ethnicity/nationality construct, however, 

later decided to create a separate code to more narrowly focus on issues concerning Indigenous 

Australians. Identifying the experiences and treatment of Indigenous Australians in this set of 

young adult titles is critical considering the historical and contemporary context of Australia and 

its Indigenous communities. 

While reading each of the books, I took down page numbers and direct quotes revealing 

critical incidents of the cultural constructs. A critical incident in this study is defined as an 

important situation or reference to some aspect of the cultural constructs that communicates a 

message or makes a statement about that cultural group.xlv Critical incidents can be blatantly 

obvious, such as a character making a statement about social class when she calls rowing 

“another rich kid’s sport,” or they can be more subtle.xlvi For example, class is often revealed 

through descriptions of housing and education, as with Jack from Town describing the run-down 

houses in his neighborhood and how a university education could help him become an architect 

to create more visually appealing homes.xlvii Critical incidents like these are notable in prompting 
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valuable discussions with young adult readers about class markers and societal issues related to 

class that often go silent.xlviii Each critical incident is noted once from when the statement starts 

until the end of the sentence or discussion so they could span one phrase, sentence, or even an 

entire paragraph. However, one passage coded as a critical incident could include more than one 

cultural construct. For example, in Jarvis 24, Mark and his friends are approached by a group of 

thugs calling them “Rich pricks” and “Dykes” in the same sentence, which was coded for both 

class and LGBTQIA issues.xlix 

An important consideration for researchers investigating elements of culture is the 

recognition and awareness of their own cultural positions and what they bring into the study 

based on their own unique experiences. Patton notes while it is impossible to be completely 

objective, identifying and understanding these cultural frames and experiences, in particular in 

the data analysis process, helps to mitigate bias and strengthen analysis.l My experience with co-

researchers using this method previously lent insight into how to manage these issues.li That 

being said, it is a limitation that I worked independently on this research in collecting and 

analyzing the data. 

After reading all of the books and noting the quotes, I separated them by cultural 

construct and reread through these data using an inductive analysis approach to allow themes to 

emerge naturally. I also took note of the frequencies of each construct and within which award 

they were appearing. While identifying these frequencies does not reveal the nuances and 

implications associated with the actual content of the quotes, the numbers do convey a presence 

(or absence) of these cultural constructs. This method was also used by Taylor in his study of 

gender stereotypes in children’s books.lii 

Findings 

The findings discussion addresses the six remaining cultural constructs under study in this article 

and then tackles the question of difference between the awards. In presenting the findings 

discussion, first we consider the frequency of critical incidents and number of book titles for 

each cultural construct displayed in Table 1 and shown by each award and overall in the columns 

with the highest and lowest constructs bolded for each. 
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Table 1. Frequency of Critical Incidents and Number of Books with Critical Incidents 

Cultural Construct CBCAs (n = 12) Inkys (n = 12) Total (n = 24) 

Class 113/12 58/9 171/21 

Disability 40/10 100/10 140/20 

Gender 134/9 105/11 239/20 

Immigration 25/4 26/5 51/9 

Indigenous Australians 9/2 10/3 19/5 

Language 21/7 22/9 43/15 

LGBTQIA 33/6 17/6 50/12 

Race/Ethnicity/Nationality 46/10 57/10 103/20 

Religion 11/8 35/8 46/16 

  Overall Total 432 430 862 

 

The awards measured almost the same exact number of critical incidents in the overall 

totals of the last row in the table. Across both the Inkys and CBCAs, gender and Indigenous 

Australians were the highest and lowest noted constructs, respectively. The following discussion 

focuses on the six remaining constructs from the second research question, including class, 

immigration, Indigenous Australians, language, race/ethnicity/nationality, and religion. 

Class 

Class is an important construct, noted in the sample as the second most overall and within the 

most books at twenty-one titles. It is also the second most frequent construct for the CBCAs, 

after gender, at 113 critical incidents and featured in all twelve CBCA-winning titles. It is 

included less frequently in the Inkys at 58 times across nine of the books. In this sample, class 

was defined in the stories in terms of material items, clothing, and appearance (e.g., jewelry, 

name brands, haircuts, tan, orthodontics), the ability to take holidays (vacations), jobs, education, 

homes and neighborhoods, hobbies (e.g., sports, technology), and even food (especially coffee, 

which is very important in Australia café culture). A good education leading into a good job is 

frequently described as a way of bumping up classes, as exemplified in Cloudwish by 

“scholarship girl” Vân Uoc, who would otherwise not be able to afford going to the rich private 

school she attends. The other kids at the school know this and often tease her about it. Vân Uoc 

also feels a constant pressure to be perfect and not mess up this opportunity that could bring her 

family out of government commission housing to a nice suburb and a real home with a real 
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garden like where her school friends live. Class is noted by far the most in Cloudwish than any 

other book with 32 critical incidents recorded. 

