
IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT
IN YOUNG LEARNERS



"HOW LONG CAN A
CITY TEACH ITS

BLACK CHILDREN
THAT THE ROAD TO

SUCCESS IS TO
HAVE A WHITE

FACE?”
W.E.B. DU BOIS



Amelia Herbert spoke to the importance of identity
development in young learners, particularly those from
racialised backgrounds and marginalised communities.
She began by referencing W.E.B. Du Bois’ idea of double
consciousness and considered his theory within the
context of the South African education system.

Double Consciousness
More than a century ago, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote of the
“double consciousness” of the black man: “One ever
feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls,
two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings”. According to
Du Bois, double-consciousness denotes a source of
inward “twoness” experienced by African-Americans
because of their racialised oppression and devaluation in
a white-dominated society. Amelia explored this theory
within the context of South African education and asked
participants to consider how the education system
requires marginalised learners (often people of colour) to
suppress their multi-faceted conceptions of self. 

The following document details 1 of 7
innovative ideas as shared by Amelia Herbert, a
participant of the Axis Education Forum 2016.
Here, you will find a brief discussion on the
importance of identity development in young
learners and tools to help you foster diversity
and cultural awareness in your classroom.



When we talk to learners about success in a world
that allows for white systems of power, what are
we asking them to do? When we're talking to these
learners we are often asking them to place masks

on in ways that force them to develop double
consciousness.�  Amelia Herbert

“Stuck between two worlds, shunned by both.”
Kopano Matlwa, Coconut

The feeling that you have more than one social identity
makes it difficult to develop a unified sense of self. The
existence of this two-fold reality prompts learners to
“see themselves through the revelation of the other
world” (Du Bois, 1903). In terms of this, learners see
themselves from the point of view of their own
community and also from the point of view of their white
counterparts. A society that privileges whiteness requires
marginalised groups to suppress their racial and cultural
background in order to assimilate, but paradoxically,
their marginalised status precludes them from being
fully accepted within the ‘white space’.



Encouraging Hybridity in the Classroom  
For learners of colour, racial and cultural identity are an
integral part of learner development. The development
of a positive racial identity helps create a positive
attitude and confidence in one's ability. Therefore, a
positive racial identity is critical for academic success
and personal development. Amelia challenged
educationists to encourage hybridity in the classroom,
to invite learners to be their full selves and invite true
dialogue about how identity informs experience. In this
way, learners of colour may be capacitated to manage
the identities and worlds they straddle in ways that
trend more toward healing than toward “two-ness,”
confusion, and disempowerment.

For resources that will help you foster hybridity,
diversity and cultural awareness in your classroom, click
here and here.

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/matthew-lynch-edd/6-ways-teachers-can-foste_b_6294328.html
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/preparing-cultural-diversity-resources-teachers

