Factors affecting identity formation in early childhood and adolescence: evaluation
This essay will evaluate factors that inform the creation of identity in early childhood and adolescence and how they contribute to our educational processes and institutions. In doing so, we will consider theoretical ideas regarding how identity is formed, culture, and how they influence the delivery of education.
Burke and Stets (2009) make the case that a person’s identity is influenced by their role in society, their membership of a group within that society and their perception of their own characteristics. Considering this notion, it is understandable that the cultures that permeate societies are influential in the formation of the identities of people within those societies. However, we can observe a juxtaposition between the formation of identity through role in society and group membership, and identity formation through personal characteristics which can challenge and, over time, reform the cultures that inform those societies and groups. This can be witnessed in the formation of gender identity.
In considering this, we can look to historical ideas of gender roles and their development over time. Within this consideration we should first establish that gender is a social construct that is not bound to biologically defined sex (Dufour and Curtis, 2011). This does not mean, however, that they have always been perceived as separate. Historically, in western Christian societies, the view that women are fairer or lesser than men has been prevalent and stems from consistent themes presenting women as temptresses in the Bible. This set a precedent for a different role within society for women in order to achieve redemption (Knowles and Lander, 2011). 
This different role for women became part of the cultural fabric and informed ideas of femininity. It further informed the way in which the education system has approached the teaching of girls and boys. We see examples of this in the UK throughout the 20th century not only in the single sex grammar schools of the tripartite system era, but also in separate curriculums in the early comprehensive system with an example being teaching needlework to girls and metal work to boys (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). Thus, we see both society and faith playing a role in the formation of traditional gender identities which in turn are reinforced by the education system.
Feminism can help bring to light the juxtaposition between personal characteristics and societal role and group membership. The achievements of the feminist movement have challenged the patriarchal nature of society and thus redefined the role of women and the feminine within it. The feminist drive for the equal treatment of men and women in society has led to such things as the 1975 sex discrimination act which called for equal access to the curriculum for both sexes (Knowles and Lander, 2011). We witness equality further taking hold in the introduction of the national curriculum in 1988 which was compulsory for all regardless of sex (Bartlett and Burton, 2016). While not directly link to the movement for equality between sexes, it still plays a part in it’s fruition. The effect of this is that traditional notions of masculinity and femininity were not so heavily reinforced on children by educational structure. Therefore, personal characteristics are able to play a more influential role in the formation of identity in school age children.
In modern times, we witness a cultural change from adherence to religious doctrines and their influence, to economic doctrine and with it, a focus on the individual over society. This is epitomised by Margaret Thatcher’s notion that there is “no such thing as society” which underpinned the economic reforms of the era.  As the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2008) argues, this economic environment lessens the importance of society and groups within it subsequently elevating the importance of the individual. Brunskell-Evans (2018) hones this argument on gender identity suggesting that the economic structure and focus on individualism has created a society that opens up the possibility for people to identify not only as different to the gender they were assigned at birth, but also as a member of the opposite sex.
Therefore, what we can argue is that within Burke and Stets’ trio of influence on identity formation, more or less weight can be carried by any given factor depending on circumstance.
With regards to formation of identity through membership of a particular group, we can turn to the notion of ethnic identity. In the formation of ethnic identity, people have the possibility to explore more than one interpretation of this. For example, people from Wales may consider themselves Welsh, British, European, none of the above or a mix of all three. Drawing on the work of Erikson and Marcia, Phinney (1990, cited in Umaña-Taylor, 2014) argues that exploration of possible ethnic identities and personal meanings behind them is part of achieving a secure whole identity. Children and adolescents growing up in the UK are an interesting case in this way due to its four constituent countries and their history and politics, along with its role in Europe. 
When we look at the nature of the Welsh national identity, we see themes revolving around language, industrial heritage, ancient heritage, character and culture. Within it, the mark of Tajfel’s social identity theory becomes apparent with the notion of us and them, the Welsh being an in group and, mostly, the English being the out group. This is demonstrated in Welsh nationalism which views English government over Wales as suppressive of Welsh identity (Morgan, 1971). Furthermore, a study conducted between 2006 and 2008 by Cardiff university found that the more that people saw Wales’ relationship with England as unfair, the more they considered it important to speak Welsh (Chalabi, 2011). This compliments Tajfel’s theory in that the negative aspects attributed to the out group reinforce identification with the in group.
