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ABSTRACT 
 

During adolescence, individuals navigate various social contexts to form clear and coherent 

identities that lay the foundation for adulthood. Constructing a clear and stable identity while 

navigating contrasting social contexts can be particularly complex, potentially leading to 

internal conflict or confusion. Therefore, understanding these complexities is significant for 

informing how adolescents can be better equipped to develop coherent identities, which are 

essential for psychological well-being and effective functioning in adulthood. This study 

examined these complexities by exploring how adolescents attending former Model C schools 

and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town construct their identities. A conceptual 

framework integrating literature and theory—Stages of Psychosocial Development Theory, 

Self-Categorisation Theory, and Bioecological Systems Theory—underpinned the study. A 

qualitative approach, following an interpretivist, exploratory design, was applied. The study 

purposively sampled thirteen (13) participants who attended a former Model C school and 

resided in a low-income community in Cape Town. Data were collected through semi-

structured one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions, and were supported by field 

notes. Thematic analysis, guided by Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework, was adopted to 

analyse the data.  

The findings revealed three main themes: (1) adolescents’ perceptions of identity; (2) school 

factors influencing identity construction; and (3) adolescents’ construction of identity. 

Specifically, participants perceived identity as a personal construct defined by values, 

behaviours, and character, and shaped through interactions with others and their environments. 

Peer relationships fostered safe spaces for adolescents’ authentic self-expression, affirmation, 

and a sense of belonging. Supportive teacher relationships reinforced similar self-perceptions; 

however, teachers’ obliviousness to adolescents’ backgrounds undermined their sense of self-
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worth and belonging. The school’s institutional identity fostered ambition, resilience, and 

pride, while simultaneously producing pressures related to language expectations and academic 

performance, as well as feelings of exclusion and identity conflict. Finally, identity 

construction among these adolescents is a highly complex, multifaceted, and contextually 

embedded process. Contextual settings trigger adolescents’ self-categorisation, with social 

identities, such as race, community, socioeconomic status, language, and academics, becoming 

salient. These identities are internalised, shaping positive and negative self-perceptions that 

form the basis of personal identity. The process is not linear, as identities are intersectional and 

may lead to identity conflict. 
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CHAPTER 1  

INTRODUCTION OF STUDY 
 

1.1. BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE 

Identity is a multi-layered, dynamic, and multifaceted construct that is essential and 

fundamental to human development (Dong, 2018). It is socially constructed and shaped 

through the interactions between individuals and their environments (McAdams et al., 2021). 

Identity enables individuals to answer the question, who am I? and have a sense of self 

(Abbassi, 2016). An individual’s identity includes both personal and social identity (Dong, 

2018). Personal identity refers to one’s subjective and internal perspective of the self, while 

social identity is shaped by one’s understanding of the self in relation to others’ perceptions 

and social group membership (Fuhrmann et al., 2015).  

Identity formation (Muttaqin et al., 2022) and identity development (Morita et al., 2022) 

are often used interchangeably to describe how individuals define themselves. These risks 

generalising the process of defining an identity and fail to account for the nuanced contexts in 

which identities develop. Although identity formation and identity development both involve 

meaning-making within social contexts, they differ in their underlying processes. Identity 

development focuses on the integration and coherence of societal values and norms with 

intrapersonal psychological needs (Morita et al., 2022), whereas identity formation emphasises 

exploration and commitment to specific ideologies and roles (Muttaqin et al., 2022). Unlike 

identity formation and identity development, identity construction, however, encompasses a 

broader range of identity motives and contexts (Ashforth & Schinoff, 2016), offering an 

expansive framework for exploring this critical and fluid psychological task (Abbassi, 2016). 

Ashforth and Schinoff (2016) define identity construction as the process through which 
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individuals come to define who they are across diverse social contexts to answer the question, 

who am I? 

Adolescence is the period where individuals first begin to actively engage in identity 

construction (Abbassi, 2016). Adolescence represents the first stage when physical and 

cognitive development coincide with social expectations, enabling individuals to reinterpret 

their childhood identifications and construct a pathway toward adulthood (Menzies & Baars, 

2021). A strong desire for autonomy and independence during adolescence encourages the 

process of identity construction (Grbić & Maksić, 2020). Identity construction culminates in 

the establishment of personal values, interests, and decisions about career paths towards 

adolescents’ defining their place within society (Fuhrmann et al., 2015). According to 

McAdams et al. (2021), constructing an identity requires that adolescents engage in “a 

reciprocal process between the psychological interior of the individual and her/his socio-

cultural environment” (p. 21). For most adolescents, the key environment where this reciprocal 

process takes place is at school.  

At school, adolescents spend substantial time engaged in diverse social experiences that 

influence their developing identities (Grbić & Maksić, 2020). School experiences are 

foundational to the construction of identity components, such as self-concept, values, interests, 

and career goals (Crone & van Drunen, 2024). Schools also introduce adolescents to new ideas 

and activities (Grbić & Maksić, 2020) that help them discover their abilities and interests 

(Abbassi, 2016). Furthermore, they provide spaces for social and emotional interaction, helping 

adolescents understand who they are, their place in society, and who they want to become 

(Crone & van Drunen, 2024). The impact of school experiences on identity construction varies 

depending on the type of school (Menzies & Baars, 2021).  

In South Africa, former Model C schools offer particularly unique experiences for 

adolescents. Former Model C schools are high-fee, well-resourced schools, located in middle- 
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and upper-income communities (Ndimande, 2016). They provide disciplined environments, 

quality education, diverse extracurricular activities, sophisticated infrastructure, and greater 

prospects for future success (Neluvhola & Van Zyl, 2022). Their high fees and location 

primarily attract learners from the surrounding middle- and upper-income communities 

(Ndimande, 2016). Consequently, the policies, practices, and values of former Model C schools 

are shaped by the demographics and needs of their surrounding communities (Neluvhola & 

Van Zyl, 2022). This makes former Model C schools a particularly explorative environment 

for adolescents who come from low-income communities, where opportunities for identity 

exploration are limited due to resource constraints (Menzies & Baars, 2021). Simultaneously, 

the socioeconomic contrast between former Model C schools and their community can make 

these schools difficult for adolescents from low-income communities to navigate (de Kadt et 

al., 2019; Sayed, 2016). When former Model C schools recognise and accommodate learners’ 

unique needs, they can provide supportive environments that encourage adolescents to explore 

their identities (Maistry & Africa, 2020). This is particularly important given the significant 

influence of socioeconomic status on adolescents’ identity and future opportunities (Branje et 

al., 2021). Since adolescents from low-income communities constitute a minority within 

former Model C schools (Ndimande, 2016), there is a pressing need to investigate their 

experiences and how their identities are constructed.  

Although adolescent identity has been extensively researched, notable gaps remain. 

First, existing literature predominantly examines identity formation (Muttaqin et al., 2022) and 

identity development (Morita et al., 2022) as key psychological processes. This generalises 

adolescents’ experiences and overlooks the contextual nuances that shape identity. By contrast, 

exploring identity construction provides an expansive framework that accommodates the 

complexities of navigating between dual social contexts, such as low-income communities and 

former Model C schools. Second, identity studies on former Model C school learners are 
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without a dedicated focus on adolescents from low-income communities (Mataboge & 

Mahlangu, 2024; Mhlongo & Sepeng, 2024). Although research on navigating contrasting dual 

contexts exists, it does not have a dedicated focus on identity construction or the South African 

context (Mendelberg et al., 2021; Salimi & Abedi, 2022). To date, research on former Model 

C schools has examined adolescents’ racial (Moagi, 2016; Singh, 2024) and language identities 

(Kanyopa & Hlalele, 2021; Ndimande, 2016), rather than their community identity. This 

critical omission has significant implications for adolescents from low-income communities, 

given the opportunities for identity exploration that well-resourced schools provide and the 

implications these have for their futures (Branje et al., 2021).  