Characters were often described in the stories in terms of their class, with supporting 

characters or bullies illustrated as the rich upper class, who often looked down upon the main 

characters of a lower class. Henry from 2017 Inky winner Words in Deep Blue considers his ex-

girlfriend Amy’s new beau Greg, using class throughout his description: 

I take a good look at Greg Smith. He’s handsome; he’s well-dressed; he wouldn’t 

have had to borrow the last hundred dollars from his girlfriend to buy his round-

the-world ticket or run a tab he’ll never pay for at the bar. No doubt he’s paid for 

Amy’s drink, straight up, with cash. He’s going to university. He’s studying law. 

He has a life plan to go with his white teeth.liii 

His comment notes job, education, appearance, and clothing as markers of class. Henry’s family 

runs a secondhand bookstore with a rich history and a loyal customer base, but it is not able to 

sustain the family financially and closes down during the course of the story. Fiona Wood’s three 

novels on the list—Wildlife, Cloudwish, and Take Three Girls, co-written with Cath Crowley and 

Simmone Howell—follow a similar pattern of “rich mean girls” dressed in expensive clothes and 

attending an elite private school. In Take Three Girls, it becomes a big issue for protagonist Ady, 

a reluctant member of the rich mean girl group, as her family loses their class status when her 

addict father squanders their money and has to go to rehab. Tash, the leader of the mean girl 

group, comes to Ady’s house for the first time after her father has finally accepted help and takes 

notice of Ady’s mother doing the gardening instead of Robert, their gardener. Ady’s mother tells 

Tash the family can no longer afford a gardener or a housekeeper. Ady watches Tash: “Tash’s 

eyes are gossip saucers. She looks at me with pitying and loathing, the only response she knows 

to a ‘coming down in the world’ story.”liv Ady’s change in class status means a change in her 

social status at school, but she does not seem to mind this because she has made new friends as 

part of a school project. Throughout these titles, class is explicitly and implicitly related to the 

other cultural constructs as well, which are described in more detail throughout the findings 

discussion. 

Immigration 

Immigration measured 51 passages from nine books and was almost evenly split between the 

awards with 25 passages in four of the CBCA-winning books and 26 passages in five of the 
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Inky-winning books. Immigration takes on two forms in this sample of books, reflecting the 

realities of immigration throughout the world, with immigrants making the decision to leave their 

homeland on their own or being forced to leave due to political, economic, or social factors. 

Eight books, five CBCAs and three Inkys, feature characters who are immigrants (forced or not) 

or helping newly arrived immigrants. The five CBCA winners and one of the Inky winners 

address refugee issues. In Cloudwish, Vân Uoc’s parents escaped Vietnam by boat over twenty 

years ago and found political asylum in Australia. Throughout the book, Vân Uoc laments the 

differences with how refugees were treated back then versus now while also discovering some of 

the terrible hardships her parents experienced on the boat. In The Midnight Zoo, three recently 

orphaned siblings face hardships while living in an abandoned zoo during World War II in 

Czechoslovakia, dodging bombs, fleeing the Nazis, and trying to find enough food for 

themselves and the caged animals. They describe the scene: 

There were many refugees travelling the roads, some driving carts or pushing 

them, others on coughing tractors or in open cars, some riding squeaky bikes or 

trudging horses, others stumbling along on their feet. Some were injured, some 

seemed numbed, all were troubled and aggrieved. In its destructive push across 

the country, the war had taken from these luckless souls the mainstays of their 

lives, their homes, and work and neighbourhoods, their intentions for a future.lv 

The Palestinian characters in Where the Streets Had a Name know all too well these 

difficulties as they have also been forced out of their homes and pushed out of their lands for 

three generations due to the Israeli occupation, which keeps growing and expanding. Hayaat’s 

grandmother tells the story of when she and her family left their home in Jerusalem in 1948, 

forced out by the military: “We took what we could carry on our backs. It never occurred to us 

that we would not return. We locked the doors. Imagine that. . . .”lvi They lived in a refugee camp 

and did not return until 1967 to find a Jewish family living in their home who had also lost 

everything including loved ones in a Nazi concentration camp. Although this story is set many 

years later, the thirteen-year-old protagonist Hayaat can relate to her grandmother’s experience 

as her family’s home and olive orchard were also taken. And although she and her family of 

seven live in a small two-bedroom flat of their own, a refugee camp still exists near her home. 

The author, Randa Abdel-Fattah, comes from a Palestinian family who immigrated to Australia, 

and she is sharing the story of her family in this book. 
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In Town Malith, a newly arrived immigrant from Sudan, narrates a chapter about his 

experiences in Australia. He notes that “some of the people do not like us in this town,” because 

they think the refugees are stealing their jobs and food, but Malith does not believe this is true. 

His sister is working “at the place where the chickens are killed,” a job that no one else wants to 

do.lvii The animosity from the locals confuses Malith, who feels like this country and its 

opportunities seem big enough for everyone to share. 

