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Introduction

My interest in ‘identity’ started with a fascination for how writers construct their identity at the moment of writing: ‘at the point of the pen’ or, more realistically these days, at the touch of the keyboard (Ivanič 1998, 2005; Clark and Ivanič 1997, Ch 6). While retaining this focus, in what follows I pay more attention to the socio-cultural and historical context within which this discoursal construction of identity happens, locating it within more recent developments in socio-cultural perspectives on action, learning and identity, and drawing on my more recent involvement in New Literacy Studies, and my current research on the Literacies for Learning in Further Education project
. In particular, I pinpoint a common element in the work of Hall (1996) Gee (2003 and 2005), Kress (1997), and Lave and Wenger (1991, Wenger 1998) to propose that ‘identification’ is the key factor in learning, in language learning and in transformation of practices across contexts. 
I am using the word ‘language’ in the title of this paper as a shorthand to signal all forms of communication, encompassing the full range of semiotic resources and practices. Most of what I say about ‘language’ can, I suggest, be applied to multimodal, intersemiotic communication in its broadest possible sense (as proposed by, for example, Cope and Kalantzis 2000, Kress and van Leeuwen 2001). I will continue to use the word ‘identity’ because it is the everyday word for people’s sense of who they are, but using it to stand for the often multiple, sometimes contradictory identities which can coexist. The term ‘subjectivity’ is also useful for indicating that ‘identity’ is constructed through subject positioning: a process of making the self, the subject (Kress 1996 and Scott 2000; see also Ivanič 1998, pp 10 – 11 for further discussion of ways of talking about ‘identity’.) One of the main arguments of this paper, however, is that the noun ‘identity’ is misleadingly static, and in thinking about the relationship between language, learning an identity it is more productive to think about identity as a continuous process of identification.

Socio-cultural perspectives on language and learning

This section provides a ‘prequel’, as it were, to my previous focus on the discoursal construction of identity in writing. A definition of ‘context’ needs to be part of the examination of the relationships between language, learning and identity. Educational researchers are working towards an understanding of context which eschews the sense of context as a container, especially as a ‘container’ of learning (see, for example, McDermott 1996, Edwards 2005). Context is conceptualised rather as a relational phenomenon, in which the ‘text’ – what is going on - cannot be separated from the ‘con’ – what accompanies it. The ‘texture’ of an event changes moment by moment as the elements which constitute it co-emerge: identities, relationships, actions, semiotic resources, the significance and use of space and time, all of which have historical trajectories, are networked to others, and are culturally shaped. Identities and learning are always a part of this networked set of co-emerging factors. It is perhaps more useful to think of the participants in activities as being engaged in a constant process of contextualising, rather than to try to think of ‘context’ as a separately describable entity. 

To examine what this view of context might mean, I am using the basic representation of human activity in Activity Theory (AT), not because I want to espouse the tenets and terminology of AT as an exclusive framing, but because I find it a useful heuristic
. Of the various terms used in different theories, ‘context’, ‘community of practice’, ‘event’, activity’, I find ‘activity’ has the advantage that it doesn’t suggest the context-as-container metaphor, and doesn’t separate action from space or time.  Figure 1 presents a simple version of this. By using AT I ensure that I don’t miss the insights captured by it, and I can then hang on to it other insights about communicative resources and practices, doing, learning, and being, drawn from other socio-cultural theories of action, learning and/or identity (for example, Barton and Hamilton 2005, Clarke 2002, Gee 1996, 2000 – 2001, 2003, Holland ad others, 1998, Lave and Wenger 1991, Pahl and Rowsell 2005, Wenger 1998, Wertsch 1991.)
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Figure 1: Learning as an integral part of participation in activity

Figure 1 represents the totality of an observable social activity. It is intended to capture diagrammatically the following points:

1. There is no separate ‘con’ and ‘text’: the  elements of an activity co-emerge and are dynamically interrelated. This is represented by the word ‘doing’ as a kind of watermark encompassing all the other elements in the diagram.

2. Human activities are purposeful, motivated, goal-directed. In terms of AT, they have one or more ‘Object(s)’ which may or may not result in one or more ‘Outcome(s)’.

3. ‘Mediating means’, including semiotic systems and artefacts, are fundamental elements of human activities. This emphasises their role as actants, shaping the actions for which they are used.

4. As a corollary of (2), semiotic artefacts in all media and modes are not decontextualised objects of study, but situated in purposeful human action; their semiotic systems for representing the world are not just sets of rules and patterns to be studied in isolation from their purposeful use. 

5. Most (perhaps all) meaningful activity involves learning through participation - conscious or sub-conscious, intentional or unintentional. This is represented in Figure 1 by the way in which the word ‘learning’ is almost embedded in the word ‘doing’.