1.2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

This study explores identity construction among adolescents who attend former Model C 

schools and reside in low-income communities in Cape Town. The complexity of this 

phenomenon necessitated a multi-theoretical approach integrating three theories with literature 

to capture the developmental aspects of identity construction and the unique contextual 

dynamics of low-income communities and former Model C schools.  

Stages of Psychosocial Development Theory (Erikson, 1950, 1968) situates the Identity 

versus Role Confusion crisis as the central developmental task of adolescence (Wood et al., 

2018). Through exploration and eventual commitment, adolescents successfully resolve this 

crisis, leading to a coherent identity grounded in clear values, beliefs, and goals (Identity 

Achievement) (Crocetti et al., 2023). However, failure to commit to an identity results in 

uncertainty and confusion about one’s place in society (Role Confusion) (Crocetti et al., 2023). 

Establishing a clear sense of self during adolescence forms the foundation for adulthood 

(Abbassi, 2016). Although identity construction begins in adolescence, identities continue to 

be redefined into adulthood (Fuhrmann et al., 2015). While Stages of Psychosocial 

Development Theory (Erikson, 1950, 1968) foregrounds identity construction as the key 
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developmental task during adolescence, it does not detail the process of constructing an 

identity. Self-Categorisation Theory accounts for this limitation and details the process of 

identity construction. 

Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987) explains the social-

cognitive processes through which adolescents define their identity. Through the process of 

self-categorisation, adolescents classify themselves as members of social groups (social 

identity) while distinguishing their unique traits from others (personal identity) (Reimer et al., 

2022). Self-categorisation is relative to the salience (importance to the individual) of an identity 

within a social context (Reimer et al., 2022). For adolescents navigating between low-income 

communities and former Model C schools, self-categorisation shifts according to context—

sometimes emphasising shared group characteristics over personal distinctiveness, which 

influences behaviour (Siromahov & Hata, 2024). Although Self-Categorisation Theory 

(Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987) emphasises the social nature of identity construction, it does 

not consider the varying degrees to which different social contexts shape identity construction. 

A Bioecological Systems approach to identity construction (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) 

addresses this gap and situates identity construction within the environments that influence 

adolescent development. 

Bioecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) situates adolescent 

identity construction within multiple, interrelated social contexts. This study focuses on three 

of the five social contexts that make up Bioecological Systems Theory, specifically the 

microsystem, mesosystem, and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). The microsystem 

represents the immediate, daily, and direct contexts that influence adolescents’ identity, such 

as home, community, and school (Menzies & Baars, 2021; Thabethe, 2016). Schools and 

home/community environments expose adolescents to interactions with others, value systems, 

and norms (Thabethe, 2016) that shape their identity. The mesosystem reflects the 
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interconnections between microsystems, such as how experiences at school and home influence 

one another and shape identity (Wood et al., 2018). The chronosystem accounts for the role of 

time and historical context, particularly the lasting legacy of South Africa’s political history in 

shaping the contrasting socioeconomic profile of low-income communities and former Model 

C schools (Lemon, 2021), and in turn, adolescents’ identity.   

Adolescents from low-income communities attending former Model C schools navigate 

multiple microsystems characterised by differing resources, values, and expectations (Vélez-

Agosto et al., 2017). Reconciling these contrasting experiences forms a central part of their 

identity construction process. Together, these three theories provide a comprehensive lens for 

understanding how identity construction unfolds among adolescents from low-income 

communities who attend socioeconomically and culturally contrasting school environments. 

1.3. PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Constructing a coherent identity during adolescence lays the foundation for emotional well-

being, psychological stability, and productive adulthood (Charmaraman et al., 2025; Spytska, 

2024). For adolescents, identity construction occurs primarily within two intersecting 

microsystems—the school and the community environments (Menzies & Baars, 2021). In 

South Africa, this contrast is particularly pronounced for adolescents who move between low-

income communities of residence and former Model C schooling (Maistry & Africa, 2020). 

Former Model C schools and low-income communities remain socioeconomically and 

demographically homogenous, but in opposite ways (de Kadt et al., 2019). Low-income 

communities are characterised by poverty, unemployment, and limited resources, and their 

racial profile is predominantly Black (Lemon, 2021). Conversely, former Model C schools are 

well-resourced, located in middle- to high-income areas, and have a learner profile of 

predominantly White, middle- to upper-class pupils (Sayed, 2016). As a result, adolescents 
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from low-income communities who attend these schools navigate two vastly different social 

contexts daily, each offering unique experiences that shape their identity construction. 

Although an extensive body of research on former Model C schools exists (Jacobs, 2017; 

Jansen & Kriger, 2020; Muyambi & Ahiaku, 2025), adolescents from low-income communities 

have seldom been the central focus in these studies. They often appear in studies by default as 

part of broader samples exploring the experiences of learners who come from racial (Mataboge 

& Mahlangu, 2024; Sayed, 2016) and language (Babane, 2020; Mhlongo & Sepeng, 2024) 

minority groups, or learner integration and transition (Kanyopa & Hlalele, 2021; Neluvhola & 

Van Zyl, 2022) into these schools. Consequently, these studies provide only indirect insights 

and cannot fully reflect the distinct identity experiences of adolescents from low-income 

communities. Despite growing enrolment of learners from low-income communities in former 

Model C schools (Maistry & Africa, 2020), empirical research exploring how their identities 

are constructed in socioeconomically contrasting school environments is limited (Jacobs, 2017; 

Lundgren & Scheckle, 2019). Given the importance of a coherent and stable identity during 

adolescence for healthy, well-functioning, and productive adulthood, this research gap has 

implications for the future of adolescents from low-income communities. This study seeks to 

address that gap. 

1.4. RESEARCH QUESTION 

The study was guided by the research question: How do adolescents attending former Model 

C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town construct their identity? 

1.5. AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

1.5.1. Aim of the study 

This study aimed to explore identity construction among adolescents attending former Model 

C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town. 
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1.5.2. Objectives of the study 

The objectives of this study were to: 

1. Explore the perceptions of adolescents living in low-income communities on identity 

construction. 

2. Identify the elements within former Model C schools that influence identity 

construction among adolescents residing in low-income communities.    

3. Explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their personal identities. 

4. Explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their social identities. 

1.6. RESEARCH APPROACH AND DESIGN 

This study adopted an exploratory, interpretivist qualitative research design. The interpretivist 

paradigm is grounded in the premise that reality is socially constructed (Teherani et al., 2015) 

and involves exploring meanings that participants construct in order to understand and interpret 

the situations they experience (Castellan, 2010). This design was considered most appropriate 

for the present study as it enabled the collection of rich, in-depth data about participants’ lived 

experiences and perceptions (Palys, 2008), particularly their processes of identity construction. 

Existing literature on identity construction among adolescents residing in low-income 

communities and attending former Model C schools is lacking. Consequently, an exploratory 

approach was chosen as it facilitates the discovery of new knowledge, which is a defining 

characteristic of exploratory research (Terre Blanche, 2006). The open-ended research question 

guiding this study further supported the use of a qualitative design. According to Terre Blanche 

(2006), qualitative research questions are typically formulated in an open-ended manner to 

allow for the exploration and uncovering of new insights.  
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1.7. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

To date, no study has intentionally examined identity construction within former Model C 

schools from the perspective of adolescents residing in low-income communities. This study 

addresses that gap by exploring how adolescents navigate the complexities of constructing their 

identities across two distinct social contexts: their home community and their school 

environment. The research contributes to a deeper understanding of how socioeconomic 

background and educational setting intersect to shape identity during the critical stage of 

adolescence.  

