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There is growing recognition that identity formation must become an important focus in education. Par-
ticularly in the 21st century, when modes of knowledge construction and accessibility to different types
of knowledge are rapidly increasing and diversifying, academic learning cannot be divorced from stu-
dents’ development of values, goals, social roles, and worldviews. The articles in this special issue present
a diverse collection of research on students’ identity formation in educational settings. Yet, despite the
diversity in perspectives, educational contexts, samples, and research and analytic methods, all of the
articles highlight the role of the educational context in identity formation processes. We begin this intro-

duction with a brief review of the increasing attention to identity formation in education. We follow with
synopses of each of the articles in this special issue.

© 2012 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Two decades ago, Perkins (1992) warned against wanting too
much of education: “we know all too well what we want. It can be
putinasingle word: everything. . . not only knowledge but citizenship,
moral rectitude, comfortable social relations, a more able work force,
and so on” (p. 4). Lamenting that, while aiming at “everything”, edu-
cation spreads too thin and ends up achieving little, Perkins argued for
narrowing down the goals of education to focus on the pursuit of
what he perceived as the educational project’s core: “generative
knowledge” (p. 5): the “Retention of knowledge; Understanding of
knowledge; [and] Active use of knowledge” (p. 5). However, recent
analyses of the characteristics of life and society in the 21st century
suggest that knowledge—broad and deep as it may be—is not nearly
enough (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009). The increasingly
rapid change in the content, volume, and accessibility of knowledge
makes a sole emphasis on knowledge in education an almost futile
endeavor. More important, perhaps, is the realization by educators,
parents, employers, and students themselves, that they desire and
need more from education than just knowledge—they want educa-
tion to promote development of students’ identities: self-knowledge,
values, goals, and orientation and skills for personal and social trans-
formation that would help in coping with the rapid changes that char-
acterize life in this century (Brophy, 2009; Flum & Kaplan, 2006;
Harrell-Levy & Kerpelman, 2010).
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From certain perspectives, the foci on knowledge and on iden-
tity converge in education. Understanding classrooms as “commu-
nities of learners” and the process of learning as being socialized
into “communities of practice” implies that learning “generative
knowledge” is synonymous with developing identification with
certain groups and adopting their practices—e.g., historians, math-
ematicians, scientists—thus rendering such knowledge the core
component of students’ actual or potential identities (Gee, 2000).
Yet, in a telling example, studies by the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching on professional education in differ-
ent disciplines strongly emphasized going beyond “knowledge”
to focus on students’ developing identities as imperative to the
success of preparing professionals for jobs in the 21st century.
For example, Colby, Ehrlich, Sullivan, and Dolle (2011), who re-
viewed the characteristics of undergraduate business education
in the US, concluded that “[t]oo often undergraduate business pro-
grams fail to prepare graduates to understand deeply what their
lives could be about in any full sense or what their places should
be in the world around them. .. As a result, they are not adequately
prepared to be leaders in business or to gain full satisfaction in
their personal and civic lives.” Colby et al. called “to reconfigure
business preparation overall in order to develop students’ abilities
to integrate business knowledge and skills with a broad under-
standing of the world and our times so as to be able to participate
in the larger social world, as business professionals but also as
citizens and as persons” (accessed on September 17,2011). In their
study on medical education in the US, Cooke, Irby, and O’Brien
(2010) concluded that in order for medical education to fulfill
its mission in preparing physicians for work in the 21st
century, “[p]rofessional identity formation—the development of
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professional values, actions, and aspirations—should be the back-
bone of medical education” (accessed on Sept. 17, 2011). Similarly,
after reviewing the field of engineering education in the US, Shepp-
ard, Macatangay, Colby, and Sullivan (2009) argued that “[i]f stu-
dents are to be prepared to enter new-century engineering, the
center of engineering education should be professional practice,
integrating technical knowledge and skills of practice through a
consistent focus on developing the identity and commitment of the
professional engineer” (p. xxii, emphasis added). Unfortunately,
Sheppard et al.’s extensive review of engineering education pro-
grams also indicated that the focus on students’ formation of pro-
fessional identities is the “least realized, most outsourced, and
least connected component in the linear components model so
prevalent in US. undergraduate engineering education” (p. 136).
Similar views have been expressed in relation to other professional
education domains—including teacher education (Fairbanks et al.,
2011).

