The journey a human takes in order to finally be able to say ‘And this is who I am’ is a long complex process that involves a personality and identity formation process. This essay attempts to critically evaluate how identity develops in early childhood and adolescence. Firstly, attention is drawn towards the difficulty associated with defining identity and then goes on to discuss the influential work of Erik Erikson.  Here, his psycho-social theory is used as a platform and framework to aid understanding and considers the importance of relationships and the social sphere. The first part also considers the importance of reflective practice and Personal, Social and Emotional development in education by mentioning the Pygmalion Effect. Attempts have been made throughout the discussion to evaluate the place of education and the importance it has on identity formation. The second part of the discussion looks at the factors considered to be fixed prior to birth that supposedly affects identity formation, but at the same time considers the constantly evolving nature associated with identity formation. This aspect of identity is highlighted by turning to the adolescent stage whereby challenges are often met in the search for a sense of self and the influence of the peer group and role models can be considered significant. Lastly, the discussion briefly reflects on a personal journey whereby new cultural and educational experiences added to my own continuing identity formation. 
Most people including young children and adolescents if asked about their identity would probably describe themselves in terms of age, gender, position in a family and their personal likes and dislikes. These responses can be linked to the previous learning module whereby it highlighted the development of a sense of self and prompted questions such as ‘who am I’ (Changemakers: Creativity and Value Creation). Children’s responses about identity also support the statement that identity is ‘a way of organising information about the self’ (Clayton & Opotow, 2003, p.45). On the other hand, the answers to these questions can be considered highly personal therefore making identity difficult to explore as a concept. As pointed out by Strauss (1959) ‘identity as a concept is fully as elusive, as is everyone’s sense of his own personal identity’ (cited in Collins & Foley, 2008 p.11). 
Because of the difficulty in defining identity, it therefore seems necessary to highlight here that in order to work successfully with children in education and to be able to help individual children be the best they can be, understanding how identities are formed is crucial. A way towards understanding this and one which could be considered a good foundation and framework lies in the influential work of Erik Erikson (1968) and his psycho-social theory on individual needs combined with social ones in the development of the personality.  
Erikson devised eight stages of development that beginning at birth and ending at death. He proposed that in each stage we face a crisis ‘an internal personal conflict – needing to be resolved before progressing to the next’ (Doherty & Hughes, 2009, p.42). Within the confines of this essay it is not possible to discuss all stages of development and how they build on each other. However, emphasis is placed on stages that are relevant to children’s educational achievement and confidence. This helps us think about how to support children and young people when they enter education and how we can positively influence their lives. So how does understanding Erikson’s theory help educators gain insight into children’s well-being? Firstly, consider the conflict possibly encountered in the very first stage when children are aged from birth to eighteen months referred to as Trust v’s Mistrust. This stage highlights why relationships with parents/carers are so very important, for if needs are met and children feel safe and secure, they are ready to explore the world with confidence. On the other hand, if needs are not met fear and mistrust might manifest themselves and impact future trust in others and relationships.  The importance of parental relationships cannot be underestimated, and it is argued that ‘parents are active and purposeful co-participants in their children’s identity formation and later identity development’ (Schachter & Ventura, 2008, p.451) and ‘in addition to teachers, parents can have an even greater role in identity development’ (Heim, et al., n.d., p. 7).   
Therefore, children’s previous experiences influence their identity and confidence and at Stage 4 when children are aged 6 to 12 years old it can be said that the school environment, peers and teachers widely influence and broaden the social sphere. This is known as the Industry v’s Inferiority stage of development. And it cannot be underestimated here that the role of the teacher’s acute observational and teaching skills can help children develop feelings of self-worth and pride in their accomplishments, developing strengths and belief in industriousness. This is crucial for children who may have developed mistrust and now at this stage compare themselves and their families to others. It is the role of the school and teacher to create a warm environment to help reduce feelings of inferiority and as pointed out in the National Education Union (2019) ‘teachers are responsible under the Children Act 2004 that places statutory duties upon those who care for children’ (National Education Union, 2019, p.4).
Along with this it should also be considered how important it is when trying to understand the process of identity formation that there is a great deal of personal reflection whereby the teacher actively reflects of their own identity and attitudes when working with children. One of the important reasons for this lies in understanding why some children with low self-esteem and self-worth attach negative labels to themselves and learning. These feelings are closely associated with identity and could have a self-fulling prophecy attached to them. This is why it’s worth mentioning here the Pygmalion effect noted in the previous learning module where it stated ‘your beliefs influence your actions’ (Changemakers: Creativity and Value Creation module). This highlights the need for teachers to know children as much as possible in order to help them build on their strengths and develop a good work ethic that takes them through life with positive expectations. As pointed out by Dweck (1999) in a study about children’s beliefs about their own abilities found that when children believe that abilities are improved by hard work reserves of ‘resilience’ developed and when learning became more difficult and thus achieved more’ (cited in Collins & Foley, 2008, p.49).