The findings of this study have practical value for practitioners working directly with 

adolescents in former Model C schools. The findings offer educators insight into the identity 

challenges faced by learners from low-income communities, supporting more socially 

responsive and inclusive classroom practices. For school leadership, the findings emphasise 

the importance of cultivating school cultures that are sensitive to socioeconomic diversity and 

attuned to the identity tensions this may create. Wellness support and social workers can also 

draw on these insights to provide more relevant psychosocial support, ensuring that 

interventions address the specific ways in which identity and wellbeing are linked in these 

school settings. 

The value of this research also extends beyond the school context. It provides 

adolescents and their families with a framework for understanding the identity challenges that 

emerge in these school environments. At a broader level, the findings have implications for 

government departments, policymakers, and organisations working in adolescent development 

and education. By illuminating the ways in which school environments shape identity, the study 

can inform policies, integration practices, and support programmes aimed at promoting 

inclusion, equity, and wellbeing in diverse school settings.  
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By centring the experiences of adolescents from low-income communities in former Model C 

schools, this study not only fills a notable gap in research but also contributes to the growing 

body of literature on adolescent identity. Specifically, it foregrounds the experiences of 

adolescents who navigate contrasting, unequal, and transitional social contexts. In addition, 

findings offer opportunities for further research to be conducted and address limitations.  

1.8. DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 

Adolescence: Adolescence refers to the developmental stage from ages 10 to 18 (Aboobaker 

et al., 2019), which marks the transition from childhood to adulthood and is accompanied by 

profound physical and psychological changes (Spytska, 2024).  

Identity: Identity refers to how individuals understand who they are (Wood et al., 2018) and 

how they relate to the world around them (McAdams et al., 2021).  

Personal identity: Personal identity refers to an individual’s unique sense of self, including 

their values, beliefs, goals, knowledge, and experiences, which distinguish them from others 

(Dong, 2018). 

Social identity: Social identity refers to how individuals define themselves in relation to the 

social groups they belong to (group memberships), which encompasses the commonalities they 

share with others, and the perceptions and expectations of others (Reimer et al., 2022). 

Identity construction: Identity construction is a social process through which individuals 

come to define who they are in relation to others and their social environments (Ashforth & 

Schinoff, 2016). 

Former Model C schools: Former Model C schools are semi-privately funded public schools 

located in middle- to upper-income communities that were reserved for learners classified as 

White during apartheid (Christie & McKinney, 2017). 

Low-income communities: Low-income communities in Cape Town are defined as those 

where the majority of households earn below R50,613 per annum (R4,217.75 per month) 
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(Western Cape Government, 2016). For this study, communities in which 50% or more 

households fall below this income threshold are classified as low-income communities. 

1.9. OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS 

Chapter One introduces the study by outlining the background, rationale, and focus. It 

presents an overview of the conceptual framework, followed by the problem statement, 

research question, aim, and objectives, and the study context. The chapter describes the 

research approach and design, presents the study's significance, defines key terms, and 

concludes with the thesis layout. 

Chapter Two presents the conceptual framework, integrating theory and literature to underpin 

the study theoretically. It examines the key phenomena under investigation, including identity, 

adolescence as a developmental stage, identity construction as a process, and the contextual 

factors shaping identity construction during adolescence. 

Chapter Three outlines the research methodology and details the methodological approach 

and process undertaken within this study. It describes the research design, population and 

sampling strategy, sampling procedures, data collection methods, instruments, data analysis, 

trustworthiness, and ethical considerations. 

Chapter Four presents the findings and discussion, structured into themes and sub-themes. 

These are analysed in depth and interpreted in relation to the presented conceptual framework, 

which comprises relevant theory and empirical literature. 

Chapter Five concludes the thesis by summarising the findings, reflecting on the study's 

significance, acknowledging its limitations, and offering recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

2.1. INTRODUCTION 

The conceptual framework of this study integrated relevant literature and three theoretical 

frameworks to conceptually position the study, namely: (1) Stages of Psychosocial 

Development Theory (Erikson, 1950, 1968); (2) Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985; 

Turner et al., 1987); and (3) Bioecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). 

Together, these theoretical frameworks provide a multi-dimensional lens for examining how 

adolescents construct their identities. Figure 2.1 illustrates the complementary relationship 

between these theories and their application in discussing the concepts that underpin this study.  

 
Figure 2.1: Integration of theoretical frameworks (Source: Researcher) 

 

 

This figure illustrates how the three theoretical frameworks were applied in this study to 

discuss and interpret key concepts relevant to adolescent identity construction in low-

income communities and former Model C schools in Cape Town.  
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2.2. ADOLESCENCE 

2.2.1. Adolescence as a developmental stage 

Adolescence is recognised as one of the most rapid periods of human development (Aboobaker 

et al., 2019), marking the transition from childhood to adulthood (Singh et al., 2015). During 

adolescence, individuals reinterpret earlier childhood identifications and construct a viable 

pathway towards adulthood (Upreti, 2017). Multiple factors shape human development and 

vary between individuals, making it difficult to prescribe a definitive beginning and end to this 

stage (Berends et al., 2016). However, adolescence is generally considered to begin at around 

age 10 and end at approximately age 19 (Aboobaker et al., 2019). This stage is marked by rapid 

and extensive physical, psychosocial, mental, emotional, cognitive, and social development 

(Cuhadaroglu, 2018). Adolescence is characterised by a strong desire for autonomy and 

independence, particularly from parents (Cutrín et al., 2017), and an increased prioritisation of 

peers and romantic partners (Kobak et al., 2017). During adolescence, individuals actively 

explore alternatives in their lives and sense of self, including the development of value systems, 

social responsibility, and career aspirations (Jacobs & Collair, 2017). This active exploration 

makes it challenging for adolescents to maintain consistency across multiple roles, as the 

simultaneous demands of diverse social contexts offer growth opportunities and can also lead 

to confusion (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020). The exploration, establishment, and eventual 

commitment to an identity is widely recognised as the central developmental task of 

adolescence (Palmeroni et al., 2020).  

2.2.2. Adolescence and identity 

Erikson (1950, 1968) conceptualised identity as the core developmental task of adolescence, 

laying the groundwork for contemporary theories that now emphasise the more dynamic and 

socially embedded process of identity construction (Crocetti, 2017). Erikson described identity 
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construction as a gradual process in which childhood identifications are reshaped and 

integrated into a coherent sense of self, forming the foundation for a successful transition into 

adulthood (Ferrer-Wreder & Kroger, 2019). In Stages of Psychosocial Development (1950, 

1968), Erikson outlined eight stages across the human lifespan, each defined by a 

developmental crisis that must be resolved before progressing to the next stage. He identified 

stage five, Identity versus Role Confusion, as the core psychosocial challenge of adolescence 

(Tettey et al., 2023).  