The notion that education and identity are linked has been long
recognized by scholars from various disciplines (Davidson, 1996;
Delpit, 1995; Erikson, 1968; Gee, 2000; Kaplan & Flum, 2009;
McCaslin, 2004; Ogbu, 1987). Some scholars emphasized how
group identity may shape quality of academic engagement (e.g.,
Ogbu, 1987; Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2003; Steele, 1997). Other
scholars pointed to the ways by which school-life and quality of
engagement may affect students’ identity (e.g., Davidson, 1996;
Delpit, 1995). Yet others described the co-construction of students’
engagement and identities (e.g., McCaslin, 2004). Indeed, school
contexts and school-work constitute central domains in students’
life experiences and sense of who they are and who they want to
become. With the onset of the adolescence stage increasingly
occurring in earlier ages, the concept of identity and processes of
identity formation seem to have potential to provide fruitful in-
sights into the educational processes of a growing number of
school-goers. Currently, for example, it is an accepted assumption
that school experiences are fundamental building blocks in the
development of contemporary youth’s identity components such
as self-concept, personal values, interests, and career goals (Kaplan
& Flum, 2009; Roeser, Peck, & Nasir, 2006; Super, 1980; Wigfield &
Wagner, 2005). However, whereas theory and research have been
looking at the relations of academic engagement and identity com-
ponents, it is only recently that researchers have started to look
more systematically at the role of educational contexts in the pro-
cesses of identity formation—the different ways by which adoles-
cents approach the task of identity (Lannegrand-Willems &
Bosma, 2006). The literature on identity formation is vast and
has contributed to some very important insights concerning psy-
chological processes that contribute to positive coping, adjust-
ment, and well-being (Waterman, 1999). Moreover, recently
scholars have argued that life in the 21st century will require the
orientation and skills to repeatedly explore and reconstruct iden-
tity in order to cope with continuous change and uncertainty (Flum
& Kaplan, 2006). Together with others, we believe that the goals of
education go beyond the objectives of a high GPA, conceptual
change, critical thinking, or the acquisition of self-regulation skills,
and should be conceptualized in terms of broad developmental
goals such as adaptive construction of identity (Kaplan & Flum,
2009). Thus, together with others, we hold that in addition to the
focus on generative knowledge, and on participation in current
communities of practice, education must focus on the adaptive for-
mation of students’ identities—promoting students’ confidence,
agency, and skills in questioning and revising current self-aspects
and identifications (Flum & Kaplan, 2006).

Clearly, students form identities regardless of educators’ expli-
cit attention or schools’ intentional efforts (Meeus, 2011), and do
it in increasingly diverse ways that may be unrelated to school
(Greenhow, Robelia, & Hughes, 2009). However, it is also the case

that identity formation is variable—sometime more and sometimes
less adaptive (Marcia, 1993)—and is strongly intertwined with and
shaped by the contexts within which it takes place, such as educa-
tional settings (Lannegrand-Willems & Bosma, 2006). Schools
could and should provide contexts that promote more adaptive
developmental identity formation trajectories (Eccles & Roeser,
2011). Moreover, the close link between identity and learning
highlights the potential for harnessing the psychological energy
of identity formation to promote adaptive learning as well as
developmental goals (Flum & Kaplan, 2006). Therefore, we believe
that research that investigates the nature of identity formation
processes in educational settings, and in particular research that
highlights the role of educational environments in promoting
adaptive engagement in identity formation, is of great interest
and importance to the educational psychology community.