So far I have not used the term ‘practices’, because this implies regularly occurring, culturally recognised ways of doing things, rather than the actual observable actions and texts in a specific event. However, theory and research should not stop with the observable. AT charges the analyst with the challenge of identifying ‘activity systems’: regularly occurring configurations of Subjects, Objects and Mediating means, and of considering the historical trajectory and (socio-) cultural shapings of the elements observed in an activity
. Figure 2 represents the way in which any observable activity draws upon the practices, genres and discourses which are socio-culturally available to its Subjects, and how these in turn are shaped by power relations, values 

FIGURE 2 IS IN AN ACCOMPANYING POWERPOINT FILE/ATTACHED AS HARD COPY
Figure 2: The elements of a social activity located in a socio-cultural-historical context   

and beliefs in the socio-cultural context. The way any element plays out in an observable activity will also project into the future, contributing to the reshaping of socio-culturally available practices and communicative resources for future events in the same or similar contexts. This implies that each of the semiotic artefacts (which are the types of mediating means in which I am interested) is likely to have some sort of actual provenance: a place it was made; people who have literally or metaphorically read it before, and also a cultural shaping, in terms of the genres and discourses on which it is drawing. Each of the actions, too, is an instantiation of practices which make a commonality between this particular event and others like it - others, at least, which share some of its characteristics. And, in due course, I will be focusing on the way in which the people involved, the ‘Subjects’ of the activity, come to it with a socio-culturally shaped history. Each of those observable people, mediating means, actions, and ‘objects’ of actions has been shaped by its history, by patterns of privileging, and by powerful social, political and economic forces in the cultural and institutional context which has produced it. The term ‘context’ is perhaps best reserved for this socio-cultural-historical shaping. 

The value of a socio-cultural theory of action and learning such as AT is that subjects, and learning, are firmly located in the context of their participation in social practice, as described above: a subject’s  ‘being’ is inextricable from their ‘doing’. The AT representation of human activity doesn’t use the word ‘identity’, but it specifies ‘Subjects’ as one of the three main elements in an activity system: people – the participants, the social actors in the activity. People are ‘subjects’ in two senses: the sense of being ‘subject’ to the social affordances and constraints exerted on them by the activity; and the sense of being the ‘subject’ performing the action: actors, with agency. A focus on identity involves examining the subject(s) of activities in both these senses. In what follows I distinguish five dimensions of identity through participation: identity is relational; identity is discoursally constructed; identity is not so much a state as a process of identification; identity is networked; and identity is continuously reconstructed. Although my analysis is of the discoursal construction of identity through writing, it is an example of the much wider social process of the discoursal construction of identity through the full range of semiotic resources.

Introducing Logan and the Training Restaurant

The examples are taken from a case-study which is part of on-going research on the Literacies for Learning in Further Education (LfLFE) project. Logan
 was at the time a 20 year old student on an NVQ Level 2 course in Food and Drink Service which was one of the focal units for the LfLFE project. Here is how Logan describes himself: 

Interview Extract 1

Logan: Well I’ve been working in, I started working in The Broadway when I was 15, and I worked there for 5 years, and then I moved to The Elms, just six months ago, and it’s just like, every other job I’ve done, I’ve had no interest for. Everything my mum says, oh get a job in an office or something, I just, it’s not me, I’m more of a hands-on person, and I like, I like making people happy, and stuff, do you know what I mean

Interviewer: Right, yeah

Logan: I like the feeling it gives me when I see someone’s happy with the meal they’ve got and they’ve got a smile on their face, and the whole restaurant’s talking and there’s a happy atmosphere

A substantial part of the course takes place in the Real Work Environment of the Training Restaurant at the FE College: it is within an educational institution, but having many characteristics of a workplace. It is thus a hybrid activity, doubling as the provision of food and drink service in a restaurant, and a Level 2 Vocational class, neatly embedding learning in doing. Figure 3 represents the hybrid nature of the activity by specifying dual ‘Objects’ and ‘Outcomes’ for it. I will come back to the significance of this hybridity for learning in the final section of this paper.
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Figure 3: The training restaurant as a hybrid activity system

Identity is relational

A person’s identity does not have an independent existence, but is co-emergent with other aspects of social activity: relationships, learning, which spaces are relevant, and how time is used. In particular, identity is constructed in the context of social relations. In terms of the AT representation of human activity, this aspect of identity is signalled by the way that the ‘Subject’ component of human activity is usually pluralised: ‘Subject(s)’. Social relations are always also relations of power, and so the workings of status, prestige and hierarchy will shape how identity is constructed. 

A person might construct a quite different impression of him/ herself in the company of one set of people from the impression s/he would construct in the company of another group of people. This relational aspect of identity is captured in Goffman’s observation of the behaviour of Shetland Islanders in ‘The Representation of self in everyday life’ (1959). He described the way that Shetland Islanders modulated their participation in activities by consciously or subconsciously anticipating the impression others will form of them. Goffman did not distinguish linguistic behaviour from other types of behaviour, nor did he foreground the tensions and power relations with which might such representations of self might be fraught. He did, however, put on the agenda the notion that identity is something which is constructed in interaction, rather than an individual state of being.  

