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Abstract: This research builds on the idea that learners’ identities and the knowledge they 

advance are inseparable. Our aim is to examine how fostering learners’ identities can shape the 

way they view knowledge, suggesting that instructional environments should attend to identity 

development as they should to epistemic goals. In this paper, we first explicate the theoretical 

grounds underlying the inseparability argument. Next, we describe the special design of a 

learning environment, called a humanistic knowledge building community, to explain how the 

interconnectedness of identities and knowledge can be supported to become an intentional facet 

of the knowledge building endeavor. Our findings and the resultant conceptualization extend 

broad views of learning that consider ways-of-knowing and being as intertwined, to show how 

the actual ideas that learners advance are also deeply entrenched with their ways-of-knowing 

and being. Such accounts have been described in learning sciences literature, but have not been 

empirically documented.   

 

Focusing on identity to advance ideas 
Inquiry-based learning environments focus on advancing the ideas of their participants based on their genuine 

questions and interests. Scholarship, particularly the sociocultural perspectives we draw from, maintain that 

people’s knowledge and identities are intertwined and inseparable (Herrenkohl & Mertl, 2010; Lave & Wenger, 

1991). In practice, identities are often relegated to the background. For example, out of the twelve design 

principles that guide implementation of knowledge building communities (KBCs), not one of them focuses 

centrally on the participants’ growth (Scardamalia, 2002). Empirical studies should be carried out to better 

understand the intricate relations between ideas and identities. The aim of this research is to examine how students’ 

identities and knowledge are co-constituted in a specially designed learning environment, called a humanistic 

knowledge building community (HKBC: Hod & Ben-Zvi, 2018). HKBCs are designed to encourage their 

participants’ freedom to express and explore both their identities as learners as well as the knowledge they choose 

to advance. By recognizing that identities and ideas are intertwined, it makes sense to design inquiry-based 

learning environments where participants can express, reflect on, and get feedback on their identities and 

knowledge, as well as the connections between them. Our analysis is therefore focused on showing the different 

ways that people's identities and their knowledge are co-constituted.  

Background 
Socioculturally-minded research has suggested that broad views of learning are necessary to conceptualize the 

advancement of knowledge (Herrenkohl & Mertl, 2010). Sociocultural approaches view the mind as inherently 

situated (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and therefore co-mediated across personal, interpersonal, and community planes 

(Rogoff, 1995). From a personal stand-point, learning involves transforming one’s participation—and therefore 

identity—in a community discourse (Rogoff, 1995), oftentimes from peripheral to more central (Lave & Wenger, 

1991). One’s transforming identity is guided interpersonally, such as through apprenticeship learning (Eberle, 

2018). Transforming into a central participant in a discourse cannot be achieved without advancing the ideas that 

are valued by the community. Ideas, knowledge, or what is informational (Hand & Gresalfi, 2015) are therefore 

intertwined with the identities of its participants.  

Research already shows that broad views of learning can account for the co-mediational relationship 

between ways-of-knowing and ways-of-being (Hand & Gresalfi, 2015; Herrenkohl & Mertl, 2010). Our research 

builds on this proposition in two ways. First, we contend that the connection between ways-of-knowing and ways-

of-being can be intentionally supported through design. Second, we differentiate between ways-of-knowing and 

ways-of-being with knowledge and identities. That is, ways-of knowing refer to people’s epistemic commitments 

and the ways they build knowledge. Ways-of-being deals with non-epistemic domains, such as how people are 

viewed in social interaction. Although ways-of-knowing and ways-of-being focus on different things, they are 

both linked by practices or ways-of-doing something. When any practice is repeated enough to become stable 

(and is thus likely to be reified in discourse), it can be considered as an identifying feature of a person, or their 

identity (Heyd-Metzuyanim & Sfard, 2012).  
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 In our research, we are interested in the actual knowledge that a person advances in relation to their ways-

of-knowing and ways-of-being. Is it possible that the actual knowledge that people produce is closely related to 

their identities? If so, how? For instance, Wortham (2004) identified a bi-directional analogy of social 

identifications and epistemic concepts that people use while participating in classes. He noticed that students used 

cognitive categories to identify each other socially and these identifications help them understand concepts in 

person-related disciplines. Additionally, they also use epistemic concepts to identify others’ socially. As Wortham 

(2004) notes, “it turns out that the content represented by a participant example and the interactional patterns 

enacted through that example can sometimes run parallel” (p. 177). Taking this forward, it raises the question of 

what would happen when students are given the opportunity to freely explore their ideas and their own identities 

in parallel within the community? These are questions from a broad view of learning that do not, to our knowledge, 

have any empirical accounts in the learning sciences. 