While it is not clear if they are refugees or have chosen to move to Australia, the family 

in the short story entitled “No Other Country” in Tales from Outer Suburbia, created by the 

talented Australian author and illustrator Shaun Tan, is having a hard time adjusting to life in 

their new home and earning enough money to support themselves, as well as dealing with the 

intense heat. They find a hidden room in their home that makes them feel much better: “It was 

just like being back in their home country” with its beautiful Mediterranean architecture and 

landscape.lviii On his website, Tan notes that inspirations for this story come from the Italian 

immigrants in his hometown of Perth in Western Australia, and he reflects on how they might 

have felt in his sunburned homeland.lix 

In a few of these books, there are also references to people helping refugees, such as in 

Town, where narrator Hattie notes her mayor mother working late as the council is meeting to 

discuss “the fresh bunch of Africans to arrive next month,” like Malith and his family from an 

earlier chapter of the book.lx Rose’s teacher mom and lawyer dad in Rose by Any Other Name 

also help new immigrants with legal issues and learning English, even giving them a place to 

stay in their home until they can find proper housing.lxi 

Indigenous Australians 

As noted previously, the least-noted construct overall in the sample addressed Indigenous 

Australians and issues affecting Indigenous Australians. There were five books out of the 

twenty-four books total mentioning anything related to Indigenous Australians, three Inkys and 

two CBCAs. Three of those books included passing mentions, with the main character in My Life 

as an Alphabet asking his rich uncle Brian to donate money to “improve health outcome[s] in 

remote indigenous communities”; references to Aboriginal “Dreamtime creatures” in The 

Ghost’s Child; and a character from Town describing how he and his coworkers are no longer 
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allowed in the small, remote mining town where he works in Western Australia because of their 

getting “into fights with the Abos.”lxii 

The other two books include more focus on Indigenous culture and issues. The 2010 Inky 

winner Stolen is set in a very remote area of Western Australia in the Great Sandy Desert, where 

kidnapper Ty grew up and holds protagonist Gem captive. He tells her that “the local 

Aborigines,” “the blackfellas,” are “the proper owners of this place.”lxiii They taught him about 

the land, how to live with it, how to respect it, and the stories of creation and life that go along 

with it. He tells a few of these stories throughout the book like the constellation of “the sisters” 

and a tree with “the spirit of the dingo,” and he also uses Australian Aboriginal dot art to cover 

his body and connect to nature in one scene.lxiv 

The fifth title, 2017 CBCA winner One Would Think the Deep, is the only book with 

Indigenous Australian characters. Sam’s new friend Ruby was adopted, and while her adoptive 

mother claims she is from India or Bangladesh, her birth certificate notes an Indigenous 

community in the northern state of Queensland. Her Indigenous heritage is corroborated by 

Aunty Violet, a local Indigenous woman, who encourages Ruby to seek out her birthplace. Ruby 

is scared of the consequences of finding out that she truly is black, afraid of potential racism in 

her small coastal community. “You know what people round here call that Violet woman? ‘That 

Abo.’ What do you think they’re gonna call me? And you reckon I’m gonna keep my job [at the 

chicken shop] when I’m ‘that Abo chick, that black bitch?’ ”lxv While Ruby’s is a side story in 

this book, it is still an interesting addition to the overall plot and hints at a history of racism and 

colonialism similar to that of other English-speaking countries. 

Language 

Language was also not a highly present construct in this set of books and was noted 21 times in 

seven CBCA titles and 22 times in nine Inky titles. Two themes arose from the mentions and use 

of languages other than English in these books. First, European languages, mostly French, are 

often noted or used in some exotic and sophisticated way, such as in My Life as an Alphabet 

when Candice tries to speak French and cook up a New Orleans–style meal to please her 

depressed mother. In four of these books, three Inkys and one CBCA winner, the characters 

speak multiple languages, although not always fluently as some are from families who have 

immigrated before their generation like Vân Uoc’s Vietnamese parents in Cloudwish, Billy’s 
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Greek YiaYia in The First Third, and newly arrived immigrants like Malith and his family, who 

are just learning English in the novel Town. Malith notes how being able to understand English 

will mean they can buy the higher-quality canned food from the grocery store, which does not 

include a picture on the label like the cheaper, tasteless version. 

Two books deal more deeply with language: 2016 CBCA winner Cloudwish and 2009 

Inky winner Where the Streets Had a Name. In Cloudwish, Vân Uoc often acts as interpreter for 

her parents, especially her mother, who in her twenty years living in Australia has only been able 

to learn “Survival English.”lxvi While Vân Uoc notes this as her “trump card” when dealing with 

school-related matters because she can sway her mother’s interpretation of certain things, she 

also mourns the fact that she and her mother will always have “an irreconcilable cultural split” 

due to their language barrier.lxvii Obviously, language sits closely with immigration in this book, 

but it is intimately related to class as well, such as when Vân Uoc notes her parents’ lack of 

English when discussing the families of other kids at the upscale private school she attends by 

scholarship. The other story, Where the Streets Had a Name, is one of the only books in this 

sample to be set outside of Australia, in Palestine on the West Bank and in the city of Jerusalem. 

The glossary at the beginning of the book prepares the reader for a variety of Arabic words used 

throughout the story. Hebrew and English, or “London” as character Samy calls it, are also used 

in the book.lxviii As the characters navigate the occupation of Palestine and the continued 

upheaval of Palestinians’ homes and lands, language invokes fear (Hebrew), curiosity (English), 

and pride (Arabic). The main protagonist, Hayaat, describes a scene while waiting for a bus with 

a group of Palestinians when they hear someone approaching who is speaking Hebrew. 