In one of the restaurants we have visited as part of this research we noticed a sign above the door between the kitchen and the restaurant, saying ‘You are going on stage’: restaurant managers are very aware of the way in which every aspect of behaviour constructs identity in the eyes of others. The other people involved shape a person’s identity at two stages in the process of identity construction. First, the person himself acts, speaks and writes in a certain way according to how he anticipates people will react.  But he may not have anticipated correctly. His identity will be constructed by others at the moment of ‘uptake’ – the observers, listeners and readers may take away a different impression from the one he intended. In both these ways identity is not pre-existing, not even constructed by an individual for himself, but is a product of the social relations between people.  

Logan’s identity is located within his relationship with others in the training restaurant: other students, the staff, the restaurant manager, the teachers on the course, and the customers. He creates an impression of himself which is dependent upon these people seeing his actions and, in the specific example below, reading his words. In the company of others, his identity would be different. It is essential to locate an analysis of the discoursal construction of identity in the context of a relational view of identity.

The discoursal construction of identity

Using the term ‘discourse’ in the focused linguistic and semiotic sense of ‘the use of communicative practices’, it is useful to distinguish three ways in which people are discoursally constructed, both to themselves and to other people:

· by ‘address’       -  the way we are talked to by others

· by ‘attribution’    -  the way we are talked about by others 

· by ‘affiliation’     - the way we talk like others 

(here ‘talk’ stands for communicate using the full range of semiotic resources).

These three means by which identity is discoursally constructed are likely to be operating simultaneously within any communicative event. As Person A addresses Person B, the identity of Person B may be constructed both by address and by attribution, while the identity of Person A is simultaneously being constructed by affiliation. And in the next utterance the processes may operate in the opposite direction.  I will explain each of these processes in more detail, using the construction of Logan’s identity in the training restaurant to provide examples, and focusing particularly on the discoursal construction of identity by ‘affiliation’. 

The discoursal construction of identity by address

Logan’s identity is discoursally constructed by ‘address’ – by being spoken to, or written to, in one way or another. He may be excluded from conversation; he may be given orders; he may be asked his opinion; he may be thanked; he may be spoken to politely or otherwise: all these communicative acts will position him: will assign a particular identity to him. Taking some examples from written communication, receiving a memo about a change in restaurant opening hours will position Logan as in need of information in order to do the job; written feedback on his performance on the course will position him as a student whose success is in the hands of his tutor-assessors. The discoursal construction of identity by ‘address’ is, of the three, the most intrinsically relational in that it is the communicative practice itself that constructs identity, whereas in the other two types, social relations provide the context for the socially constructive acts.

The discoursal construction of identity by attribution
Logan’s identity is also discoursally constructed by ‘attribution’ – by other people’s representations of his role, his appearance, his attributes and his actions. If Logan hears himself referred to as a ‘student’, this will affect his sense of his role in the activity, but if he hears himself referred to as ‘the drinks waiter’ this will give him a different sense of who he is. Hearing people using judgmental expressions such as ‘trying hard’, ‘very effective’, or invoking community values through expressions such as ‘Logan avoided some trouble for us there’ will shape his sense of himself. Other people, too, will form impressions of Logan from reading, hearing or seeing the way in which he is referred to or represented by others. In this way, identity is discoursally constructed through attribution.

The discoursal construction of identity by affiliation
The discoursal construction of identity by what I am calling here ‘affiliation’ depends not on other people’s use of semiotic resources, but the person’s own use of semiotic resources to act, talk or, in this case, write like other people, and hence to identify him/herself with those people. 

identity … is the result of affiliation to particular beliefs and possibilities which are available to them in their social context.’ (Ivanič 1998: 12)

As I will argue in the rest of the paper, this is a process of identification, in which a person’s identity is in a continuous process of reconstruction and realignment, rather than a static entity. 

This type of ‘discoursal construction’ of identity is achieved, like the previous two, through social interaction. In addition it involves drawing on ‘discourses’ in the broader sense of configurations of practices, including multimodal communicative practices, which have inscribed in them a particular view of some aspect of social reality (as argued, for example, by Gee 1996 and Fairclough 2003). The term ‘discourse’ when used in this way is a count noun. 