Based on the rationale that knowledge and identities are inseparable, Hod & Ben-Zvi (2018) 

conceptualized the humanistic knowledge building community (HKBCs) as a designed learning environment that 

brings together idea-based and identity discourses. Idea-centered discourse is based on the theory and practice of 

KBCs (Scardamalia, 2002), while identity discourse is based on person-centered theories of personal growth 

through process oriented groups that focus on the here-and-now (Yalom & Leczsz, 2005). Both of these 

approaches are principle-based, fundamentally putting their trust and respect into the participants so they can take 

ownership and have agency over the processes they engage in while addressing the emergent goals of the 

community. The design of HKBCs gives students freedom-of-ideas and freedom-of-identities through designed 

activities, with a focus on jointly advancing both of these as part of the community goals. This research set out to 

study the different ways that students’ knowledge and identities are co-mediated when they are given freedom-

of-ideas and freedom-of identities. Specifically, we asked: (a) in what ways are students’ initial expressions about 

their ideas and their identities related? and (b) how do students’ ideas and their identities change as they are shaped 

through their ongoing participation in the community and by its members? 

Methodology  
Our data corpus was drawn from a full 14-week semester (2018-2019) from a graduate course that was designed 

as an HKBC and which included an entire group of 18 students, an instructor (moderator), and a teacher’s assistant 

(co-moderator). CATELT was structured as a blended course, where weekly 210 minute face-to-face meetings 

alternated with ongoing activities for the remainder of the week in a wiki environment. Activities were generally 

designed to promote knowledge advancement by letting people explore their interests in relation to the community 

(freedom-of-ideas) or focus on people’s experiences, interpersonal relationships, and identities in the here-and-

now (freedom-of-identities) in both the face-to-face and online environments. Throughout the semester, we 

collected audio and video recordings of every face-to-face meeting, collected online artifacts created on the wiki 

by the students; and conducted open interviews at opportune times, either during breaks, or on the phone, when 

something interesting occurred as related to the research questions. Specifically for this analysis, we focused on 

two students (one presented here) within the course who worked as a pair on the final project, examining: (a) 

group reflection sessions; (b) personal reflective diaries; (c) wiki entries; (d) final papers; and (e) interviews.  

To examine the initial identities and ideas of the students, we focused our efforts on the beginning stages 

of the course, where students typically reveal their prior knowledge and practices in ways that have yet to be 

tainted by the ongoing developments in the community. The sharing of interests and experiences was purposefully 

facilitated in activities designed by the moderators during the first few weeks of the course, as well. Once students’ 

initial identities and ideas were collected, we examined the intricate and situational ways that these students both 

advanced their knowledge and interests and the way the community shaped these through their feedback or 

modelling processes. Ultimately, we created a narrative account of the findings (Erstad & Sefton-Green, 2013). 

To ensure that the analysis process was reliable, we engaged in extensive interpretive meetings together with 

another researcher in the course (who was focused on a different set of questions), and with a research group (to 

whom we presented the evidence and later engaged in discussion around it).  

Findings  
In this section, we report on Ziv (pseudonyms). Due to page restrictions here and the lengthy nature of narrative 

accounts, we can only provide quick descriptions of his expressions instead of detailed, first-hand accounts.   

Ziv, aged 40, was a modern orthodox man who was a high school physics teacher. Ziv's identity was 

expressed as a person who was a ‘knower’ with ‘absolute answers’, analytical instead of personable, and 

controlling of collaborative learning processes. For example, in reflecting on group work, he explained that by 

working with a group the product was “mediocre”, where if he was the leader he could bring it to excellence (Wk 

4).  
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 Given the conditions of freedom-of-identity that were supported in the course, Ziv’s practices within the 

community ran parallel to those in his everyday life and to the ideas that he initially showed interest in the HKBC. 

Specifically, Ziv focused on the ideas of expertise and the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) through the lens 

of the role that teachers play in supporting learners. Ziv’s interest reflected his identity in advancing himself as 

an expert teacher and “knower”. For example, he wrote that that learning about expertise “was very meaningful 

for me because… it helps me very much as a teacher understand the learning processes that I see in the classroom 

and how [I can] facilitate this.” In his knowledge building efforts around this idea during Wk 2, he focused on the 

highest levels of expertise and how he could get there. He chose to explore the topic of “adaptive expertise”, 

reflecting about himself and providing a specific list of ways he could become an expert. Ziv’s interest in the ZPD 

was similarly meant to advance his own teaching practices, again positioning him as the knower who needs to 

provide others with answers. He explained that his choice of ZPD as the main topic of his final course project was 

about how to turn a novice to an expert in what he referred to as an asymmetrical relationship between the two.  

As the community got to know Ziv and recognized his practices, they were able to provide him with a 

wide range of customized feedback that promoted his identity development. The feedback he received covered 

many of the salient facets of his identity and practices, which especially came through in a dramatic community 

discussion around Ziv during Wk 8. There, many members of the community sensitively shared their thoughts 

about Ziv to him in the here-and-now, providing him with a new level of self-understanding that allowed him to 

make intentional changes to his identity and practices, for example: 

 

Mod:  You want to get full control. We [in this course] are talking about something else. Most 

of us read and do not understand everything, especially something so complicated. I 

understand something partially and that is okay. How does it feel compared to the 

beginning [of the course]? There were tables and charts [that you created] for those 

who worked with you...  