With the devolution of certain aspects of government, education being one of them, we see a drive within Welsh education to keep the Welsh identity alive so that young people may identify with it despite historical attempts from England to supress it. A manifestation of this is the Cwricwlwm Cymreig, the national curriculum for Wales. This was designed in order to promote a sense of belonging in Wales for those who studied it through focusing it where possible on cultural, economic, environmental, historical and linguistic aspects of Wales (ACCAC, 2003). We can see in this a political drive to foster the Welsh identity in young people through education and can consider that it may be in order to justify the role of the Welsh government or to pursue larger political goals such as independence.
In keeping with Burke and Stets’ (2009) notion that people can have multiple identities, we see in the example of Wales that people form identities based on being British and European alongside being Welsh. Interestingly, since the divisive Brexit referendum, there has been a marked rise in support for Welsh independence from the UK linked to the idea that membership of Europe is important to people. In a YouGov poll, one third of total respondents, and 42% of respondents between 18 and 24, said they supported Welsh independence from the UK but as a member of the European Union (cited in Cosslett, 2019). We can perceive this as the vilification of the out-group, in this case the Westminster Government, which is central to Tajfel’s social identity theory in that British identity as independent from Europe stands in opposition to Welsh identity as part of Europe thus dividing identity along political lines.
Given the higher number of young people that responded positively to the notion of Welsh independence within a wider Europe, we can draw the conclusion that the efforts of the Welsh government in promoting Welsh identity in young people through initiatives such as the cwricwlwm Cymreig has had a marked effect.  It also draws out the idea that political climate can have an effect on the formation of identity in young people and adolescents.
We can look to the past to find evidence of political climates informing identity creation with Nazi Germany providing us with an abundance of examples. We can see Tajfel’s social identity theory being heavily utilised by the state to promote the idea of in groups and out groups by promoting Aryan identity against others. Bergerson (2007) points out that the establishment of the Hitler youth and the League of German maidens served the primary purpose of indoctrination of young people into the Nazi way of life. In part, this was a focus on hate for out groups including Jews, Slavs and black people, and also, as evidenced by the separate gender groups, a focus on promoting two contrasting gender identities within the Nazi ideology.
We can see that this method of teaching Nazi values through powerful indoctrination was extremely successful in fostering identification with Nazi ideals in young children evidenced by the fact that children were encouraged to denounce their parents for dissent which many did (BBC, n.d). This is a theme that persists throughout the history of totalitarian governments with parallels being evident in Moa’s China during the cultural revolution and Stalin’s USSR.
In essence, these cultural experiments undertaken by totalitarian regimes provide reinforcement to the notion suggested by Burke and Stets (2009) that society and group membership inform identity creation. Through the means of censorship and indoctrination at an intense level, these regimes were successful in rapidly constructing a new society and groupings within that society to influence young people’s identity formation and significantly reduce the impact of influences that would be undesirable from the pre-existing culture. This example stands in contrast to the aforementioned example of an economic structure focused on individualism tipping the scale in favour of personal characteristics in identity formation. Instead, identity formation is more heavily weighted towards society and group membership which is tightly controlled.
In conclusion, when we consider the factors that contribute to identity formation in young adults, namely society, group membership and personal characteristics, we must also consider that they are further influenced by external factors such as politics. The ever-changing world that we live in has a drastic effect on any one of these factors thus giving more weight to each of them depending on the environment at hand at any given time. We see that movements that build momentum over time can slowly break down and change attitudes in society that inform identities as is the case with feminism. We also see that drastic shifts in the political landscape can reinforce tribalistic group identities, as with Brexit, or even instantly recreate the societies and groups that inform personal identity from a year zero. All three of these factors can, and historically have, informed the way in which educational structures and institutions deliver education to young people either because they are themselves informed by the same societies, as is the case with traditional and modern gender roles in schools, exist to serve a particular group as with the Cwricwlwm Cymreig, or are focused on a political goal as we see with the teaching of young people in Nazi Germany and other totalitarian states.
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