We can’t tell whether the people speaking Hebrew are soldiers ready with their 

guns and fatigues to set up a flying checkpoint and interrogate us. The only 

Israelis we know are the ones who give us orders. Who map out our lives every 

day, controlling where we go, whom we see, and when we move.lxix 

The reader can almost feel the fear and anxiety as they wait to find out the group’s fate. The two 

Hebrew speakers turn out to be Israeli Americans from a human rights group who speak fluent 

Arabic, English, and Hebrew, and who can move around the area much more freely than the 

Palestinians. 



JRLYA: Volume 10 N. 2, July 2019 

 
16 

Race, Ethnicity, and Nationality 

The category combining critical incidents of race, ethnicity, and nationality was the fourth 

highest noted in the data: 103 times across twenty books. There was not much difference 

between the awards here, with ten CBCAs and ten Inkys measuring 46 and 57 coded passages, 

respectively. The main themes associated with this construct are similar to issues with language 

and relate to privilege, stereotypes and exoticism, and discrimination. 

Privilege is described covertly and overtly in the sample. In some novels, white 

characters acknowledge their places of privilege in terms of their education in elite private 

schools and living in extravagant homes in wealthy suburbs, and they describe these aspects of 

their class as if they have it because of their race. At a party with Rose’s new love interest in 

Rose by Any Other Name, Nat sums it up as he “gestures at everyone in the room. ‘We all went 

to private schools. We’re all white and Anglo and basically from rich backgrounds.’ ”lxx Fiona 

Wood, author or coauthor of three books in this sample, brings up issues of privilege in her 

stories in overt, contrived ways. Wildlife and Take Three Girls are told from the perspective of 

white female protagonists very aware of their elite class status based in part on their race. But her 

third novel on the list, Cloudwish, is different as it is told from the perspective of a second-

generation Vietnamese Australian immigrant attending a prestigious private school on a 

scholarship and trying to fit in with the elite crowd. Vân Uoc frequently mentions the difference 

between her and her classmates in terms of race and also class. She addresses the same bigger 

issue of the media, noting “the always all-white dominance of every beauty advertisement and 

fashion magazine around, except if there was an ethnic Othering erotic/exotic angle, then sure, 

cast Asian.”lxxi In Cloudwish, Vân Uoc is constantly remarking about her differences as “the 

povvo Asian chick.”lxxii There are other Asians in her school, “but unlike Vân Uoc, they were 

from backgrounds of privilege: corporate expats’ kids, or second- or third-generation locals,” not 

from “hardworking, first-generation-immigrant, barely-English-speaking Vietnamese Australian 

parents” like herself.lxxiii The focus on her insecurities here reflects how the multiple facets of her 

sociocultural identity work together to build (or not) social capital and create platforms of 

privilege and disadvantage. They even dictate what she chooses to eat, where, and when: 

Peaches were not something she would venture to eat in public. One more 

inhibition of the kid from another planet. She dreaded being inadvertently loud, 

messy, or unmannerly. She’d seen a table of whities looking askance at her own 
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family happily slurping up bowls of noodles once, and had never quite got over 

the disapproval you could innocently attract just by eating your dinner.lxxiv 

Vân Uoc expresses this high level of stress at being different because of her race throughout the 

novel, making it feel a bit contrived and didactic at times. 

Stereotypes of different races, ethnicities, and nationalities are covertly presented in some 

of the novels. In My Life as an Alphabet, protagonist Candice writes to an American pen pal, 

Denille from New York, recognizing that most of what she knows about America is from 

watching TV, which shows Americans as “shallow and obsessed with image,” and from the 

negative perceptions of her father, who describes “Americans as arrogant and can’t name the 

countries to the south and north of them.”lxxv Other stereotypes include protagonist Marc in 

Jarvis 24 who insinuates that his Italian friend Carlo is from a mob family, and Gem from Notes 

from the Teenage Underground who remarks that if she and her friends were European, they 

“wouldn’t even have to shave.”lxxvi The French are also treated with a stereotypical exoticism 

throughout some of the novels in terms of language, fashion, and cuisine, but Gretchen, 

protagonist Sam’s love interest in One Would Think the Deep, disagrees when she reflects on the 

time her family lived there: 

Like France is cool, but it’s not everything Australians think it is. . . . [T]here are 

French bogans.lxxvii . . . They wear tracksuits made out of that parachute material 

stuff, with like these gross Adidas slide things on their feet. And the bogan 

French women have mullets.lxxviii 

Author Will Kostakis cheekily addresses Greek stereotypes with food in the opening of 

2014 Inky winner The First Third, set during an Easter meal in YiaYia’s hospital room after she 

just had a heart attack. Protagonist Billy looks around at his family and thinks, “We were in our 

own little ethnic bubble. You could practically hear the metallic twangs of the bouzouki. There 

was too much food. There was always too much food. . . . ‘[D]on’t you think we are perpetuating 

some dangerous stereotypes here?’ ”lxxix Being of Greek descent himself, Kostakis is able to bring 

in these cultural nuances throughout the novel in an authentic and witty manner the reader can 

appreciate and enjoy. 