During this stage, peer relationships, family interactions, and broader social 

experiences prompt adolescents to begin exploring an identity (Meeus, 2021). Adolescents start 

to question their personal characteristics, how they perceive themselves, how they believe 

others perceive them, and the meaning and purpose of their lives (Meeus, 2021). Resolving this 

crisis involves both exploration and commitment (Banje et al., 2021). Exploration refers to 

adolescents’ engagement with various aspects of their identity (Verhoeven et al., 2019), 

including personality traits, values, social roles, and career options. Following exploration, 

adolescents evaluate these possibilities and commit to those that best align with their emerging 

sense of self (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020). Successful resolution of explored identities results 

in Identity Achievement, in which individuals have considered and integrated a range of goals 

and values, accepting some and rejecting others to achieve a coherent sense of self (Kaur & 

Singh, 2021). Contrastingly, failure to resolve the crisis results in Role Confusion, 

characterised by adolescents’ uncertainty about their identity, roles, and future aspirations 

(Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020). Consequently, adolescents often become preoccupied with the 

question, who am I? as they engage in the complex process of constructing an identity (León, 

2023). Given the central role identity plays in adolescent development, it is necessary to 

examine the concept in greater depth and explore the mechanisms and processes involved in 

constructing an identity.  
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2.3. IDENTITY 

2.3.1. Defining identity 

Identity can be understood from both psychological and sociological perspectives 

(Cuhadaroglu, 2018). From a psychological perspective, identity emphasises the individual and 

the self-descriptions that make each person unique (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020). These self-

descriptions are derived from an individual's unique biological and psychological makeup and 

life experiences (Kim et al., 2019). They shape an individual’s understanding of self, including 

self-image and personal characteristics, in response to the question who am I? (Nematzadeh & 

Narafshan, 2020). By contrast, sociological perspectives of identity place greater emphasis on 

the broader social contexts within which people exist (Cahill & Gowing, 2024). Social 

categories, such as gender, social class, race, ethnicity, sexuality, and environment, influence 

how individuals are situated and perceived within society (Zang, 2016). Although Erikson did 

not provide a formal definition of identity, he described it as fundamental to humans’ 

organisation of themselves (Erikson, 1950, 1968). Erikson further conceptualised identity as 

comprising personal identity (the self) and social identity (the self in relation to others) (Ferrer-

Wreder & Kroger, 2019).  

2.3.2. Personal identity and social identity 

Personal identity refers to how individuals view themselves, encompassing their goals, values, 

and personal beliefs (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020). It represents the unique sense of self, 

knowledge, and experiences that distinguish one individual from another (Crocetti, 2017), and 

through which a person’s individuality is expressed (Hinojosa et al., 2019; Lanka et al., 2020). 

Social identity, by contrast, relates to how others perceive individuals (Berends et al., 2016) 

and reflects membership in social groups and the commonalities shared with other group 

members (Crocetti, 2017). Importantly, social identities are often defined not only by what we 
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are, but also by what we are not—how we see ourselves as distinct from others (Berends et al., 

2016). Social identities can simultaneously satisfy the human need for belonging and 

deindividuation (i.e., experiencing a sense of self through group membership), while also 

supporting the need for distinctiveness and uniqueness (Albarello et al., 2018). Both personal 

and social identities emerge as valid expressions of the self (Singh et al., 2015). 

The primary difference between personal and social identity lies in the degree to which 

group membership shapes identity (Spears, 2021). Personal identity is less dependent on group 

affiliation, and social identity is fundamentally rooted in the groups to which individuals belong 

(Trepte & Loy, 2017). Taken together, these two dimensions underscore identity as a core 

psychological construct that is fundamental to human self-understanding (Burke & Stets, 

2022).  

2.3.3. Identity as a construct 

Identity provides both a sense of sameness, continuity within oneself and in interactions with 

others (self-sameness), and a framework for differentiating the self from others (uniqueness) 

(Creary et al., 2015). It provides coherence and harmony between an individual’s personal 

identity and social identity (Creary et al., 2015; Nematzadeh & Narafshan, 2020) and a 

complete definition of who they are (Lanka et al., 2020). A relatively clear and stable identity 

is crucial for fostering self-esteem, enabling a realistic understanding of oneself and others, and 

gaining insight into one’s impact on others (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020). Additionally, a stable 

identity supports the development of resilience, reflection, decision-making independence, and 

behavioural consistency across different situations and over time (Bogaerts et al., 2021). 

Therefore, forming a coherent sense of who one is, is critical for human development (Jacobs 

& Collair, 2017).   

While defining an identity is the primary developmental task during adolescence, 

Erikson (1950, 1968) theorised that identity is never fully achieved at a single point in life but 
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is “constantly lost and regained” (Abbassi, 2016, p. 2). Central to Erikson’s work is the idea 

that identity is a lifelong developmental process that develops across all eight stages of human 

development—infancy, early childhood, childhood, puberty, adolescence, early adulthood, 

middle adulthood, and late adulthood (Crocetti et al., 2023). Identity, therefore, represents the 

individual at different points in time (Lanka et al., 2020). Successfully resolving the 

developmental task at each stage provides a foundation for subsequent growth (Jacobs & 

Collair, 2017), while resolving conflicts in favour of healthier alternatives enhances overall 

development (Bogaerts et al., 2021). However, people hold different identities across different 

life stages that may contradict one another (Burke & Stets, 2022). Experiencing an internal 

sense of continuity within the self is essential for achieving a coherent and synthesised identity 

across the different stages of life (Crocetti et al., 2023). Zang (2016) suggests that identities 

may be reflected in (1) occupying particular social roles (e.g., scholar); (2) membership of 

specific social groups (e.g., a scholar who plays a particular sport); or (3) distinctive personal 

characteristics (e.g., a scholar who has a unique skill in said sport). 

In addition to evolving over time, Erikson (1950, 1968) theorised that identity unfolds 

through experience and meaningful social feedback (Dong, 2018; Hinojosa et al., 2019). 

Identity is socially constructed and emerges through continuous interaction between the 

individual and their environment (Goossens, 2007). The fluid, dynamic, and context-dependent 

nature of identity emerges from social interactions that shape how individuals define 

themselves and how they wish to be recognised within specific environments (Lanka et al., 

2020). This is the foundation of sociological perspectives on identity, which emphasises the 

social nature of identity and its influence on shaping one’s personal and social identity 

(Palmeroni et al., 2020). 
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2.3.4. The process of identity construction 

Identity construction represents the process through which individuals present their internal 

sense of self (who they are and who they want others to see them as) within their social contexts 

(Hinojosa et al., 2019). While Erikson emphasised adolescents’ innate desire to be recognised 

within their social contexts as central to identity construction (Nakkula & Toshalis, 2020), he 

acknowledged that his theory offers only a broad overview of identity as a developmental task 

and does not account for the mechanisms and processes involved in its construction (Erikson, 

1950, 1968). Self-Categorisation Theory (1985, 1987), however, details the cognitive process 

individuals engage in to construct their identity. Through self-categorisation, individuals 

organise themselves as either unique individuals (personal identity) in given situations or as 

members of groups (social identity), leading to depersonalising aspects of their identity 

(Leonardelli & Toh, 2015). Self-Categorisation Theory (1985, 1987) is therefore particularly 

relevant for examining the conditions under which adolescents align with group identities or 

distinguish themselves as individuals (Trepte & Loy, 2017).  

Self-categorisation Theory differentiates between personal identity and social identity 

as two distinct aspects of the self (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). It asserts that identity is 

socially constructed and shaped by ongoing interactions between the individual and their 

environment (Maree, 2022). For adolescents, the key social environment they interact with is 

their school. Within schools, adolescents encounter institutional norms, peer hierarchies, and 

social categories that influence self-categorisation and shape identity (Fedorenko et al., 2020). 

