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Introduction
Throughout this essay I will be discussing identity and factors which may impact identity. For example, gender, race and language. I will evaluate how these factors influence identity formation and support this with theory, policies and practice. 

According to Stryker (1980) cited in Burke and Stets (2009, p.9) a person has an identity for each role they play in society. For example, at home a child could identify as a sibling, whereas in school they identify as a pupil. Stryker suggests that a person’s behaviour can be determined on a named or classified world. The names people are given, for example son, friend, brother are terms attached to aspects of the environment and social and physical factors. Social and physical interaction with others teaches people how to interact and behave with different people. Mead (1934) cited in Burke and Stets (2009, pp. 2-3) focuses on how society and communication can determine identity. Mead states that behaviour adapts to its environment by using the mind’s ability and perception. The mind recognises the self and treats the self as an object in the situation. The ability to recognise the self, encourages the mind to determine how to act within each environment. The sense of self includes self-concept, self-worth and self-awareness, also known as the notion of self. The two complimentary features of the notion of self, include, ‘I self’ and ‘Me self’. The ‘I self’ incorporates that a person is separate from others around them and in control of their own thoughts and actions. The ‘Me self’ considers the self as an object, identifying personal traits and characteristics people hold that make them feel happy about themselves (Doherty and Hughes, 2009).

Identity includes of primary identities and secondary identities. Primary identities are composed in early life, including gender, ethnicity and disability. This period consists of primary socialisation and is at the core of a person’s social identity. Secondary identities are evolved from the primary identities and are related to social roles and status within society. Throughout childhood, identity plays a crucial role for their social and emotional development (Abdullah, 2013).

Gender Identity
Each person has a gender identity. Children become more aware of their own and others gender identity at ages three to five. Terminology surrounding gender is ever changing and includes man, woman, bigender, pangender, agender and androgyne. Gender identity is different to gender role and sexual orientation (Polderman et al, p.3).

On the other hand, West (2015, p. 60) states that society has divided gender into two categories of man and woman. The divide of man and woman is based on a person’s biological sex. However, this division goes beyond biology and into the social and psychological aspects, for example masculinity and femininity. Gender is socially and psychologically composed through roles, behaviours and characteristics considered appropriate for a man or woman, also known as social norms. 

Factors affecting gender identity include cognitive processes and social contributes. There are many different theories associated with gender and how it is learned. The cognitive developmental theory features the importance of the cognitive process towards gender. Whereas the gender schema theory highlights the formation of schemas constructed by meaning and interpretation of gender. The Cognitive developmental Theory consists of three cognitive maturation of gender. The first category being gender identity, or a child’s understanding of belonging to either category of boy or girl. The second category is gender stability, realising that their gender identity will not change over time. The final category being gender consistency, understanding that gender identity is not affected by appearance, activities and characteristics. This process is called gender constancy and is the progressive understanding that gender is fixed. When a child has established their gender constancy, gender categories become important and more relevant to them. The Gender Schema Theory includes a course of active schemas, promoting the relationship between the child’s thoughts and behaviours, encouraging gender development and attitudes of self. Bem (1981) cited in West (2015, p.61) explained that self-esteem is involved with the gender schemas as children discover to compare themselves against their own gender schema. Comparing themselves to the schema helps them find their attitudes, behaviours, personal attributes and preferences.  

Factors influencing gender identity include media, parents and siblings. Media can portray gender stereotypes which could influence a child’s gender identity. For example, television shows with superheroes are more likely to be watched by younger boys. Whereas young girls are more likely to watch television shows with princesses. Over the years, the media has influenced young children’s picture of themselves and has stereotyped both sexes. According to West (2015, p.64) after one year of watching television programs with superhero’s or princesses, children are more likely to engage with stereotyped play, for example girls dressing up as a princess and boys dressing in a superhero costume. Parental influences can affect a child’s gender development through experiences and stereotypes. West states that there is a significant relationship between mothers and daughters due to feeling more comfortable to express interests and attitudes to one another. A mother without sufficient communication can determine a daughter’s gender identity as there is no grounded role model. Although parental influence plays a big role in a child’s gender identity, sibling influence can be just as important. Hines, Johnstone and Golding (2000) cited in West (2015, p.64) conducted a study to see whether older siblings had an influence on gender role development in the younger siblings. Results show that the sex of the older sibling can determine the gender role behaviour of the younger sibling. For example, a boy with an older brother felt more sex-typed than those with an opposite sex sibling. 