The past decade has seen an increased interest in identity pro-
cesses in education (Beijaard, Meijer & Verloop, 2004; Gee, 2000;
Kaplan & Flum, 2009; Lannegrand-Willems & Bosma, 2006; Nolen,
Ward, & Horn, 2011). However, with the increased attention also
come complications. The term “identity” has been used in many
different ways, and from multiple perspectives, to refer to quite
varying processes (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000; Gee, 2000). It was
with this background in mind that we engaged in recruiting the
authors of the studies in the current special issue.

2. The current special issue

Attention to identity and identity formation in educational set-
tings can be, and has been, directed at any of the various actors in
the educational project (e.g., students, teachers, principles, par-
ents) and at different units of analysis (e.g., individuals, teams,
classrooms, educational organizations). In the current special issue
we chose to focus on students’ identity formation, leaving the focus
on the identity of other agents and roles in education to future
endeavors. Furthermore, for purposes of conceptual clarity, and
with the desire to form relations to the large body of identity for-
mation literature in developmental psychology, as well as to pay
homage to Erikson (1968), who has done, perhaps, more than any-
one else to promote the psychological concept of identity, we
asked the authors to make explicit connections between their
research and the Eriksonian conception of identity formation
(Erikson, 1968; Marcia, 1993; Waterman, 1999). Admittedly, there
are other important and influential theoretical perspectives on
identity and identity formation in educational settings (see Gee,
2000; Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Sfard & Prusak,
2005; Wenger, 1998), many of which are compatible with and
complement the Eriksonian perspective (e.g., McCaslin, 2009;
Penuel & Wertsch, 1995). These receive only little attention in
the current issue. However, despite these focusing parameters,
the articles in the current issue are quite diverse on many dimen-
sions, including participants’ age and educational setting which
range from early adolescence in middle school and Junior High
school in various locations in the US and in Israel, to middle adoles-
cent students in high-schools in the US and Israel, to late adoles-
cent high school and college students in Belgium. The studies
also vary in methodology, including an experimental design, longi-
tudinal survey studies, mixed-methods research, and collaborative
interventions. In the following we provide a synopsis of each
article.

3. Elmore and Oyserman: if ‘we’ can succeed, ‘I’ can too:
identity-based motivation and gender in the classroom

Kristen Elmore and Daphna Oyserman employed a between-
participants experimental design to investigate identity processes
among 8th-grade students in a math class. The study took place
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in a Detroit-area middle school that serves relatively low-income
families. The study investigated the hypothesis, based on Oyser-
man'’s Identity-Based Motivation (IBM) model, that boys and girls
are sensitive to cues in the school environment that signal whether
schooling is congruent with their gender. When success in school is
perceived to be congruent with their gender, students would be
more likely to imagine themselves as successful and exert effort
in their schoolwork. Elmore and Oyserman randomly assigned stu-
dents to experimental or control conditions in their math classes.
In the experimental conditions, students were presented with data
implying identity-congruence of success—girls were presented
with graphs depicting the State of Michigan high-school gradua-
tion rates split by gender, which favor girls, and boys were pre-
sented with graphs depicting the State of Michigan income levels
split by gender, which favor boys. In the control conditions, the
same data were presented to students without breakdown by gen-
der. Students were asked comprehension questions about the
graphs, responded to measures of future possible selves and educa-
tional and income aspirations, and also engaged in math problems
that required effort. The findings indicated that relative to the con-
trol conditions, in the gender identity-congruent conditions, stu-
dents’ possible selves were more school-focused, students
imagined earning more and going farther in school, and boys ex-
erted more effort in the math problems. Elmore and Oyserman
highlight how contextual cues can imbue social identity categories
such as gender with different content that has implications to stu-
dents’ motivation and imagined future. The authors call on educa-
tors to become sensitive to the identity-congruent and incongruent
messages that the school environment sends to boys and girls
regarding their school success.