In school, norms around academic success, behavioural expectations, and social acceptance act 

as implicit cues that encourage identification with groups (e.g., achievers, outsiders, rebels) 

(Sladek et al., 2025; Spytska, 2024). Group-based patterns of behaviour and collective 

understandings provide scaffolding for identity construction (Jang & Walther, 2019). In this 
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way, adolescents’ self-perceptions, thought processes, and behaviours are strongly shaped by 

their affiliated social groups (Fedorenko et al., 2020). 

Self-Categorisation Theory explains that the salience of personal and social identity 

depends on the situational context (León, 2023). When social identity is activated, individuals 

experience depersonalisation, shifting from seeing themselves as unique to perceiving 

themselves as interchangeable group members (León, 2023). Conversely, personal identity 

becomes more prominent when group identity is subtle (Dumitrașcu, 2020). In collective 

contexts such as sports teams or cultural clubs, social identity tends to dominate, while in more 

individualised settings, personal identity takes precedence (Goossens, 2007). The relative 

salience of personal or social identity shapes behaviour, with actions guided either by 

individual traits and values or by group norms (Trepte & Loy, 2017). Both personal and social 

identity may also operate simultaneously, reflecting their dynamic interplay (Jang & Walther, 

2019; Spears, 2021). Crucially, group identities are most influential when they carry personal 

meaning and emotional resonance (León, 2023). Simply belonging to a category, such as being 

a student at a former Model C school, does not guarantee identification, as identity construction 

depends on the extent to which group membership is internalised (Ferrer-Wreder & Kroger, 

2019).  Sladek et al. (2025) found that Black adolescents were more likely to strongly identify 

with their racial group in diverse settings when that identity was emotionally affirmed, 

reinforcing its salience. This highlights adolescents as active agents in identity construction, 

engaging with, and sometimes resisting, imposed social categorisations (Sladek et al., 2025).  

The foundational premise of Self-Categorisation Theory is that identities are fluid, 

situational, and constructed in relation to the salience of personal or social identity in response 

to environmental and interpersonal cues (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). This highlights the 

interdependent relationship between adolescents and their social environments (Hope et al., 

2015). In this way, Self-Categorisation Theory (1985, 1987) captures the dynamic, 
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bidirectional process through which adolescents both influence and are influenced by their 

environments (Leonardelli & Toh, 2015). Navigating contrasting contexts, such as former 

Model C schools and low-income communities, often requires adolescents to shift between 

self-definitions, leading to hybrid or multifaceted identities (Philp & Gill, 2020). 

While Erikson (1950, 1968), Turner (1985), and Turner et al. (1987) emphasise the 

social nature of identity, they do not fully explain the broader environmental systems that shape 

adolescent development. To address this gap, a bioecological systems approach 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) to adolescent development and identity construction is required.  

2.4. ADOLESCENTS’ SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Social and psychological changes in adolescents occur through interactions with people and 

institutions, shaped by past experiences and the timing of individual development (Goossens, 

2007; Hope et al., 2015). The socially embedded nature of identity construction underscores 

the importance of social environments in shaping adolescents’ identities (Xie et al., 2019). 

Adolescent identity must therefore be understood within the context of the multitude of 

experiences, relationships, and institutions that they encounter across their lifespans (Palmeroni 

et al., 2020).  Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory (1979, 2005) offers a detailed 

framework for understanding the social contexts within which identity is constructed (Hertler 

et al., 2018). 

The foundation of Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) is that human 

development occurs through complex interactions between an individual and their environment 

(Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017). The theory was later expanded to acknowledge the active role 

individuals play in their development, the influence of time and context on development, and 

the bidirectional relationship across different environments (Hertler et al., 2018). Adolescents’ 

social contexts are categorised into five interrelated systems, each varying in the degree to 

which it influences identity construction (Hertler et al., 2018). At the centre of Bioecological 
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Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) is the adolescent themselves, who brings their 

own unique experiences and biological and psychological developmental differences (Xie et 

al., 2019). Figure 2.2 below illustrates Bioecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

2005). 

Figure 2.2: Bioecological Systems Theory (Giovannini, 2024) 

 

 

With the individual at the centre, the microsystem is the next system. It includes the contexts 

adolescents interact with daily and those that have the most direct influence on their 

development (Štremfel et al., 2024). This includes adolescents’ home, community, and school 

environment, as well as the individuals within these environments, such as their parents, 

families, teachers, and peers. The mesosystem follows the microsystem and has a less direct, 

yet equally significant, influence on adolescents’ development, focusing on the interdependent 

relationships within adolescents’ microsystems (Štremfel et al., 2024). For example, living far 

from school may lead to frequent lateness, which in turn results in teacher reprimands. 

Following the mesosystem is the exosystem, which refers to the indirect influence that 

connections between adolescents’ direct environments (microsystems) and their indirect 
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environments have on their development (Zeng et al., 2024). This may include the effect of a 

parent’s job on their ability to attend parent-teacher meetings. The next system is the 

macrosystem, which encompasses the broader social, legal, cultural, and economic context that 

indirectly influences adolescent development (Zeng et al., 2024). For example, national laws 

prohibiting child labour (the employment of under-16-year-olds) dictate opportunities for 

employment during adolescence. The outermost layer is the chronosystem, which refers to 

changes in adolescents and their environments across time (Crawford, 2020). As is relevant to 

this study, South Africa’s political transition from apartheid to democracy shaped and 

continues to shape adolescents’ microsystems, specifically those in low-income communities 

and former Model C schools in Cape Town.  

 

In this study, Bioecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) is used to frame 

adolescent identity construction as a socially embedded process, with an emphasis on 

foregrounding specific social contexts as they apply to this study. The present study positions 

the adolescent as an individual (reflected through identity) within two key microsystems—the 

school and community; and the mesosystem, representing interactions between these settings; 

and the chronosystem, which accounts for the historical and sociopolitical contexts that shape 

present-day former Model C schools and low-income communities in South Africa. These 

contexts are discussed below. 

2.4.1. Application of the Bioecological Systems Theory 

2.4.1.1. Peer microsystems 

Peer groups are a critical part of the adolescent microsystem, with high-quality, secure 

friendships providing supportive contexts for identity exploration (McLean et al., 2020; 

Sugimura et al., 2021). Erikson (1950, 1968) places peers at the centre of this process, 

identifying them as the most crucial relationship during adolescence (Lilgendahl & McLean, 
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2020). Through their interactions with peers, adolescents explore and solidify their identities 

(Sugimura et al., 2021), discover who they are, and their place in society. Albarello et al. (2018) 

found that adolescents who strongly identify with their peer group show greater commitment 

to personal identity and less reconsideration of identity choices. The mesosystem interaction 

between peers and schools can also promote identity construction (Berends et al., 2016). Peer 

relationships can influence aspects of adolescents’ identity, such as academic motivation, 

empathy, leadership qualities, and their confidence in their socialising skills (Upreti, 2017). 

Peers can also play a key role in adolescents’ sense of belonging within school contexts, as 

found by Jacobs and Collair (2017). In their study, Jacobs and Collair (2017) found that learners 

in a special needs school reported a strong sense of belonging as peer dynamics reduced 

‘othering.’ This enhanced identity exploration and strengthened self-perceptions (Jacobs & 

Collair, 2017).  

Adolescents’ dependence on their peers for validation can also make them increasingly 

vulnerable to peer pressure (De Lise et al., 2023). Peer pressure may lead to aggressive or risk-

taking behaviours such as substance use and vandalism in an attempt to gain status (Cutrín et 

al., 2017). Levey et al. (2019) found that adolescents with lower self-concept clarity are 

particularly vulnerable to peer pressure, whereas those with stronger identity commitments are 

less susceptible to negative influences. Clearer identity commitments provide a framework for 

resisting negative group pressures by reinforcing self-perception and boundaries (Banje et al., 

2021). As emphasised by Erikson (1950, 1968) and Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005), peers play 

a critical role in identity construction across both the microsystem and mesosystem. 