 

Nurit: During one of the first reflections when we talked about changing, you told someone 

not to change. And maybe this is what you want for yourself? Maybe you need to 

release ‘Ziv the physics teacher’.  

 

The comments touched on a tender area for Ziv, giving him many new ideas about himself to reflect on. 

In the immediacy of the discussion he responded impersonally, but still in a way that suggested that he understood 

that his practices and identity could transform:  

 

Ziv:  We learned in a very absolutist [educational] system. Maybe change is needed.   

 

Throughout the remainder of the semester, Ziv exhibited a number of personal changes along these lines, 

suggesting that he appropriated the feedback. For example, during a collaborative assignment (Wk 10), students 

were asked to advance their collective knowledge. Ziv posted a note that expressed his uncertainty, “I still do 

not understand how to work with it but this is an opportunity to learn”, and showed a high degree of openness 

about the process of work by writing, “I suggest that we work here [in a particular page] to build knowledge… 

what do you think?”. These changes were also echoed in Ziv’s final course reflection, where he noted that “I could 

have only guessed rationally before the ‘hug’, but once I experienced it, I can say that I understood it differently 

from the way I understood it in the beginning.” 

The changes to Ziv’s identity were reflected in his changing focus of inquiry. Ziv’s understanding of 

novices and experts as well as the ZPD shifted from (a) how the concepts can help him as a teacher, to (b) concepts 

that had diverse processes and social orientations. For example, Ziv participated in a small group discussion about 

the concept of ZPDs during Wk 8, where he emphasized that “The process [of novice and expert relationships] is 

reciprocal. The teacher also learns from what they [the students] bring…” 

Whereas at the start of the semester Ziv focused on the ZPD from an asymmetric position where he was 

the expert, Ziv later took great interest in symmetrical social relationships, or how peers can help one another 

advance. This was reflected strongly in his final course paper, where he wrote:  

 

Ziv:  Vygotsky did not give us explicit didactics in this concept and did not interpret his 

explicit intention of the mediator’s identity... it is impossible to understand otherwise 

that any meaningful development of the learner will be based on a pedagogy of social 

learning, and not merely individual.  
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 Discussion and conclusions  
The research questions in this study sought to elucidate (1) the relatedness of students’ initial expressions about 

their ideas and their identities, and (2) how these ideas and identities change as they are shaped through their 

ongoing participation in the community. In relation to the first question, Ziv’s inquiry interests when given the 

freedom to be himself was deeply connected to his identities and practices in his everyday life. The narrative 

account of Ziv shows that his initial identity as ‘the knower’ was tied to his interest in being an expert (teacher) 

and the teacher’s role as mediator in the ZPD.  

Our analysis of Ziv’s narrative showed that the actual ideas and the perspective taken on them were 

closely related to important aspects of his identity. This was expressed both in the interpersonal relationships that 

he formed within the community as well as from experiences that he told about in his life outside of the 

community. A close look at his knowledge thus provided a window into his identity, showing how inseparable 

these two concepts really are. The consequential feedback that Ziv was given about his interpersonal relationships 

in the here-and-now of the community was highly potent, as the ahistorical focus touched on deeper themes that 

ran across his everyday life. Thus, the feedback helped him think deeply about his identity and this ultimately 

shaped the way he viewed the ideas he was advancing.  

Clearly this could have gone in the reverse direction also in that his advancing ideas could have shaped 

his identity. However, it is more likely to work in the opposite direction because identities are much broader than 

knowledge, dealing with the totality of a person, including their interests, beliefs, culture, history, goals, etc. Ideas, 

in contrast, are more transient and can be changed more easily. This is why, for example, knowledge can be built 

relatively quickly and ideas can be changed through argumentation. Changing conceptions are obviously very 

important and a central purpose of education. The point we are trying to make is that by addressing people’s 

identities, we can touch on much more deeply rooted aspects of people’s knowledge and this can ultimately help 

foster deep and sustainable knowledge and perspectives on it.  

More specific to the learning sciences, the answers to our research questions are consistent with holistic 

notions of learning following sociocultural traditions (Herrenkohl & Mertl, 2010). They emphasize the importance 

of ever-deepening interpersonal relationships, as these provide opportunities for students to see aspects of people’s 

identities that are often hidden behind masks they put on in their cultural roles as students who are not truly “free” 

to be themselves. Getting to know a person facilitates a deeper understanding of their ideas, particularly in settings 

like ours where the process of learning and knowledge are intricately tied together. Exploring issues of identity 

also facilitates self-understanding, and as we saw with Ziv, allowing a person to make more intentional decisions 

both in relation to how to engage in the knowledge building process as well as what topics to pursue. Obviously, 

it would be of high interest to see how these issues play out in other HKBC contexts, like math or science with 

kids, and we hope that future research will take up these questions.  
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