4. Faircloth: “Wearing a Mask” vs. connecting identity to
learning

Beverly Faircloth’s article presents two collaborative interven-
tions of a researcher and a teacher that were conducted in 9th-
grade English classes in a low-income school in the Southeast of
the US. Both interventions were informed by Eriksonian as well
as socio-cultural perspectives on identity formation (e.g., Holland
et al.,, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991; McCaslin, 2004) and aimed to
promote connections between students’ lives and perspectives
and the academic content. In the first intervention, the teacher
and researcher relied on two models—Lee’s (2007) “cultural mod-
eling” and Gutiérrez’s (2008) “third space”—which highlight the
need to blend the school’s formal content and expectations with
students’ informal, personal, communal and cultural lived experi-
ence, to design various classroom activities that encouraged stu-
dents to connect the pre-assigned literature to their own
experiences and that responded to students’ concerns and interests
in selecting further literature. In the second intervention, the tea-
cher and researcher designed an individual inquiry project based
on Fairbanks’ (2000) “kids‘ business,” in which students could
choose an issue to research, write about, and present in their pre-
ferred format. The mixed-methods data collected in both interven-
tions included lesson observations, qualitative surveys, and
interviews. Data for the first study also included students’ prod-
ucts. Analysis of data from both interventions highlighted how
the interventions were able to integrate students’ perspectives
and interests with the 9th-grade English content. Faircloth de-
scribes the students’ resistance and identity negotiation, as well
as the change in their academic engagement and in their participa-
tion choices—their “identity-in-practice” as students—that took
place once they were given voice and were able to relate their lived
experiences to the academic content. Faircloth also emphasizes
how the activities led the students—many of who were disaffected
from school—to clarify, explore, and reconstruct their own self-sto-

ries and sense of identity, both out and in school. She further high-
lights the dynamic and reciprocal processes relating students’
emerging identities, learning experiences, and sense of belonging
to school. Finally, Faircloth points to the potential contribution of
instructional strategies such as those enacted in the two interven-
tions to the co-construction of identity and academic engagement.

5. Sinai, Kaplan, and Flum: promoting identity exploration
within the school curriculum: a design-based study in a junior
high literature lesson in Israel

Mirit Sinai, Avi Kaplan and Hanoch Flum describe a different
collaborative intervention between a researcher and a 9th-grade
junior-high literature teacher, which took place in a very different
cultural context from the one described by Faircloth—a large
school within an agricultural youth village in Israel. Sinai et al.’s
collaborative research was based on Flum and Kaplan’s (2006) no-
tion of exploratory orientation as an important educational goal
and aimed to incorporate identity exploration into the 9th-grade
literature lesson. In this study, the researcher and the teacher en-
gaged in a collaborative design of a literature lesson about a poem
from the Israeli literature national curriculum. The design included
activities aiming to trigger students’ identity exploration, support
their sense of safety, and provide scaffolding to their exploratory
actions. The researchers collected mixed-methods data, including
lesson-observation, students’ products and reflective journals,
and student focus groups, and analyzed them for indicators of
identity exploration, exploration triggers, sense of safety, and
exploration scaffolds. The findings indicated how different aspects
of the lesson were effective in creating exploration triggers among
many, albeit not all, students. The findings also pointed to the con-
tribution of the identity exploration-promoting practices to stu-
dents’ motivation and engagement in the subject-domain of
literature. Finally, the findings highlighted the non-deterministic
and contextual nature of identity exploration, and the need for
adopting a dynamic and cyclical approach when designing educa-
tional interventions that aim to promote identity exploration with-
in educational contexts (Kaplan, Katz, & Flum, 2012).

6. Yeager, Bundick, and Johnson: the role of future work goal
motives in adolescent identity development: a longitudinal
mixed-methods investigation