Adolescents who lack supportive peer or parental relationships often struggle with identity 

construction (De Lise et al., 2023). In contrast, those in supportive peer and family 

environments tend to experience more positive identity outcomes (Yao et al., 2024).  
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2.4.1.2. Family microsystems 

Family is an essential microsystem in adolescents’ lives, often serving as the primary source 

of love, security, and guidance (Krauss et al., 2020). It can influence adolescents’ identity both 

positively and negatively (Fedorenko et al., 2020). For example, Krauss et al. (2020) examined 

the family environment and adolescents’ self-esteem, a key component of identity, and found 

that different factors affect self-esteem in various ways. These included parenting behaviours 

such as warmth, hostility, monitoring, and involvement in their child’s education, the quality 

of parental relationships, family values, maternal and paternal depression, economic hardship, 

and the presence of a father figure, with some factors exerting positive effects and others 

adverse (Krauss et al., 2020). Similarly, supportive families provide adolescents with a secure 

base from which to explore and form identities (Banje et al., 2021), while a democratic family 

atmosphere fosters confidence in one’s identity (Xie et al., 2019).  Conversely, families that 

provide limited or inadequate support can negatively impact adolescent identity construction 

(Berends et al., 2016). For example, limited parental engagement often undermines 

adolescents’ confidence in their academic abilities, whereas consistent, positive parental 

support fosters a stronger, more confident academic identity (Al-Hassan et al., 2024).   

Family size and structure can also influence adolescents’ identity. In larger families, 

parental attention and guidance can be diluted due to split attention, increasing adolescents’ 

reliance on peers for identity cues (Walker & Mathebula, 2019). Older siblings in larger 

families, however, serve as role models, providing indirect scaffolding for identity construction 

(Batool & Ghayas, 2020). During adolescence, renegotiating relationships with parents 

becomes critical as autonomy exploration increases (Banje et al., 2021). Despite this, emotional 

warmth, support, and intentional communication from parents foster identity exploration 

during adolescence (Krauss et al., 2020). For example, high-quality maternal-adolescent 

relationships positively shape adolescents’ self-concept and ambition (Yao et al., 2024). 
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Parents’ own identities also matter, as Crocetti et al. (2024) found. Parents’ own clarity of self 

directly predicts adolescents’ clarity of self (Crocetti et al., 2024). Thus, parents influence 

identity construction both by modelling and by actively supporting exploration (Yao et al., 

2024). However, parenting is shaped by mesosystem interactions within communities 

(Lansford, 2022). Parenting practices in high-poverty contexts often include protective 

strategies that, while ensuring physical safety, can limit opportunities for identity exploration 

beyond the family (Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). This has implications for adolescent identity 

construction in under-resourced communities.  

2.4.1.3. Community microsystems: low-income communities 

Adolescents’ communities of residence function as a secondary agent of socialisation and have 

particular implications for identities constructed in low-income communities (Lansford, 2022). 

Adolescents construct their identities using the financial and non-financial resources available 

to them (Krauss et al., 2020). Low-income communities in South Africa are marked by 

unemployment, poverty, and poor infrastructure, limiting the financial and non-financial 

resources available for adolescents to explore different identity options (Hendricks et al., 2015). 

This lack of exploration can result in premature commitments and unstable identity 

development (Walker & Mathebula, 2019). In low-income communities, social cohesion may 

also be compromised by resource scarcity and environmental stressors, affecting the quality of 

relationships that support identity exploration (Pei, 2024). This can expose adolescents to 

relational influences that lead to deviant behaviours (Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). Owens (2010) 

found that, while academic identity and high school graduation rates are strongly affected by 

neighbourhood resources, awareness of these resources can also inspire ambition and upward 

mobility, leading adolescents to adopt ‘middle-class’ behaviours (Wilkins & Kaiser, 2014). 

The resource landscape of low-income communities thus creates a distinctive context for 
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identity construction (Walker & Mathebula, 2019), contrasting with school environments 

where opportunities for identity exploration may be abundant (Hendricks et al., 2015).  

2.4.1.4. School microsystems: former Model C schools 

Schools are critical microsystems for adolescent identity, shaping values, self-concept, and 

aspirations (Athiemoolam & Vermaak, 2021). In South Africa, this is particularly significant 

as schools and education serve as key levers for upward socioeconomic mobility, with former 

Model C schools often being the preferred choice for families (Spies, 2022). Former Model C 

schools are public government schools that are semi-privately funded, and previously reserved 

for students classified as White under South Africa’s apartheid (1948–1994) regime (Christie 

& McKinney, 2017). Given their origins, former Model C schools are located in middle- and 

upper-income communities and are high-fee paying schools that provide quality education and 

access to sophisticated resources and infrastructure (du Plessis & Mestry, 2019). An 

independent management council (school governing body), made up of parents, learners, and 

teaching staff, has significant influence over staff appointments, school fees, learner 

admissions, and school maintenance (Christie & McKinney, 2017). Former Model C schools 

contrast with schools in low-income areas, which are solely government-funded and struggle 

with inadequate resources (du Plessis & Mestry, 2019).  

A paper by Soudien (2010), focusing on privilege within a former Model C school 

context, found that these schools encourage social responsibility and foster a culture of 

leadership and agency among their learners. Furthermore, they motivate and promote a sense 

of world achievement, self-affirmation, and heightened awareness, and produce young people 

who are expected to be confident (Soudien, 2010). As predominantly middle-class institutions, 

former Model C schools represent the cultural values, norms, and expectations of the 

socioeconomic majority (Hunter, 2017). The institutional culture of former Model C schools 

communicates, both overtly and subtly, messages about race, class, power, and the valuation 
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of knowledge, which adolescents internalise through repeated interactions (Hiss & Peck, 2020). 

In these environments, teachers can act as central figures and strongly shape identity 

construction (Athiemoolam & Vermaak, 2021). Supportive teacher-student relationships 

enhance a sense of belonging and exploration of identity (Xie et al., 2019). Conversely, subtle 

processes of differentiation, such as teachers’ expectations of learner behaviour and conduct, 

can reinforce identity hierarchies (Verhoeven et al., 2019). This can have unique implications 

for how belonging is experienced and negotiated among adolescents who constitute the 

minority of the learner population, such as adolescents from low-income communities (Spies, 

2022).  

2.4.1.5. Mesosystems: Low-income communities and former Model C schools 

The interplay between adolescents’ home/community and school microsystems has 

implications for their identity construction. While former Model C schools can act as 

compensatory contexts for adolescents from low-income communities (Xie et al., 2019), the 

contrast between these two contexts can complicate integration across their school and home 

microsystems (Crawford, 2020). Former Model C schools provide protective environments that 

can counterbalance the negative influences from adolescents’ low-income communities 

(Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017), positively shaping identity construction.  However, learner 

integration into these schools requires assimilation into the middle-class norms that underpin 

the culture of former Model C schools (Spies, 2022). This may marginalise minority learners 

and have implications for adolescents’ sense of belonging (Hunter, 2017), as adolescents from 

various minority groups have been found to feel only partial belonging in former Model C 

schools (Walton & Geyer, 2015). For adolescents navigating between dual contexts, a sense of 

belonging—whether to their community or school—is critical for constructing a stable identity, 

as it provides the familiarity and consistency needed to commit to particular values and belief 

systems (Štremfel, 2024).  
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2.4.1.6. Chronosystem: Historical and socio-political context 

Adolescent identity in South Africa must be understood within the country’s historical context. 