In most social contexts there are multiple discourses in circulation - discourses about several different aspects of social reality, and often more than one discourse of the same aspect of reality. In the training restaurant where Logan works there are several discourses in circulation. Figure 4 summarises those discourses of which I have evidence in the text discussed below and, to provide a point of comparison, some other discourses which, I suggest, are likely to be socially available in the same context, but are not in evidence in this piece of data. For example, potential discourses of food and drink service include a deferential, customer satisfaction ‘make people happy’ discourse, a regulatory ‘control the customers’ discourse, a ‘customers are a pain’ discourse, and more. From the evidence I discuss later there is also at least one discourse of male-female (or other) relationships in circulation – a romantic love discourse, and probably others too - a ‘scoring’ discourse, perhaps. There are also, I suggest, at least three contradictory discourses about writing: a ‘not cool’ discourse of writing, and a ‘writing serves a useful purpose’ discourse, and a writing is a creative process’ discourse. This context does not, I suggest, support all possible discourses on these or other aspects of social reality.  For example, an exploitative capitalist discourse of food and drink service might be prevalent in other contexts but unlikely to be in circulation in a training restaurant. 

· Discourses of food and drink service

· a ‘make people happy’ discourse

· a ‘control the customers’ discourse

· a ‘customers are a pain’ discourse 

· Discourses of eating out

· a special occasion discourse

· a cheap and cheerful discourse

· Discourses of male-female (or other) relationships

· a romantic love discourse

· a ‘scoring’ discourse

· Discourses of writing

· a ‘writing is not cool’ discourse

· a ‘writing serves a useful purpose’ discourse

· a ‘writing is a creative process’ discourse

Figure 4: Some discourses potentially in circulation in a training restaurant

Each of these discourses is instantiated by particular practices: ways of doing things, choices of words and grammatical ways of putting things, choices of images and other ways of communicating visually, to name the ones which will be significant in this analysis. Identity is discoursally constructed when people participate in the practices which constitute a discourse, and thereby affiliate themselves with others who engage in the same practices. A person cannot draw upon a discourse to which they have not been exposed: discourses are differentially available to people according to their social circumstances. Wrighting is a significant site for the discoursal  construction of identities by affiliation, since it is an embodied and purposive practice: people wrighte with their whole bodies and have the ultimate veto on what emanates from them in wrighting. 

To exemplify this I will take an example of the discoursal construction of Logan’s identity through ‘wrighting’ 
. One day in January 2005 Logan wrought an information sheet to about ‘Speciality Evenings’ be placed alongside the menu in the training restaurant. The text itself is reproduced in Figure 5. First I focus on the semiotic artefact itself. By making certain selections of linguistic and visual features, Logan participated in some discourses and not others, and thereby aligned himself with some subject positions and distanced himself from others.

FIGURE 5 IS IN AN ACCOMPANYING POWERPOINT FILE/ATTACHED AS HARD COPY
Figure 5: Logan’s ‘Speciality Evenings’ information sheet

Several features of the linguistic text carry the ‘make people happy’ discourse of food and drink service: the high proportion of personal pronouns ‘we’, ‘you’, ‘everybody’ and ‘everyone’; the proliferation of politeness markers ‘we would like to’ (three times) and ‘please’; the lexis in the semantic field of pleasure and enjoyment: ‘hope’ and ‘very enjoyable’, and the use of the speech act ‘thank’ (twice). Associated with this is the use of the handwriting font for the phrase ‘Speciality Evenings’, suggesting a ‘personal touch’, carrying a friendly, cosy, informal discourse of personal relationships. Together these discoursal resources position Logan as someone keen to serve customers: to ‘make people happy’. 

Interspersed with this is a slightly different discourse of food and drink service: the one I have called a ‘control the customers’ discourse, carried by the more regulatory, bureaucratic language in the second paragraph. The imperative ‘contact’ (albeit softened by the politeness marker ‘please’), the nominalization ‘reception’, the passive ‘to be confirmed’ signal this discourse and, by using them in his wrighting, Logan is positioned as an efficient manager in the restaurant.

Other features of the linguistic text carry a consistent discourse of eating out as a special occasion: the lexical items ‘Speciality Evenings’, Christmas Luncheons’, ‘Dinners’ (with a capital ‘D’), ‘occasion’, and ‘dined’. This discourse is carried also by the restaurant logo, not designed by Logan, but a standard feature of all restaurant publicity. Its smart, tidily arranged fonts, the ‘designer’ use of the small ‘s’ and the ‘nestling’ apostrophe, the ‘cool’ grey and duck-egg blue colour scheme, and the ‘tasteful’ graphic representing a delicious aroma all suggest that this is a stylish restaurant. Different fonts, colour schemes and graphics would have carried different discourses of eating out: cheap and cheerful, or healthy, for example. The use of these semiotic characteristics affiliate Logan to this view of eating out as a special occasion and, it is important to add, the values, beliefs and social relations inscribed in it.

The ‘romantic love’ discourse of male-female (or other) relationships is carried by the mention of Valentines Day’, and by the main graphics in the text: a red rose, represented symbolically rather than naturalistically, and a pink heart, the largest image on the page, represented as if hand-painted on a balloon or other smooth, three-dimensional surface. This is one way of thinking about relationships: the one with which Logan is identifying through the wrighting of this text. 