Racial identity

Racial identity includes classifying people into a specific category due to skin colour and other physical features. Although, there is no genetic or scientific foundation of race, it is highly important and meaningful to people. Societies use race to authorise power, privilege and oppression. Racial identity can be externally composed by thinking “How do others see me” and internally constructed by thinking “How do I see myself”. Understanding your own and others racial identity and experiences plays a big role in shaping race. A person could come across some privileges and disadvantages because of their race. Sotomayor (cited in National Museum of African American History and Culture, 2017) quotes “Race matters. Race matters… because of persistent racial inequality in society – inequality that cannot be ignored”. 

Sociologists and psychologists believe that there are similar patterns in each individual going through the processes of recognising their own racial identity. These patterns make a person’s racial identity fluid, and it varies per person and society. Factors influencing racial identity include, personal experiences, for example family, community, workplace and social events all play a role in the development of a person’s racial identity. During the process of recognising one’s racial identity, people move from the desire to fit in to social norms and start to question their own identity compared to others, influencing their racial identity. This can lead to people feeling confused about their own racial identity, and in effect can leave people feeling unaware of their own individual race. Ignoring a person’s race could lead to racism. Racism is the way people think and act about people’s race, this can include individual racism, interpersonal racism and institutional racism. Individual racism refers to someone’s beliefs, attitudes and action that could support racism. Interpersonal racism occurs when individual express acts of racism, including racist slurs, biases, hateful words or physical actions. Institutional racism occurs within an organisation, for example in school. Race-based policies within schools can be unfair and give a higher advantage to white people over people of colour (National Museum of African American History and Culture, 2017).

According to Yip et al (2008) cited in (Iwamoto and Liu, 2010, p. 81) The social identity theory supports negative psychological effects of racism. The social identity theory allows individuals from diverse social groups to understand their own and others racial identity, and in turn are able to place themselves into a specific social group. Yip et al (2008) cited in (Iwamoto and Liu, 2010, p. 81) suggests that individuals who have a strong racial identity are more likely to receive the negative effect of racism. For example, people who feel comfortable within their culture are more likely to respond to racism as they feel strongly about it, whereas people who feel unsure about their racial identity are more likely to ignore the racism. 

Research conducted by Martin (2014, p. 111) on racial identity indicates that white people and non-white people have very different experience within their social groups. White people usually have more privileges and therefore have more life opportunities and are more likely to succeed. Within the education system, non-white children experience racism and are in high favour of the equal opportunity initiatives. The outcome of racism in school can lead to children falling behind and being less likely to succeed in school. In response to this, Ofsted (2005) introduced Race Equality into the curriculum in England. This statement requires schools to meet the specific standards and needs of each racial group. A child’s racial identity plays a big part in their life, and therefore is important they learn about it. To ensure this, schools have introduced effective lessons embodying race equality, encouraging children to widen their perceptions of race quality and discrimination. Schools incorporated children’s racial background into schools through history lessons and art and textiles, allowing them to express their racial identity. 

Language identity

Language identity is a way people communicate with others through thoughts and feelings. Language brings people together, but also divides them. People have different language identities for different groups of people. Language can represent a person’s national identity, for example the English language within Britain. In the 18th century Britain controlled the main political language. The English language became the language of the globe. The link between national identity and language gives people a sense of belonging within their national group. A person’s national language is taught to them in school in their early years of life. Although we are all taught the same language in school, a person’s language can vary from culture. Culture can make someone think and speak differently (Pares, 2014, pp. 1-6).