As well as being addressed in Cloudwish, discrimination is also tackled in two of the 

books set outside of Australia. In 2011 CBCA winner The Midnight Zoo, two young brothers and 

their baby sister witness the murder of their family and gypsy caravan and face discrimination as 

they search for a safe haven: 
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The children were used to being called names—despising the Rom was a 

timeless amusement of the gadje. Andrej had once asked his father why this was 

so, and his father explained, “People jeer at those who are different from 

themselves—those who look different or think differently, or live in different 

ways. They do it because difference is a frightening thing—sometimes an 

enviable thing.”lxxx 

In addition to standing out in the language construct, 2009 Inky winner Where the Streets 

Had a Name also emerged here as having strong themes of race, ethnicity, and nationality related 

to discrimination. This code is intimately connected to language, immigration, and religion and 

affects characters’ class and their freedom to physically move around. In the story, Hayaat’s 

older sister is marrying an Israeli Arab, but since she is a Palestinian from the West Bank, the 

pair must get married and live across the border because she is not allowed to enter the area 

where his family lives, not “even if it’s only for her wedding.”lxxxi 

Religion 

With an overall frequency of 46 critical incidents, religion is mentioned more in the Inkys (35 

times) than the CBCAs (11 times), but it is noted in eight books for each award. Most of these 

sixteen books hold one to two mentions of religion, such as a reference to a biblical character 

like the Leviathan or praying to God in a time of hopelessness as Gem does when she escapes 

her captor Ty and searches for water in the desert in Stolen. AIDAN—the artificial intelligence 

system in the only science fiction novel on this list, 2016 Inky winner Illuminae—makes a 

remark about the various religions of humankind: 

I find it curious that human beings draw some measure of comfort from the 

invocation of deific nomenclature in times of stress. By comparison, it does 

nothing for me. . . . Almighty Vishnu . . . Merciful Allah . . . Great and 

Beneficent Yahweh . . . no nothing. . . . How is it human beings draw such solace 

from these names, where there is no evidence to support said deities’ 

existence?lxxxii 

Seventeen of the 35 passages for the Inkys come from the 2009 Inky winner Where the 

Streets Had a Name described previously that deals with the Israeli occupation of Palestine and 

the religious implications that come from people practicing Christianity, Islam, and Judaism who 

are living side by side in the same ancient land. The main characters know too well the violence 

that comes with this, Hayaat with permanent scars across her face from a street bombing where 
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she lost her friend Maysaa; and her best friend, Samy, who lives with his aunt and uncle since his 

mother was killed and his father jailed by the Israelis. Despite this strong, serious theme, hope 

rings throughout the story within the hearts of the people. Hayaat’s grandmother wisely notes to 

her granddaughter that “laughter sounds the same, whether it shakes its way out of a Jew or a 

Palestinian.”lxxxiii A bus driver shares this feeling with his passengers: “I don’t care if you pray in 

a synagogue or shave your hair for Buddha. Anybody who wants peace and pays their fare is 

welcome on my service.”lxxxiv 

Again, Illuminae is one of the most unique books in this sample for a number of reasons, 

including being the only science fiction text, set in the year 2575 in space, and presented in a 

mixed dossier format of a wide variety of media. However, its treatment of religion is also 

notable in this group of award-winning titles. During an intergalactic battle between two clashing 

mega-corporations, many people are killed and an announcement is made about an 

interdenominational memorial service to honor the fallen. There is also a long list of the 

casualties’ names from which the reader can deduce includes a wide variety of religious and 

ethnic backgrounds. In another instance from the book, farewell messages come through from 

people on a ship infected with a deadly virus. One parent reads to her partner: 

. . . make sure the kids grow up knowing their heritage. I know it’s not your 

thing, but I want my sisters to take them to temple and make sure they know the 

stories, celebrate the holidays. Please make sure they recite the Kaddish for me. . 

. .lxxxv 

These quotes show a wide inclusion of various types of religion. 

Differences Between the Awards 

When I first set out to begin this study and discussed with colleagues knowledgeable about both 

awards, we all thought that I would find the teen-chosen Inkys to be much more diverse and 

open-minded than the adult-chosen CBCAs. However, this is not what the data shows; these 

patterns of difference do not exist. The CBCAs are judged on literary merit, and thus the winning 

books are more traditional in their treatment of certain topics and in their format than the Inky 

award winners. For example, the Inkys included more diverse formats, such as the science fiction 

Illuminae. In terms of topics, ability and mental health issues were much more visible and openly 

addressed in the Inkys while class was much more frequently noted and discussed in the CBCAs. 