However, as previously mentioned fixed factors associated with identity formation can be considered highly influential in how children feel about themselves and how they think others see them in the world. Factors considered are those surrounding race, culture, national origin, gender, class and religion. With regards to culture Collins & Foley (2008, p.22) state ‘all children are born into a pre-defined cultural community with its own history and set of meanings’. These factors can be considered very important in the formation of identity but also it is worth mentioning that ‘identities are not fixed or stable, but are socially constructed in response to changing circumstances and the demands of different contexts’ (Gayer, 2000, cited in Collins & Foley, 2008, p.18). This appears to support Erikson’s theory that a ‘person is not born with certain identity, but identity is getting formed during time’ (Willis, 2013, cited in Jelic, 2014, p.226). Although, it appears there is a lack of reference in Erikson’s theory regarding cultural influences and this in itself could be considered a limitation. However, what does seem to be agreed is that identity formation is fluid and ‘constantly evolving’ (Kelteher and Leavey, 2004; quoted in Collins& Foley, 2008, p.12). Here, it seems like a good opportunity to turn attention to the stage of development where young people ‘seriously question their essential personal characteristics, their views of themselves, their concerns about how others view them or their doubts about the meaning and purpose of their existence’ (Tsang, et al., 2012, p.2).
It could be confidently stated that the last stage relevant to school education is hugely significant in supporting children aged 12 – 18 years as they go through transformative years in adolescence. It is in this stage that Erikson referred to as ‘Identity vs Confusion’ that young people are negotiating their identities and begin to examine their beliefs and values as they try to figure out how they fit into society. Undeniably, and combined with physiological changes at puberty this combination can cause stress and turmoil as they strive to develop an independent sense of self.  And the importance of the school environment as pointed out by Abbasi (2016) regarding the significant amount of time that children and adolescents spend in school is a ‘basic reason for the importance of schools in identity formation’ (Abbasi, 2016, p.91). It can be said that this is the reason why it is so important that the school’s curriculum and objectives enrich young people’s lives that help them discover abilities and interests. Again, the power of positive expectations related to the Pygmalion Effect is hugely important for educators to implement and whereby young people develop open and warm relationships with teachers. On the other hand, this is also a time whereby some young people whilst going through a conflict of identity formation become disengaged with education and the system.  As highlighted by the Sec Ed news report (2013, p.1) ‘one third of secondary schools inspected by Estyn have a problem with absenteeism’.
However, it seems that it is in this stage of personality development that young people are greatly influenced by role models promoted by the media and also by their peer group. However, teachers can also be considered as a strong role model with skills that positively influence young people as they negotiate their identities.  Frequently highlighted is the importance of teachers being role models in children’s pre-school years and being part of the process of identity formation (Raburu, 2015). However, the same applies to teachers who work with adolescents and the need to form good communication and warmth in relationships greatly impacts the adolescent who is developing a strong sense of self. It cannot be underestimated that teachers as role models can ‘have long-lasting impacts on the lives of their students, and the greatest teachers inspire students towards greatness’ (Bashir, et al., 2014, p.9).  
However, a group that can be considered hugely influential in a young person’s life that can often shape and mould a young person’s identity lies in the social interactions with their peer group. Erikson (1950) believed that ‘the role of peers might be at least as big as the role of parents in identity formation’ (quoted in Klimstra & Doeselaar, 2017, p.300). And it is not incorrect to point out as highlighted by Tarrant (2002) ‘relationships with peers become the centre of adolescents’ life’ (quoted in Regeliene, 2016, p.98). Good relationships with peers are linked to ‘better emotional and psychological well-being of adolescents’ (Raburu, 2015, p.101). On the other hand, it is important to remember that peer groups can also be a negative experience for some and again it is here that teachers who know children as fully as possible are able to provide support and encouragement during challenging experiences. 
For many people it can be said that being able to fit in in with others in social situations is deemed important to identity development, and as pointed out earlier as children spend a great deal of time in school being able to fit in is an important part of their lives. From a personal experience fitting into a new culture and school environment undoubtedly brought changes to my identity formation. The knowledge and increasing skills that are being gained as I continue to go through the Welsh educational experience and culture have contributed towards a personal deeper understanding of self and strengths. This includes an acknowledgment of my resilient nature and the continuing confidence to voice my opinions and world views. Education has given personal empowerment in a number of ways including opportunities to socialise more and meet inspiring people in the form of teachers, other professionals and peers. By reflecting on how I have constructed and de-constructed my own identity is captured by Kernis (1995) stating ‘identity formation and feelings of wellbeing are strongly linked to life experiences and success’ (cited in Collins & Foley, 2008, p.11). 
By bringing this discussion to an end it can be concluded that this essay has attempted to understand some of the complex stages in children and young people’s identity formation. Difficulties in defining identity as a concept has been acknowledged, however, in an attempt to understand more the essay turns to the influential work of Erik Erikson’s psycho-social theory on identity and personality development. Attempts have also been made to emphasise the significance of education that greatly influences this process and considers the effects of teacher’s implementing the Pygmalion Effect in order to help children be the best they can possibly be by nurturing children’s strengths in their learning and identity. Finally, a brief reflection is given on a personal note that mentions my own continuing journey and experiences with Welsh Education and how this contributes and shapes the fluidity of my own identity formation. 
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