The chronosystem accounts for the role of time and socio-historical change in adolescent 

identity construction (Crawford, 2020). The Group Areas Act of 1952 and the Bantu Education 

Policy of 1953 during South Africa’s apartheid regime (1948–1994) created lasting inequalities 

that continue to shape present-day low-income communities and former Model C schools 

(Marutlulle, 2022; Walton & Geyer, 2015). These policies entrenched residential segregation 

and unequal education, concentrating resources in White communities and schools, while 

depriving Black communities and schools (Athiemoolam & Vermaak, 2021).  

In 1950, the previous government introduced legislation that designated geographic 

areas according to racial classifications (Landman, 2021). This led to the forced removal of 

individuals classified as Black (African, Coloured, and Asian) from areas reserved for Whites 

only (Landman, 2021). The racial classification of a geographic area determined the allocation 

of governmental financial resources, with resettlement areas receiving minimal government 

investment in infrastructure, schools, housing, and other essential community services 

(Marutlulle, 2022). The enduring effects of racial classification and resettlement are evident 

within low-income communities in contemporary day, as they reflect the racial and 

socioeconomic policies of the past. Similarly, in 1992, the government reclassified all White 

schools as former Model C, subject to certain conditions (Christie & McKinney, 2017). This 

included that these institutions remain majority White (50%+1); continue to prioritise learners 

from their feeder areas; provide mother-tongue instruction in English or Afrikaans; and 

maintain their traditional values and ethos (Christie & McKinney, 2017). Today, former Model 

C schools remain better resourced and continue to reflect the terms of these negotiations (Spies, 

2022).  
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The chronosystem highlights how South Africa’s historical and sociopolitical context has and 

continues to shape the daily lives of low-income communities and former Model C schools that 

adolescents navigate.  

2.5. CONCLUSION 

Chapter 2 presents the conceptual foundations of the study by integrating Erikson’s (1950, 

1968) account of identity as a core developmental task, Turner (1985) and Turner et al.’s (1987) 

presentation of identity construction through context-dependent self-categorisation, and 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) mapping of the multi-layered environments in which 

adolescents develop. Taken together, these perspectives frame identity as dynamic and 

relational, formed through ongoing negotiation between personal distinctiveness and group 

membership. Applied to adolescents from low-income communities attending former Model C 

schools, the framework highlights how contrasting microsystems and their mesosystem 

interplay to shape identity construction. This conceptual framework provides a clear lens for 

analysing where and how identities become salient, how they are internalised as self-

perceptions, and why dual settings may generate tension or growth. It therefore anchors the 

study’s central question: how do adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing 

in low-income communities in Cape Town construct their identity? 
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3. CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

3.1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter outlines the methodology employed and begins by restating the research question, 

aim, and objectives. An interpretivist, exploratory qualitative design was adopted to examine 

how adolescents from low-income communities and attending former Model C schools in Cape 

Town construct their identities. The study population comprised adolescents aged 13–18 years 

enrolled at a former Model C high school and residing in low-income communities in Cape 

Town. A description of the participants, sampling methods, data collection methods, and tools 

used in this study is provided. This is followed by a detailed description of Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006, 2022) thematic analysis as it was applied to interpret the data. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion of trustworthiness and ethical considerations. 

3.2. RESEARCH QUESTION 

How do adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities in Cape Town construct their identity? 

3.3. AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

3.3.1. Aim of the study 

This study aimed to explore identity construction among adolescents attending former Model 

C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town. 

3.3.2. Objectives of the study 

The objectives of this study were to: 
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1. Explore the perceptions of adolescents living in low-income communities on identity 

construction. 

2. Identify elements within former Model C schools that influence identity construction 

among adolescents residing in low-income communities. 

3. Explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their personal identities. 

4. Explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their social identities. 

3.4. STUDY CONTEXT 

3.4.1. The high school 

The school where data for this study was collected is a government co-educational high 

(secondary) school classified as a quintile four (4) institution within the Department of Basic 

Education’s funding system. Quintile four (4) schools receive limited state funding and 

therefore charge school fees, which are determined by the school governing body, which 

consists of elected parents, educators, non-educator staff, and learners. The annual school fees 

in 2025 were R56,500.00 per learner, excluding costs for uniforms, stationery, extracurricular 

activities, transport, and other school-related expenses (Anonymous, n.d.-b).  

Founded in the 1950s, the school’s vision centres on fostering an inclusive environment 

that values diversity and belonging, underpinned by a sustained commitment to transformation 

(Anonymous, n.d.-c). It aims to provide a holistic education that balances academic excellence 

with the development of socially conscious, ethical, and resilient learners who contribute 

positively to society (Anonymous, n.d.-c). In practice, the school emphasises the strength of its 

academic programme, the compulsory participation of learners in sport, and a reputation for 

consistently high academic performance in Cape Town and the Western Cape Province 

(Anonymous, n.d.-c). Currently, the school enrolls approximately 900 learners across grades 8 
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to 12 (Anonymous, n.d.-a). It offers a broad range of subjects, seasonal sporting codes, and 

extracurricular activities. To support learner achievement, additional English language classes 

are provided to grades 8 and 9, while additional Mathematics and Physical Science lessons are 

available after school during the week at no extra cost to learners or their families. The school 

is situated in Rondebosch, an affluent community in Cape Town’s Southern Suburbs. 

Household incomes in Rondebosch reflect this affluence: more than 70% of households earn 

above the minimum wage, with monthly incomes ranging from R5,183 to over R102,401 

(Statistics South Africa, 2011). According to Census data (Statistics South Africa, 2011), 

Rondebosch had a population of 19,554 residents, living in 6,990 households with an average 

household size of 2.8. The population is predominantly White (58.4%), followed by Black 

African (19.2%), Black Coloured (13.4%), and Black Indian/Asian (4.8%). Rondebosch is also 

widely recognised for its highly regarded schools, which are among the most reputable in Cape 

Town. Of the six high schools in the suburb, four are state-owned former Model C schools, and 

two are privately owned independent schools. These institutions shape Rondebosch’s 

socioeconomic and demographic profile.  

3.4.2. Community profiles 

The Western Cape Government categorises household income levels in the City of Cape Town 

into three brackets: low, middle, and high. Households earning up to R50,613 annually 

(approximately R4,217.75 per month) are classified as low-income, while households earning 

between R50,614 and R404,901 per annum are classified as middle-income, and households 

earning more than R404,901 per annum are classified as high-income (Western Cape 

Government, 2016). The City of Cape Town further organises its metropolitan area into eight 

planning districts: Table Bay, Blaauwberg, Southern, Northern, Cape Flats, Helderberg, 

Tygerberg, and Khayelitsha/Mitchells Plain. The adolescents who participated in this study 
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reside in low-income communities within the City of Cape Town’s districts that are classified 

as low-income. A demographic overview of these communities is presented in Table 3.1. 