Bakhtin (1981) cited in (Norton and Toohey, 2011, p. 416) states that language is the dialogue in which speakers struggle to create meanings. Bakhtin sees language as a communication chain, an ongoing conversation for new speakers to join in. New speakers are usually young children learning to speak. For children, language is a learning process and encourages them to participate in speech communities. Individuals are able to express their identity through language, by displaying their views, attitudes and meanings. Hall et al (2006) cited in (Norton and Toohey, 2011, p. 416) views language as a tool to engage with others in activities, through the use of cultural tools. 

A person’s language identity can change over time, for example moving from a foreign country to England. Although their national language will always be a part of them, they need to adjust to their new national language in order to create a life.

In England, the number of pupils who speak a foreign language at home has risen by 20% in the past 5 years. Some children starting school in England cannot speak any English and therefore go straight into intervention classes, where trained teachers focus on their everyday English-speaking skills. School’s across England supply these classes until the child can speak basic English. In the meantime, these children able to participate in PE, art and maths classes. To ensure a life for these children within England, schools set up a six-week intensive English course. The course could be the only chance of the child learning English and plays a crucial role to their language identity (Morrison, 2014). 
A factor effecting a child’s language identity includes school bullying. Being unable to communicate with classmates can leave them left out and sometimes bullied due to their language barrier. Therefore, it is important for schools to celebrate their cultural background through classroom tasks, such as colouring a poster of themselves, celebrating their heritage, language and cultural background. Cummins and Early (2011) cited in (Dressler, 2014, p. 50) states that these tasks would support multilingualism, encouraging pupils to understand their language identity. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, identity is unique to each person and can adapt to surroundings such as the environment and society. The mind is able to recognise self and determines how to act in different situations. Factors impacting identity and identity formation include gender, race and language. These factors can determine a person’s identity, therefore is important to have understanding of your own identity and the person you want to be. The understanding of gender identity can be supported through the cognitive developmental theory and the gender schema theory. Racial identity can be understood through personal experiences, such as family, community and society. Finally, language identity can be understood as a person’s means of communication and family heritage. To close, it is clear to me that there are many factors impacting my identity and that I am to be aware of these factors in order for me to take pride in my identity. 

Reference list

Abdullah, A. (2013) Social Identity: Sociology. Available at: https://www.slideshare.net/adnanabdullah92/sociology-15893623 (Accessed: 16th January 2021).

Burke, P.J. & Stets, J. (2009) Identity Theory. New York: Oxford University Press.

Doherty, J. & Hughes, M. (2009) Child Development. Theory and practice 0-11. Pearson Longman. England.

Dressler, R. ‘Exploring Linguistic Identity in Young Multilingual Learners’, In the Classroom, 32(1), p.50. 

Iwamoto, D. and Liu, W. (2010) ‘The Impact of Racial Identity, Ethnic Identity, Asian Values and Race-related Stress on Asian Americans and Asian International College Students’ Psychological Well-Being’ Journal of Counselling Psychology, 57(1), p.81. 

Martin, D. (2014) ‘Good education for all? Student race and identity development in the multicultural classroom’ International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 39, p.111. 

Morrison, N, (2014) ‘How schools are breaking down the language barrier for EAL students’, The Guardian, 5th March. 

National Museum of African American History and Culture (2017) Race And Racial Identity. Available at: https://nmaahc.si.edu/learn/talking-about-race/topics/race-and-racial-identity (Accessed: 17th January 2020).

Norton, B. and Toohey, K. (2011) ‘Identity, language learning and social change’, p. 416. 

Ofsted. (2005) Race equality in education. Crown Copyright. 

Pares. M. (2014) Language identity. Power politics: T. Rehman. 

Polderman, T. et al. (2018) ‘The Biological Contributions to Gender Identity and Gender Diversity’ Bringing Data to the Table, p.3.

West, A. (2015) ‘A Brief Review of Cognitive Theories in Gender Development’, Cognitive theories in gender development, 2(1), pp. 60-64. 