David Yeager, Matthew Bundick, and Rebecca Johnson’s re-
search focused on identity in terms of adolescents’ career develop-
ment, and more specifically, high-school students’ thoughts about
their future work goals. Occupation and vocational pursuits have
been considered a central domain in adolescents’ identity forma-
tion (Erikson, 1968; Jordaan, 1963) and, traditionally, have been
central foci in high-schools. In their study, Yeager et al. emphasized
Damon’s (2008; Damon, Menon, & Bronk, 2003) notion of “pur-
pose,” and in particular, the sense of purpose that goes beyond
self-interest and involves concern for the promotion of welfare of
others and of the world. Damon (2008) argued that the pursuit
of beyond-the-self purposes is related to eudemonic well-being:
having a sense of meaning and purpose in life. In their study,
Yeager et al. distinguished between adolescents’ vocational goals
that involved different types of purposes. The researchers collected
survey and open-ended interview data from 8th, 11th, and college
sophomore students. These students were a sub-sample of a
slightly larger diverse group of students from middle and high
schools in the San Francisco Bay Area who provided data on their
work goals two years earlier (Yeager & Bundick, 2009). Analyzing
adolescents’ description of and rationale for their work goals,
Yeager et al. categorized the participants into three vocational
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identity types: those who pursue self-oriented purposes (desire to
match work to skills and interests), those who pursue beyond-the-
self purposes (desire to improve the world and the welfare of oth-
ers), and those who pursue both self-oriented and beyond-the-self
purposes for their work goals. The researchers also sought explana-
tion for change in work goals that occurred during the two years,
between the first and second data collections. In addition, Yeager
et al. used the surveys to assess the adolescents’ perceptions of
the support they receive from friends and the school in reflecting
and learning about their interests, actions, and goals. Overall, the
findings indicated that pursuing a combination of self-oriented
and beyond-the-self purposes in work was associated both with
greater eudemonic well-being, positive change in this well-being,
and finding schoolwork meaningful. The findings also indicated
interesting differences between middle school and high school stu-
dents, suggesting that, friends’ influence on students’ purpose in-
creases whereas teachers’ influence decreases with age. Yeager
et al. recommend that educators, particularly in high-school, em-
ploy adolescents’ reliance on friends for promoting collaborative
exploration of purposes and work goals.

7. Rich and Schachter: high school identity climate and student
identity development

Yisrael Rich and Elli Schachter’s article extends the extensive
literature on the school social climate to its role in promoting
high-school students’ identity development. Focusing particularly
on middle adolescents and on the context of public religious high
schools in Israel, Rich and Schachter drew on the school social cli-
mate, academic motivation, and neo-Eriksonian literatures and
identified several contextual characteristics hypothesized to con-
stitute identity-promoting features: the teachers are caring and
supportive, the teachers provide positive role models, and the
school is cultivating the whole student. The researchers hypothe-
sized that students’ perceptions of these identity promoting con-
textual features would be related to students’ perceptions that
learning in school is meaningful, that teachers affirmed students’
agency, and that the school was a safe social environment. In turn,
these perceptions were hypothesized to relate to students’ confi-
dence in coping with future identity challenges and to their
engagement in identity exploration. Rich and Schachter used struc-
tural equation modeling on survey data from a large number of
high school students to test the hypothesized relations. The find-
ings highlighted the role of students’ perceptions of the teachers
as worthy role models, and of the school as concerned with their
development as whole persons and not just with their academic
achievement, as positively related to their identity development.
The findings also suggested, however, that these relations were
apparent mostly among 9th-11th grade students, with somewhat
different patterns emerging among 12th-grade students. The
researchers interpreted these findings in relation to the educa-
tional context of the study—public religious education in Israel—
and the developmental tasks of the younger high-school students
relative to those of 12th-graders who are facing graduation and
post-graduation decision-making.

8. Germeijs, Luyckx, Notelaers, Goossens, and Verschueren:
choosing a major in higher education: profiles of students’
decision-making process

In the final empirical study in the special issue, Veerle Germeijs,
Koen Luyckx, Guy Notelaers, Luc Goossens and Karine Verschueren
relied on neo-Eriksonian theoretical perspectives in identity for-
mation and career development to investigate 12th grade Belgian
high-school students’ decision of a major in higher education. In