In addition to its discoursal hybridity, the text is generically heterogeneous, corresponding with the hybrid nature of the activity. So far, I have not mentioned the final sentence of the information sheet. I suggest that this sentence comes from a different genre from the parts of the text discussed so far. The main part of the text is addressed to customers in the ‘restaurant information sheet’ genre, with Logan in the role of a member of the restaurant staff publicising the excellent future offerings of the restaurant, giving information about how to book, and appreciating the custom of the clientele. The final sentence, however, is different. I suggest that this is not only on a different topic – the restaurant itself as opposed to the staff’s gratitude to the customers, but is also in a different genre: an ‘educational publicity’ genre, with Logan in the role of a member of the hospitality and catering department staff advertising its educational provision. The restaurant staff are no longer referred to as ‘we’, but as ‘the catering profession’, ‘the students’ and ‘they’; the customers are no longer referred to as ‘you’, but as ‘the customers’. This is a change from personalised, specific representation of social actors to generic, categorised, and, in the case of ‘profession’ objectified representation of social actors 
.  The main part of the text represents material processes in real time such as ‘thank’, ‘inform’, ‘book’, ‘made it’, ‘dined’, whereas the final sentence represents relational processes, states of affairs and universal truths: ‘is’, ‘if it wasn’t for’, ‘couldn’t receive’
.  This final sentence is giving impersonal, generalised, objectified information: the language of reports and, dare I suggest, of academic writing?  Might Logan have taken his first step towards the sort of writing that is valued by educational institutions – whether he ever wants to participate in this or not? 

To summarise, in wrighting the ‘Speciality Evenings’ information sheet, Logan draws selectively on the socio-culturally and historically shaped mediating means - discourses and genres - which are circulating in the activity in which he is participating. He reproduces some and not others, thereby both positioning himself and contributing to the reinforcement and continued circulation of these discourses and genres. He is positioned firstly by the discourses he participates in – the ‘making people happy’, and ‘control the customers’ discourses of restaurant service, and the ‘romantic love’ discourse of male-female relationships. And he is positioned secondly by the genres in which he participates: positioned as a restaurant manager by wrighting in the information sheet genre; and positioned as a publicist for the college’s education and training facilities by the educational establishment publicity genre which he briefly draws upon in his final sentence. This illustrates what I mean by the discoursal construction of identity by affiliation. By his choice of semiotic resources in the wrighting of this single sheet, Logan does not just convey a message, but also constructs a ‘discoursal self’ – a representation of his identity: of the views of social reality and the social roles with which he identifies.  

These discoursally constructed selves may, of course, be partial, or outright deceptions: Logan may ‘in reality’, whatever that means, actually identify with quite different world views and roles from those suggested above … that is his prerogative. But the relational nature of identity work is such that a person will don a ‘self’ which is dependent on those who will ‘read’ it, as discussed above. This raises the interesting issue of the moment at which identity is actually constructed: the moment of a person’s action, or the moment of its reception and interpretation by another? I suggest that it is useful to recognise this second moment at which a person’s identity is ‘read’ as ‘the projected self’. This is the version of a person’s identity which will contribute to the reinforcement and continued circulation of discourses and genres (especially if he is a person with status). 

The discourses on which Logan is drawing should not, of course, be left unquestioned. Isn’t the ‘make people happy’ discourse of restaurant service and the ‘special occasion’ discourse of eating out contributing to the commercialisation and commodification of food and drink service? And doesn’t the deployment of the romantic love discourse of personal relationships inflate this commodification and further exploit people and trick them into emptying their pockets?  To this I would answer ‘yes, but no ….’. Yes, Logan is being colonised by these discourses and contributing to their continued circulation, and hence participating in these social processes, and it would be politically preferable for him and all the students on the courses to develop a critical awareness of the nature and consequences of these belief systems. I will return to this point in the final section of the paper on pedagogical implications. But, on the other hand, I suggest that it is not entirely sinister that Logan is constructing his identity through participation in these discourses. Logan is a young man who was disaffected by the whole education system and didn’t have any future when he left school. I suggest that his finding something to identify with, something which is consonant with his sense of himself who likes to ‘make people happy’, is a key factor in learning for him, as I discuss further in the section on ‘identification’ below. 