However, the focus on class may be related to one author: Fiona Wood’s three novels on the list 
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make up over half (61) of the total (113) critical incidents recorded for class. That being said, the 

prevalence and treatment of the construct of gender was quite similar across both awards, 

discussed in more depth in my first article about this study.lxxxvi 

Discussion 

Interesting themes related to these cultural constructs emerge from the data and stories. First, the 

inclusion and absence of Indigenous voices and issues is notable, with just two books 

authentically addressing Indigenous Australia in some way. In One Would Think the Deep, 

author Claire Zorn cites “consultation and detailed guidance” from the Woolyungah Indigenous 

Centre at the University of Wollongong in creating the stories of the only two Indigenous 

characters in this sample, Ruby and Aunty Violet.lxxxvii Also, while not a big theme of Stolen, it is 

notable Lucy Christopher chose to include the stories, art, and culture of the Indigenous 

Australians from this area in her novel. As a non-Indigenous person researching this topic, it was 

important for me to find out what others were saying about the treatment of Indigenous culture in 

Stolen. Nothing turned up in journals or published reviews, but reviews from readers praised it as 

an enjoyable and authentic element to the story and unique from other Australian books. In a 

review on Goodreads, an Indigenous student described how she found Stolen in her school 

library, loved the book, and was “pleasantly surprised” to see the presentation of “Aboriginal 

customs and culture in a respectful and interesting manner.”lxxxviii 

Passages in the three other titles coded for Indigenous Australians were small passing 

mentions, but their presence and connotations still say something about the treatment of 

Indigenous issues in this sample of books. In My Life as an Alphabet, it is considerate that 

Candice is donating money to an Indigenous community in need, but to have that be the only 

mention serves to further marginalize Indigenous Australians and put them in a lower class, 

needing help from white people. Further, the term “Abo” used in Town is racially derogatory to 

Indigenous Australians; it is similar to using “nigger” in the American context.lxxxix Readers hear 

the hurt that Ruby, from One Would Think the Deep, displays when she uses this “cringe term” 

while imagining what her community will call her if she confirms her Indigenous heritage.xc 

These representations may be authentic and in context to what is happening in the respective 

books, but the lack of discussion around them continues the pattern of marginalization and 

repeats aloud the histories of colonialism. It is possible that there is more inclusion of Indigenous 
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issues in the Short and Long Lists for these awards, although previous research of the CBCAs 

from 2016 has not found this.xci Nonetheless, such small representation of Indigenous 

Australians in this sample of award-winning Australian books needs to be addressed if these sets 

of books are truly meant to represent Australia. The “privilege problem” noted earlier by 

Kwaymullina is apparent in this sample.xcii 

The challenge of balancing tokenism and didacticism with authentic discussion and 

representation of issues related to these sociocultural constructs is evident in this sample of 

books for young adults. Analysis of some of the coded passages from this research reveal 

didactic or tokenistic portrayals of the constructs, specifically in the novels written or cowritten 

by Fiona Wood. These three titles (Take Three Girls, Cloudwish, and Wildlife) together 

measured 217 coded constructs, approximately one-quarter of the total 862 found overall. 

Cloudwish was criticized by a Vietnamese American reviewer from Kirkus Reviews as including 

tokenistic portrayals of difference and getting some Vietnamese cultural references wrong.xciii 

Widdersheim and McCleary note that “tokenism relies upon essentializing and othering in order 

to be politically correct through a system of inclusion.”xciv Considering Wood’s overwhelming 

presence on the CBCA list and in the data collected for this research, it is important to note these 

criticisms and think about what it means when an author writes about a group outside of their 

own cultural background (i.e., not an #ownvoices perspective). While it is critical that the 

discussions are present, their inclusion must be genuine and true to the nature of the constructs 

and the represented communities. This is especially important for young adults transitioning into 

adulthood and all of the responsibilities that come with that. Nonetheless, the circumstances 

presented in a book should offer unique opportunities for discussions with young adults about 

what they think and what they would do in a similar situation. Research from Ramdarshan Bold 

and Philips with young adults from the UK in the Adolescent Identities project gives strong 

support for the value of such discussions and the role young adult literature can play in 

supporting activism.xcv 

Limitations 

These findings should be considered in light of their limitations. First, it is possible that titles 

included on the Long and Short Lists may contain different depictions of culture than the 

winners investigated here. While the winners may be the titles most likely to be highlighted and 
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marketed by publishers and librarians, the titles on the other lists get exposure as well, especially 

for the Inky Awards since the young adult voters choose the winners from the five titles on the 

Short Lists. Further, the findings presented here examined the sample as a whole and for each 

award, but they do not speak for individual novels themselves. Every novel will not tackle every 

construct and nor should they. Some novels on this list focused more on one construct than 

another and thus recorded more coded passages for that construct. For example, Paper Crane 

Don’t Fly deals almost exclusively with disability and mental health issues as the main character 

is terminally ill and enjoying the company of his family and friends in his final days.xcvi At the 

same time, some of the limitations of this study provide leads into areas for future research. 

Future Research 

The data collected in this study bring up further areas of research on culture in young adult 

literature. First, findings warranting more attention in this sample are the interactions among the 

cultural constructs, since often one passage contained multiple cultural markers, dependent and 

connected to one another. As found in previous research similar to this study, class is intimately 

related to other constructs, most notably race/ethnicity/nationality, immigration status, language, 

and also gender.xcvii For example, Vân Uoc in Cloudwish often discusses her race, immigration 

status, class, and home language all in one sentence, disparaging herself and praising her rich 

white Anglo classmates. Understanding these interactions more deeply using data from the titles 

could spark timely and relevant discussions with young adults about important issues in their 

world. Another area to research is the frequency of codes and constructs across the specific 

novels themselves. Some novels revealed more codes than others, so a potential opportunity for 

future research would be an exploration at this level. Also, investigating the novels across 

publication years reflecting on the diverse social and political contexts from 2006 to 2017 may 

be a significant addition to these findings. 

