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Abstract: The purpose of this research is to understand the ways in which new students identify 

themselves in online social spaces. More specifically, we performed a linguistic analysis of 

graduate students’ introductory notes in an asynchronous discussion forum.  Students described 

themselves in terms of their epistemic beliefs, qualifications, professional experiences, 

motivations, career plans and cultural background. In building their identity in the community, 

students brought out their individuality, justified their presence and established social capital. 

Introduction and objectives 
As Universities around the world move their courses online, students are increasingly being asked to ‘get to know 

one another’ in online social spaces. Such asynchronous discussion-based spaces provide a platform for students 

to find resources, support one another and build community (McInnerney & Roberts, 2004). Additionally, they 

become a place for students to identify themselves to their peers and build social capital. Self-identity carved out 

in these spaces can be subjective (how we think of ourselves), representative (what is depicted), or self-

presentation (how we present ourselves to others) (Marwick, 2013). One way of understanding such self-

presentation is through the information people choose to share with others in their first introductions in a 

community. Discussion style introductory notes are schema-less, thus providing for a free slate for expression. 

The academic online context makes these student self-introductions different than previously studied 

social media narrations or identities shared in classroom settings. Our study seeks to examine students’ self-

presentation of their identity through a systematic qualitative analysis of student notes in the ‘Introductions’ 

section of an online academic social space. This is an important first step towards building scholarship around the 

construct of academic online identity and how the process of identity development subsequently influences 

community building and learning. 

Perspectives and theoretical framework 

This study is framed within social constructivism and situated within growing conversations around placing 

students in the center of their learning within a learning community (Vygotsky, 1978). Sharing identities is an 

important element in building a sense of community and being accepted by one’s peers. This acceptance 

encourages students to share their ideas and learning needs without being embarrassed and to receive support 

from their peers (Brown & Campione, 1994; Scardamalia, 2003). Moreover, students engage better with both 

their peers and their learning when there is identity congruence (Hughes, 2007). Thus, we seek to find ways to 

affirm students’ self-identities in a way that allows for the development of everyone’s full potential. 

Methods and data sources 

This is a case study of a class of incoming graduate students who participated in a department-wide online social 

space at a large public Canadian university when their programs were moved fully online during the Covid-19 

pandemic. Students engaged in various discussion threads that provided useful information for new students 

alongside social activities. All 190 new students were encouraged to participate in this web space by introducing 

themselves in the discussion forum. Data were collected from the posted student notes in this forum and then 

anonymized prior to analysis. Central codes for the analysis were informed by literature on academic social 

identity (deductive); however, our analysis was also open to a variety of emerging themes that occurred during 

the content analysis (inductive). 63 student introduction notes were coded by two researchers independently with 

an inter-rater agreement of 89.932%. 

Results and discussion 
Across the introductory notes of 63 students, 330 separate codes were analyzed. Greetings and repeated sentences 

were ignored. The nine themes that emerged from the content analysis are summarized in Table 1 with examples 

from student writings. All notes contained multiple  and themes repeated themselves multiple times in the same 

note. Frequency counts from the thematic analysis are summarized in Table 2. 
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 Table 1: Themes identified in introductory notes 
 

Theme Code  Examples 

Qualifications Q “I have a BSc in Mathematics and Statistics, BEd in Mathematics, and MEd in...” 

Professional Experience X “I currently teach high school English and have been teaching for the past 10 years.” 

Motivation (academic)  M “I’m interested in understanding how teachers navigate the moral terrain of their…” 

Interests (non-academic) I “I like to run, cook, bake, play music, and just generally be outside” 

Social Presence S “I look forward to meeting you all and discuss our endless possibilities.” 

Cultural C “I’m from Shanghai and I lived in Ottawa before coming to Toronto for university.” 

Future/Career F “My plan is to be an entrepreneur in Education” 

Epistemics E “...let learning and teaching praxis be informed by students...” 

Other O “I’m also a parent of two young boys…” 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the ways in which graduate students self-identify in online contexts. 

The research question asked what elements of self-identity are observed in student introduction notes. As can be 

seen from Table 2, 94% of students tried to establish a social connection. Notes also mostly started (29%) and 

ended (67%) with a social theme.  Students mostly spoke about their past professional experiences (92%) and 

their qualifications (84%), perhaps to justify their presence and foster academic belonging. Only three students 

spoke about their epistemic beliefs. 
 

Table 2: Results of content analysis on all introductory notes 
 

 Q X M I S C F E O 

Notes that include 

this theme 

53 

(84%) 

58 

(92%) 

52 

(82%) 

45 

(71%) 

59 

(94%) 

34 

(54%) 

7 

(11%) 

3 

(5%) 

19 

(30%) 

Notes that begin with 

this theme 

21 

(33%) 

9 

(14%) 

1 

(2%) 

0 

(0%) 

18 

(29%) 

12 

(19%) 

0 

(0%) 

1 

(2%) 

2 

(2%) 

Notes that  that end 

with this theme 

2 

(3%) 

0 

(0%) 

1 

(2%) 

14 

(22%) 

42 

(67%) 

1 

(2%) 

1 

(2%) 

0 

(0%) 

2 

(3%) 
 

Surprisingly, we did not find any notes where students directly stated their personality traits such as extroversion 

or openness. We are furthering this work with student interviews to better understand how student identities grow 

as their learning progresses.  

 

Scholarly significance  
The purpose of this research is to identify how students introduced themselves in an online community. Our results 

suggest that students’ efforts typically involved: 1) An attempt to legitimize one’s involvement in the community 

by describing one’s academic and/or professional credentials; 2) A statement of one’s personal learning goals and 

objectives, which serves to legitimizes one’s involvement in a learning community and open up possibilities of 

forging social connections with others in the community that share similar interests; 3) An attempt to humanize 

oneself by sharing personal interests; and 4) An announcement of a willingness to engage with community 

members. In sum, students’ initial efforts to establish an identity within a learning community involve discursive 

moves to establish a foundational identity that sets the stage for future involvement.    
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