People’s identities are constructed not only by their deployment of semiotic resources but also by the practices in which they participate. In wrighting this information sheet Logan engaged in literacy practices which affiliated him with particular discourses of wrighting and not others. Here is his account of wrighting it: 

Interview Extract 2

Logan
If you get me into a project which I’m interested in, like I won’t be bothered how much time I spend on it, I’ll sit there and I’ll do it until I’m happy and happy that it is correct

Interviewer Right

Logan
And I’ll start off with something and then the end product will end up different, totally different. Like last night when I was doing the information sheet, it started off, with quite a lot of graphics and just little bits of writing, but then it changed to more information, little bit about thank you for coming to the Christmas Luncheons and if it wasn’t for the customers then this wouldn’t be possible, and all that, and just a couple of graphics

By acting in this way Logan was, I suggest, affiliating himself with people who write (or as I prefer to call it, ‘wright’). He was taking to himself discourses of writing, reconceptualised as ‘wrighting’, as serving a useful purpose, and as a creative process – constructing (as I will argue later, re-constructing) his identity as someone who sees wrighting as worth spending time on. And anyone who knew that he had spent that much time working on this sheet, or anyone who heard him talking about it I this way, would have ascribed to him the identity of ‘someone who wrights’. His identity is constructed by the practice of wrighting (which is part of a broader definition of a ‘discourse’), as well as by the semiotic characteristics of its product.

The examples I have given of the way in which Logan’s identity is discoursally constructed by affiliation are taken only from his production of a short information sheet. However, his identity is discoursally constructed by other semiotic practices in which he participates and by the mediating means which he employs within the activity of working in the training restaurant as a whole. He is aligning himself with particular social roles and positions by the way he speaks as well as the way he wrights, by the clothes he wears, by his demeanour and movements, by the way he lays the tables – by his timekeeping practices, by how gently or hard he closes the restaurant door behind him. 

 Identification 
An understanding of identity as relational and discoursally constructed implies identity work: the continuous making and remaking of who we are. The default meaning of ‘identification’ turns ‘identity’ from a noun to a verb: it treats identity not as a state but as a process (in the same was as Street argues that culture is a verb: Street 1993). There is also a stronger, more active meaning of ‘identification’ which is found particularly in Wenger (1998) and Gee (2003, 2005): a desire to identify. Identification in this strong sense is essential to full participation, and is what makes identity work happen. When participating in an activity, it will make a massive difference whether a person does or doesn’t identify with the sort of people who are its ‘subjects’, and whether they take to themselves its ‘object(s)’. 

Logan gave insights into the way in which he identified with his role in the training restaurant. When the interviewer asked him whether wrighting the ‘Speciality Evenings’ information sheet was part of his course requirements, he made it clear that composing this information sheet was his own choice, and thus that he was taking ownership of the activity:

Interview Extract 3

Logan. It’s, it is and it isn’t! I mean it’s like, you get, you can be asked to do them or you might not get asked to do them. 

In Interview Extract 2 Logan explained that if he is interested in a project, he doesn’t mind how much time he spends on it. This is not just a bit of homework, to be got through as quickly as possible in order to get on with more enjoyable things: doing it is part of being who Logan wants to be. This is an example of what I am calling the ‘strong’ meaning of identification: actively identifying with the subject positions held out by a social practice. It is this process of active identification which is essential to ‘deep learning’, as Gee calls it (2005).
Language is a means of identification, an object of identification and a mark of identification. As shown above, language and other semiotic means are the resources a person draws upon in order to construct their affiliations, in order to become like others with whom they want to identify: they are a means of identification. One of the objectives of a newcomer to a social practice is to learn the language and other ways of communicating which characterise that context: the way of achieving this is by becoming ‘one of them’ – becoming recognised as a member of that community. And it is by their use of language and other semiotic resources that other people recognize someone as ‘belonging’.

In the text of the information sheet Logan’s identification with the activity in which he is participating is constructed and marked linguistically. In this short text there are seven first person plural referents  ‘We’ and ‘our’. Logan wrote this, but he did not refer to himself as ‘I’. This ‘we’ is an associating representation
 whereby he identifies himself with the staff of the restaurant as a whole: the other trainee restaurant staff, the tutors, and the restaurant manager.  Through this ‘we’ Logan both constructs himself and demonstrates himself to be a full participant in this community of practice.

Identity is networked 

The ‘Subjects’ in an activity bring identities with them to a communicative context: their up-to-now and on-going experiences and affiliations. I suggest that it is productive to see this aspect of identity as a network of subjectivities sustained by the different activities an affiliations of a person’s life. It has always been possible to participate physically in more than one activity at a time, and mentally in others. A person can be simultaneously doing their job, engaging in social relationships, and thinking about their religious community, each of which supports a different facet of their identity. However, this facility for ‘multi-identifying’ is vastly increased by the existence of the internet and virtual spaces, one or more of which can be inhabited simultaneously with other activities. Figure 6 represents the way in which, while a person is participating in an activity, activity A, their identity is networked to the identities supported by other activities in which they (con)currently participate.






