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Use of Online Discussion and Web 2.0 to Reshape Learner and Group Identities. Is this the Future for Improving Participation in Higher Education?
This research paper develops a theory that identity and belonging to learning groups and communities (Wenger, 1998) are the key issues for addressing inclusion and diversity in Higher Education. Learners who engage with a discipline, cohort or learning group develop identity congruence between their performed identities such as social class, gender, ethnicity and approaches to learning and the identities which are made available by discipline-related learning groups. Lack of identity congruence is likely to produce low engagement, exclusion or learning groups which have unresolved problems with dynamics (Hughes, 2007).

Drawing on a study of e-learning and blended learning groups, I propose that identity congruence can emerge in three different ways: at the personal level with peer identities, with the processes of social learning and with the knowledge that is under construction. E-Learning groups may lack the immediate social presence of classrooms and this can cause problems with developing social identity congruence, but the processes of group learning and the knowledge which is under construction are often very visible. Using online discourse analysis, I provide evidence of how learners reshape identities to develop congruence in these three ways and also consider those who are not enabled to do this and how they are excluded or marginalised.

Successful negotiation of identity congruence for learning requires both groups and individuals to be aware that identity is not fixed. Some learners recognise this, but others hold a self-theory of identity as being static and unchanging (Dweck, 1999) and they need to be encouraged to explore new identities as learners. While use of e-learning discussions can assist learners in exploring new ways of negotiating identity congruence with learning groups, virtual worlds might take this a step further. In a virtual world, such as Second Life, learners create an avatar and interact visually with others using a three dimensional persona which can transcend identities of gender, class, ethnicity and age (Childress & Braswell, 2006). This has potential to enable learners to appreciate that identity can be reshaped and might also lead to new processes of learning and new interests in fields of knowledge. However, as in text-based e-learning, some of the constraints on identity construction such as use of language or dis-identification with technologies of learning remain and these are likely to persist in virtual worlds too. Thus caution needs to be exercised over utopian views that providing spaces for education in virtual worlds like Second Life will provide new spaces for learning for those currently marginalised from Higher Education.
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