Belgium, students are required to choose their higher education
major in 12th grade. No doubt, this feature of the Belgian high-
school context requires students to make identity-relevant deci-
sions. Counselors, teachers, parents, and students themselves
may be concerned about how to advise students in this important
decision-making process. Whereas the final decisions have identity
implications, the process of decision-making may reflect different
identity formation styles and strategies that can have implications
on later adjustment. Germeijs et al. investigated how different
styles or approaches to the decision-making related to students’
adjustment in college. The researchers collected survey data about
students’ approach to decision-making about the major at the end
of high-school and survey data about students’ adjustment to col-
lege two years later. Using a person-centered Latent Class Cluster
Analysis, the researchers characterized four decision-making pro-
files along six dimensions that have been identified in the identity
formation and career development literatures as relevant to adap-
tive decision-making: an orientation towards making an identity-
relevant decision, exploration of self-aspects, broad exploration
of a diversity of career alternatives, in-depth exploration of a few
selected alternatives, advanced processing in making a decision,
and a commitment to a certain alternative. The authors used Mar-
cia’s (1993) identity status paradigm as a guide in characterizing
the profiles and in formulating hypotheses about the adaptive nat-
ure of various decision-making profiles. The analysis pointed to
four decision-making profiles that corresponded with characteris-
tics associated with Marcia’s four identity formation statuses:
identity achievement, foreclosure, moratorium, and diffusion. Stu-
dents who engaged in all forms of exploration of alternatives and
also reported having firm commitments to their selected major
at 12th grade were labeled as holding the “achievement” profile.
As hypothesized, these students reported engaging in a thoughtful
decision-making process, had low anxiety and high-perceived abil-
ity of making identity-relevant decisions, and manifested the most
adaptive academic and social adjustment in their second year in
college. Students who were firmly committed to their major but
engaged only in moderate exploration and were not so keen on
engaging in a decision-making process were labeled as holding
the “foreclosure” profile. These students displayed an adaptive
profile of low anxiety, high self-efficacy, and a relatively adaptive
adjustment in college. Students who reported high exploration
but moderately-low or low commitment to a major were labeled
as holding the “moratorium” profile. These students reported
engaging in a thoughtful decision-making, but also had high anxi-
ety and low self-efficacy, and their adjustment to college was not
as high as that of the students in the two committed profiles. Final-
ly, students who were moderately low or very low on all explora-
tion variables and on commitment to the major were labeled as
holding the “diffusion” profile. These students reported relatively
high anxiety and relatively low self-efficacy in making the decision
about their major, and also had relatively low adjustment to col-
lege. The authors note that the contextual emphasis on such an
important decision in a relatively early age may contribute to
stress and lower adjustment among students who have not yet
made a commitment to a major. The authors also note that among
those who made such a commitment, students who engaged in
more exploration manifested a better profile of adjustment. They
recommend that educators and counselors promote self as well
as environment exploration about possible majors, also among stu-
dents who have made a commitment to the major but engaged
only in little exploration.

We close the special issue with an analytical article in which we
provide a critical perspective on the topic of identity formation in
educational settings, drawing on examples from the collection of
the articles in this Issue. We begin by noting the complexity,
multidimensionality, and, indeed, ambiguity, of the concept of
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Identity, and yet also its indispensible contribution to capturing
central cultural, social, and psychological phenomena. We make
a special emphasis on the contextualized nature of identity and
identity formation processes, noting, in particular, Erikson’s
(1968) view of these processes as inextricably interrelating the
individual and the social-cultural context. We follow to highlight
several central themes in understanding identity formation pro-
cesses in educational settings: the roles of cues in the immediate
context; the role of the teacher in students’ identity formation pro-
cesses and in the interplay among identity formation, motivation,
and learning; and the role of the broader contexts within which
teachers, students, and academic content interact.

The articles in this special issue represent diversity of theoreti-
cal and methodological approaches to the domain of identity for-
mation in educational settings. Yet, work in this domain is only
emerging. We sincerely hope that this collection will spur interest
and promote future theoretical and empirical work as well as guide
educational practice in what we consider a critical focus for educa-
tion in the 21st century.
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