Figure 6: Identity is networked through participation in a range of practices in different domains

For example, while Logan is participating in the training restaurant as a student restaurant manager – as one of the ‘Subjects’ in activity ‘A’ in Figure 6, he is also, simultaneously, a person who supports Dundee Football Club, someone who can sit for hours on end playing computer games – some of them with countless other people in virtual space, someone who engages in a wide network of social relationships by texting on his mobile, someone who goes out to play snooker with his friends when he’s not in the restaurant. His identity is thus ‘networked’ in two senses. First, who he is while in the training restaurant is only part of who he is as a whole. His whole identity is a network of discoursal selves across the many activities in which he participates physically, mentally or electronically. Secondly, he as an individual is networked to many people, practices, technologies and artefacts. When he participates in activity A, he is bringing with him all these relationships and connections: they make up the ‘autobiographical self’ which is both agent and subject in each activity in which he participates, which shapes the way in which he will participate, and hence shapes the identity which he will construct. 

Factors in this networked identity are the biological and social categorisations which people bring with them into each activity in which they participate: their gender, race, age, physical characteristics, sexuality, nationality, and socio-economic status. Logan is a slim, able-bodied, 20-year-old heterosexual white British man of a certain class. However, these features do not categorically position him: what they mean depends on the values in each activity in which he participates. They will be more or less foregrounded by the objects, and ideologies (with associated power relations) of the activity, and by the extent to which the activity itself takes precedence over who is involved in it (Gee 2005). In some contexts these will be extremely salient features of identity, setting people in opposition to each other or establishing hierarchies of privilege and prestige. In others they will be insignificant, with other, more activity-focused aspects of identity coming to the fore. The ongoing interaction can de-emphasise, re-orientate or even reconfigure the unequal power relations that are socio-culturally constructed for particular categories of person. People’s biological and social characteristics are not fixed aspects of their identity, but given significance by attribution, address or affiliation, as I argued in the previous section. Viewing identity as networked adds further complexity to this picture: a person’s biological and social characteristics can simultaneously hold different significations in the different activities in which they are participating. 

Identity is continuously reconstructed 

In the previous sections I have implied firstly that people’s identities are in a continual state of flux, co-emergent with the ongoing activity in which they are participating, and secondly that people bring with them to any activity a history of identifications which are textured into their current sense of self. ‘Identity work’ is not a one-off thing, but an on-going, continuous process of construction and reconstruction of identity through any form of social action including, as in my example, through wrighting. This continuous reshaping of the self is a characteristic not only of the discoursal construction of identity with an activity, but also of a longer time-scale.  

There is a temporal element to the AT representation of an activity as a triangle, which in some sense starts with the people participating on the bottom left, and ends with the ‘outcome(s)’ (see Figures 1 – 3). During that time-span each participant’s identity is in a process of construction and reconstruction, and will be changed as a result of the process. But this is also true over the trajectory of a person’s life, as represented in Figure 7. A person’s identity will be changed by each activity they participate in.




Figure 7: Identity is on a trajectory of continuous reconfiguration and reconstruction
Logan’s identity as a wrighter was, I suggest, reconstructed by the experience of wrighting the ‘Speciality Evenings’ information sheet. He said of his attitude to writing previously:

Interview Extract 4

Logan:
And basically, it’s not because I didn’t want to do the work. It’s because I’ll sit there and then I’ll do my first draft, and I’ll get, say, right, yeah, that’ll be good but you need to change this bit, and that bit and then I’ll come down to do it and again I’ll think, I’ve already done this, it’s

Interviewer:
Right

Logan:
It’s the repetitiveness that I don’t like, I don’t like re-writing things

And,

Logan:
I think it’s the actual, the sitting down and having to concentrate all the time on the piece of paper and the words, that just look so plain on this piece of paper, do you know what I mean? I think it’s the very, just how plain things are when you’re reading and writing.

But in wrighting the ‘Speciality Evenings’ information sheet he took on the identity of someone who does wright: someone who was prepared to work for hours and hours to get it right (see Interview Extract 2). When the interviewer asked him about this apparent contradiction between what he said about writing at school and what he said about wrighting the information sheet, he showed a change in his sense of himself as a wrighter – perhaps not a lasting change, but one which is a part of a continuous redefinition of this aspect of his identity:  

Interview Extract 5

Interviewer:
So, isn’t that re-drafting? Isn’t that what you hate doing?

Logan:
No, because it’s different. It’s, the information on it changes completely. What I put down first will change completely. 

Identity, identification, learning and language learning

The implications of these aspects of language and identity for pedagogic settings have so far been implicit but are, I hope, emerging clearly. Logan was learning by doing – the explicit intention of the way in which the training restaurant was set up. He was also, not quite so explicitly and intentionally, learning in the sense of developing his communicative practices. He is generally thought to be a very successful learner, and the factors which led to his success can, in my view, be generalised to other pedagogic settings.