Conclusion 

This study sought to examine the depictions of culture within winning books from two young 

adult literature awards important in the Australian context and published from 2006 to 2017. In 

reviewing these twenty-four titles, it is clear that the 2015 #LoveOzYA movement stemmed 

from a solid foundation of high-quality young adult literature in Australia.xcviii At the same time, 
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it is also clear that this foundation is not good enough yet, and important Australian voices, like 

those of Indigenous Australians, are not being included in the big award winners for Australian 

young adult literature or possibly in the Australian young adult publishing industry at all. In the 

US context, the cultural homogeneity of award lists like the Newbery and Caldecott Awards led 

in part to the creation of more culturally specific awards like the Coretta Scott King Award in 

1970 for African Americans, the Pura Belpré Award in 1996 for Latinx Americans, and the 

Stonewall Book Awards in 1971 related to the gay/lesbian/bisexual/transgendered experience.xcix 

As African American author Andrea Davis Pinkney notes, awards like these are the “gateway to 

progress.”c The recent creation of the Daisy Utemorrah Award given to unpublished manuscripts 

“of junior and YA fiction, including graphic novels, by an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 

Islander writer” is a step in the right direction.ci 

Despite these issues, the CBCA Book of the Year: Older Readers and Gold Inky Awards 

are tools for collection development for librarians and educators sharing literature with English-

speaking young adults. Because they are written in English, they give American youth a chance 

to experience a culture outside their own borders that is still linguistically accessible. Further, 

they offer a view into Australian perspectives on problems also grappled with in other societies, 

such as issues of class and privilege, immigration, racism, the treatment of Indigenous peoples 

and people with disabilities, sexism, classism, elitism, and homophobia. American youth deserve 

the opportunity to engage with Australian young adult literature as it was intended and as 

Australian youth do when reading titles published from the United States.
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Appendix A. CBCA Book of the Year: Older Readers and Inky Gold Award Winners, 2007–

2018 

 

Year Award Title Author(s) Genre Setting Plot Top Cultural 

Connections 

2018 CBCA Take Three 

Girls 

Cath 

Crowley,* 

Simmone 

Howell,* and 

Fiona Wood* 

Contemporary 

realism 

Melbourne, 

Australia 

Three different girls at 

the same private boarding 

school become unlikely 

friends and help each 

other through serious 

issues with family, love, 

and bullying. 

Gender, Class 

Inky Paper Cranes 

Don’t Fly 

Peter Vu Contemporary 

realism 

Melbourne, 

Australia 

This memoir is the story 

of Adam’s life, mostly 

his final days as he goes 

between the hospital and 

his home, always 

surrounded by people he 

loves and who love him. 

Disability 

2017 CBCA One Would 

Think the 

Deep 

Claire Zorn* Contemporary 

realism 

Sydney 

coastal 

suburbs, 

Australia 

After the sudden death of 

his mother, Sam uses 

surfing as an outlet to 

find his way and mend 

past pains with his 

estranged family. 

Gender, 

Indigenous 

Australians 

Inky Words in 

Deep Blue 

Cath 

Crowley* 

Contemporary 

realism 

Melbourne, 

Australia 

The death of a sibling 

and closure of a family 

business throw old 

friends Rachel and Henry 

together. 

Class, LGBTQIA 
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2016 CBCA Cloudwish Fiona Wood* Contemporary 

realism 

Melbourne, 

Australia 

The daughter of 

Vietnamese immigrants, 

first-generation 

Australian Vân Uoc feels 

the pressure of school 

and home as she tries to 

fit into the rich private 

school she attends on 

scholarship. 

Class, 

Immigration 

Inky Illuminae Amie 

Kaufman and 

Jay Kristoff 

Science fiction Space, the 

year 2575 

After an evil corporation 

attacks a mining planet, 

the perils continue as 

Kady and Ezra deal with 

an enemy ship chasing 

them and a deadly virus 

killing everyone. (First 

installment of a trilogy.) 

Religion, Gender 

2015 CBCA The Protected Claire Zorn* Contemporary 

realism 

Sydney 

suburbs, 

Australia 

Hannah finally opens up 

to a psychologist about 

the incessant bullying she 

endured at school until 

the death of her sister in a 

car accident caused by 

their father. 

Disability, Class, 

Gender, 

LGBTQIA 

Inky The Intern Gabrielle 

Tozer 

Contemporary 

realism 

Urban 

Australia 

New university student 

Josie dreams of 

becoming a journalist and 

lands an intern job with a 

high-profile fashion 

magazine, but struggles 

with city life and leaving 

her mother and sister. 

Gender, Class 

2014 CBCA Wildlife Fiona Wood* Contemporary 

realism 

Melbourne, 

Australia 

The lives of Lou and 

Sibylla intertwine during 

Gender, 

Disability, Class 
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outdoor education camp, 

where students board for 

a school term. 

Inky The First 

Third 

Will Kostakis Contemporary 

realism 

Sydney 

suburbs, 

Australia 

After the death of his 

YiaYia, Bill tries to pull 

his family together like 

she always did. 