The picture I have created is of the NVQ Level 2 Food and Drink Service course as a successful educational undertaking, at least for Logan (but it is similarly successful for other students on the course too). Logan’s successful learning on this course is mobilised by the way in which he identified strongly with one of the two ‘Objects’ of the hybrid activity system: he wanted to satisfy customers at the restaurant – to ‘make people happy’. He identified with the opportunities for self-hood that were extended to him by the actions and mediating means in this context: the roles, particularly the role of restaurant manager, and the views of the world – the subject positions – inscribed in the preferred discourses in the social context. The course was successful in that it created an environment in which Logan could identify with what he was doing and hence engage in ‘deep learning’: learning that did not contravene his sense of who he wanted to be. 

People’s identities are networked across the activities in which they participate and are on a trajectory over time, and this needs to be taken into account both in providing opportunities for participation in educational settings, and in recognising the outcomes from educational provision. people participate in any new activity, including a new educational setting, with a complex configuration of identifications which will shape their sense of themselves and of how they can participate in this new context. One of the outcomes from any social activity is a reconfiguration of participants’ subjectivities, both individually and in relation to one another. Learning to feel differently about yourself, even to have a different sense of who you are is in itself a type of learning. In educational contexts ‘learning’ is not just an increase in knowledge, understanding and capability, but includes the discoursal re-construction of identity too.
This presents a positive picture of successful learning through identification and innocent participation in discourses. However, discourses are imbued with values, beliefs and social relations, and uncritical participation in them co-opts people to these values, beliefs and social relations. Education should provide not only the opportunity for participation in meaningful social action but also a critical awareness of the ways in which identity is discoursally constructed, and of the concomitants and potential consequences over time of participation in specific discourses.  The capacity to examine critically their own processes of identification gives people agency and control over the contribution they are making to the circulation discourses, and ultimately to the potential transformation of their social world.

Logan learnt because he wanted to BE. He learnt not just table laying and napkin folding, but also wrighting and other communicative practices. Identification not only facilitated the learning which was the intended object of the activity, but language learning too: by engaging in the contributory activity of wrighting the information leaflet, he significantly developed and extended his communicative capabilities. In a classroom, one may ask, what is the identity held out to people? Is it one they want to identify with? If it is just ‘student’ or ‘learner’, are they likely have a role and position from which to speak, wright, interpret, respond? Might it be possible to offer them other subject positions, like Logan’s position as a restaurant manager, which might hold out better possibilities for identification, and motivation to communicate in new and desired ways? If ‘education’ aims to make changes in people’s practices and identities, identification is, I suggest, a key to how this can be achieved. 
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‘We would like to inform everybody about our future dates for our

speciality evenings.

+  10th February Valentines Day Evening Meal
+ 17th March  St. Patrick’s Day Evening Meal

+ 21stApril St George’s Day Evening Meal

If you would like to book any of these
dates then please contact reception. Prices
are to be confirmed nearer the date.

We would like to thank everybody
who made it to our Christmas Luncheons
or Dinners and hope we made it a very
enjoyable occasion for you. We would also
like to thank everyone who dined last year
as it is you that make it all possible. The
Coulson Restaurant is a centre of training
for the catering profession and if it wasn’t
for the customers the students couldn’t
receive the experience they do.
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� The ‘Literacies for Learning in Further Education’ project is investigating the literacy practices on 32 units of study across eleven curriculum areas in F.E., and how these interface with students’ everyday literacy practices. The project is part of the Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP) in the U.K., funded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), Grant no RES -139-25-0117.  The research is being conducted by a team including Angela Brzeski, Candice Satchwell, Richard Edwards, Zoe Fowler, Greg Mannion, Kate Miller, June Smith, Sarah Wilcock and me. For further details, see www.lancs.ac.uk/lflfe  


� For an introduction to Activity Theory as a heuristc, see Russell 2005


� AT is often referred to as Cultural-Historical Activity Theory (CHAT)








� ‘Logan’ is a pseudonym


�  	I am indebted to Jane Sunderland for the creative experience of team-teaching the Language and Education course at Lancaster University with her, on which we collaboratively developed this 'three 'a's  typology .





� 	From here onwards I use the term ‘wrighting’ instead of ‘writing’ when I want to refer to composition which is not just linguistic but also visual. I am using the verb to ‘wright’, as in the word ‘playwright’, to mean ‘to craft out of a combination of materials’.


�  	This analysis uses van Leeuwen’s analytical framework for the representation of social actors (van Leeuwen 1996).


� 	This analysis draws broadly on Halliday’s Functional Grammar (Halliday 2004) and van Leeuwen’s analytical framework for the representation of social action (van Leeuwen 1995)


� This is a term from van Leeuwen’s framework for analysing the representation of social actors (1996)
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Socio-Cultural-Historical Context
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doing

PRACTICES, GENRES AND DISCOURSES
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