Race/Ethnicity/ 

Nationality, 

Disability, Gender 

2013 CBCA Sea Hearts Margo 

Lanagan 

Magical 

realism 

Place 

uncertain, in 

the past 

Seals are transformed 

into beautiful women by 

the town witch, 

enchanting the men and 

haunting Rollrock Island. 

Gender, Class 

Inky My Life as an 

Alphabet 

Barry 

Jonsberg 

Contemporary 

realism 

Brisbane 

suburbs, 

Australia 

After the death of her 

baby sister to SIDS, her 

mother’s fight with breast 

cancer, and her father’s 

business failure, Candice 

struggles to help her 

family heal. 

Disability, Class 

2012 CBCA The Dead I 

Know 

Scot Gardner Contemporary 

realism 

Coastal 

suburbs, 

Australia 

Aaron tries to find peace 

working in a funeral 

home while dealing with 

his grandmother’s 

dementia and the murder-

suicide of his parents 

from his childhood. 

Disability, Class 

Inky Shift Em Bailey Contemporary 

realism 

Coastal 

suburbs, 

Australia 

When new girl Miranda 

moves to town and 

begins taking over the 

identity of her friends, 

Olive must fight for 

herself and overcome her 

own mental demons. 

Disability, Gender 
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2011 CBCA The Midnight 

Zoo 

Sonya 

Hartnett* 

Historical 

fiction 

(magical 

realism) 

Czech 

Republic, 

WWII 

After their Romanian 

gypsy clan is violently 

massacred by Nazi 

soldiers, two boys and 

their baby sister stumble 

upon a forgotten zoo, 

where they befriend the 

talking animals and try to 

figure out how to free 

them. 

Race/Ethnicity/ 

Nationality, Class 

Inky Silvermay James 

Moloney 

Fantasy Medieval 

kingdom 

Athlane 

In this medieval fantasy, 

Silvermay tries to help 

Tamlyn hide his baby 

brother, Lucien, from 

their evil wizard father 

and the prophecy that 

Lucien will end 

humanity. (First book in 

a series.) 

Gender, Class 

2010 CBCA Jarvis 24 David 

Metzenthen 

Contemporary 

realism 

Melbourne, 

Australia 

Marc Jarvis is obsessed 

with girls and rugby, but 

learns a whole lot more 

about life during his first 

work experience, where 

he loses his boss and 

becomes close with a 

coworker who is gay. 

LGBTQIA, 

Gender 

Inky Stolen: A 

Letter to My 

Captor 

Lucy 

Christopher 

Contemporary 

realism 

Great Sandy 

Desert, 

Australia 

Gemma is kidnapped 

from the Bangkok airport 

and taken to a remote 

area of the Australian 

outback by Ty, who has 

been planning the 

kidnapping for six years, 

when he first met Gemma 

Indigenous 

Australians, 

Race/Ethnicity/ 

Nationality 
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in a London park. 

2009 CBCA Where the 

Streets Had a 

Name 

Randa Abdel-

Fattah 

Contemporary 

realism 

West Bank 

and 

Jerusalem 

Set against the violent 

Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, Hayaat and her 

best friend Samy sneak 

into Jerusalem from the 

West Bank to bring back 

some soil from her 

grandmother’s village 

before she dies. 

Race/Ethnicity/ 

Nationality, 

Religion 

Inky Tales from 

Outer 

Suburbia 

Shaun Tan Magical 

realism 

Australia 

suburbs 

(likely) 

This collection of short 

stories uses imagination 

and creativity to bring 

mystery and intrigue to 

some of the daily routines 

at home and in these 

diverse suburbs. 

Language, 

Immigration, 

Race/Ethnicity/ 

Nationality 

2008 CBCA The Ghost’s 

Child 

Sonya 

Hartnett* 

Magical 

realism 

Place 

uncertain, in 

the past 

An older woman reflects 

on her life, love, 

traveling, and the small 

magical things one 

catches when they look 

for it while her would-be 

child patiently listens and 

waits to take her to death. 

Class, Gender 

Inky Town James Roy Contemporary 

realism 

Regional 

Australia 

Thirteen short stories are 

told over one year in the 

same small town by 

thirteen young adults 

experiencing life’s ups 

and downs in different 

ways depending on their 

backgrounds. 

Class, Gender 

2007 CBCA Rose by Any Maureen Contemporary Melbourne, Rose deals with the Class, Gender 
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Other Name McCarthy realism Australia traumatic events of the 

year after she finishes 

high school, which saw 

her “perfect” family 

separate due to her 

father’s infidelity, a near-

death surfing accident, 

and her first serious 

relationship with the 

father of her best friend. 

Inky Notes from the 

Teenage 

Underground 

Simmone 

Howell* 

Contemporary 

realism 
Melbourne, 

Australia 

As self-proclaimed 

feminist Gem finishes 

Year 11, she is dealing 

with typical teen issues 

like her virginity, fitting 

into her social circle, and 

what she will do after 

high school, when she 

unexpectedly meets her 

estranged father for the 

first time. 

Gender, Class 

*Authors who have won more than one year or award. 
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