 

Table 3.1: Community profiles  

Participants Residential 
Communities 

Community Demographics 

Race Language Spoken 

Crawford 62.3% Black Coloured 
22.0% Black Indian/Asian 
8.5% Black African 
5.2% Other 
2.0% White 

52.0% Afrikaans 
43.6% English 
1.9% IsiXhosa 
1.1% Other  
0.3% Sign language 
0.3% Sotho 
0.3% Tswana 
0.2% Ndebele 

Charlesville 94.3% Black Coloured  
4.1% Black African 
1.1% Other 
0.5% Black Indian/Asian 
0.1% White 

81.6% Afrikaans 
12.7% English 
3.8% IsiXhosa 

Gugulethu 98.6% Black African  
0.9% Black Coloured 
0.4% Other 
0.1% Black Indian/Asian 
0.0% White 

88.6% IsiXhosa 
3.6% English 
1.9% SeSotho 
1.7% Afrikaans 
1.5% Other  
0.7% Sign language 
0.6% IsiZulu 

Langa 99.1% Black African 
0.4% Black Coloured 
0.4% Other 
0.1.% Black Indian/Asian  
0.1% White 

92% IsiXhosa 
2.5% English 
1.3% Other  
0.9% Afrikaans  
0.8% IsiZulu 
0.7% Sesotho 
0.7% Sign language 

Mountview 91.5% Black Coloured 
3.2% Black African 
3.0% Black Indian/Asian 
2.1% Other  
0.3% White 

52% Afrikaans 
43.6% English 
1.9% IsiXhosa 
1.1% Other 
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Pelican Park 63.3% Black Coloured 
16.4% Black African  
14.6% Black Indian/Asian  
4.6% Other 
1.0% White 

57.9% English 
37.8% Afrikaans  
1.8% IsiXhosa 
1.1% Other 

Philippi 94.1% Black African 
4.7% Black Coloured 
1.0% Other 
0.1% Black Indian/Asian  
0.1% White  
 

78.7% IsiXhosa 
7.3% Afrikaans 
6.2% English 
3.1% Other 
1.1% IsiZulu 
1.1% Sesotho 
0.8% Sign language 

Samora Machel 

Khayelitsha 98.6% Black African  
0.6% Black Coloured 
0.6% Other 
0.1% White  
0.1% Black Indian/Asian 

90.5% IsiXhosa 
3.2% English 
1.4% Sesotho 
1.3% Other  
1.1% Afrikaans 
0.9% Sign language 
0.6%IsiZulu 

Mandalay 90.8% Black Coloured 
7.3% Black African 
1.1% Other 
0.6% Black Indian/Asian 
0.2% White 

46.9% Afrikaans  
47.4% English 
3.3% IsiXhosa 
0.8% Other 
0.4% Setswana 
0.4% Sesotho 
0.3% Sign language 
0.3% IsiNdebele 

Mitchells Plain 

Strandfontein 

Source: Statistics South Africa (2011), and Western Cape Government (2016).   
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3.5. RESEARCH METHOD 

A qualitative research approach was adopted for this study. Qualitative research is a systematic 

process of scientific inquiry in which the researcher seeks to explore, understand, or interpret 

the meanings of social phenomena as experienced by individuals in their natural contexts 

(Aspers & Corte, 2019). Such methods are useful for investigating phenomena about which 

little is known or for generating in-depth insights into topics that may be difficult to convey 

quantitatively (Aspers & Corte, 2019; Hoepfl, 1997). 

This study’s open-ended research question, which explored how adolescents construct 

their identities, aligns with the aforementioned characteristics of qualitative research. Hoepfl 

(1997) notes that qualitative questions are typically framed in open-ended ways to support 

discovery. Similarly, Hancock et al. (2007) highlight the value of qualitative approaches in the 

social sciences when research involves exploring concepts, lived experiences, or sensitive 

topics where flexibility is needed to minimise distress. Given that identity is a potentially 

sensitive subject and adolescence is a complex stage of development (Aboobaker et al., 2019), 

a qualitative approach enabled flexibility and responsiveness to participants’ needs. 

Qualitative studies involve the systematic collection, organisation, description, and 

interpretation of verbal, textual, or visual data (Grossoehme, 2014; Hammarberg et al., 2016). 

They are descriptive in nature (Casula et al., 2020) and incorporate the participants’ voices 

using direct quotations to illustrate emerging themes (Hoepfl, 1997). Leung (2015) succinctly 

summarises the essence of qualitative research as making sense of and identifying “patterns 

among words in order to build up a meaningful picture without compromising its richness and 

dimensionality” (p. 324). In this study, qualitative methods enabled the collection of rich, 

detailed data based on adolescents’ lived experiences, supporting the interpretation of 

meanings and insights into identity construction. 
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3.6. RESEARCH DESIGN 

A research design provides the logical structure for scientific inquiry and ensures that data 

collection enables the researcher to address the research questions (Busetto et al., 2020). This 

study employed an interpretivist, exploratory qualitative design. 

 The interpretivist paradigm assumes that reality is socially constructed (Kivunja & 

Kuyini, 2017). Shulman (1986, as cited in Castellan, 2010, p. 6) defines the interpretivist 

paradigm as “discovering the meanings constructed by the participants as they attempt to make 

sense of the circumstances they both encounter and create.” This design was most suitable for 

the study’s aim, as it allowed the researcher to gather rich, contextually grounded data about 

participants’ experiences and perceptions (Bojuwoye et al., 2014; Hammarberg et al., 2016). 

Given the limited literature on identity construction among adolescents from low-income 

communities attending former Model C schools, an exploratory design was deemed suitable. 

3.7. POPULATION AND SAMPLING 

A non-probability purposive sampling strategy was employed. Purposive sampling is widely 

recognised as closely aligned with qualitative research (Palys, 2008) and involves deliberately 

selecting participants who possess the characteristics most relevant to the study’s objectives 

(Palys, 2008). Maree (2020) explains that participants are selected based on specific 

characteristics that make them particularly suited to provide the data required for the study. 

In this study, purposive sampling was guided by the following inclusion criteria: (1) 

adolescents aged 13–19; (2) attending a former Model C school in Cape Town; (3) currently 

enrolled in grades 8–12; and (4) residing in a low-income community in Cape Town. This 

sampling strategy, recommended by Babbie and Mouton (2001), was appropriate for this study, 

as adolescents from low-income communities represent a minority within the learner 

population at former Model C schools. Since the goal of qualitative sampling is not 

representativeness but instead gaining an in-depth understanding (Grossoehme, 2014), the final 
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study sample comprised thirteen (13) adolescents who participated in one-on-one interviews 

and focus group discussions.  This sample size aligns with the guidelines proposed by Hennink 

and Kaiser (2022) that a sample size ranging from seven (7) to nine (9) participants is sufficient 

to achieve thematic saturation in one-on-one interviews. The homogeneity of the sample 

supported the relatively small sample size. As Maree (2020) notes, small homogeneous 

samples are sufficient in qualitative research, and similarly, Babbie and Mouton (2001) argue 

that such samples can provide adequate depth for analysis. 

Furthermore, the sample size enabled the formation of three (3) focus groups consisting 

of three (3) to six (6) participants per group. This approach is further supported by Guest et al. 

(2017), who found that approximately 90% of themes typically emerge within three (3) to six 

(6) focus groups, with an ideal group size of four (4) to eight (8) participants. Focus Group 

Discussions were organised by age and included: Group 1 (ages 13–14; 4 participants), Group 

2 (ages 15–16; 6 participants), and Group 3 (ages 17–19; 3 participants). During the data 

collection process, focus group 1 was reduced from five (5) to four (4) participants, and focus 

group 3 from five (5) to three (3) participants. One (1) participant from group 1 and one (1) 

from group 3 did not reside in a low-income community, resulting in their data being excluded 

from the study. Another participant (P11) did not meet the age criteria for group 3 and was 

reassigned to group 2, which aligned with the participant’s age. Therefore, focus group 1 

consisted of four (4) participants, and focus group 3 consisted of three (3) participants. 

3.8. DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

The researcher compiled a list of high schools in Cape Town classified as former Model C 

schools. Before contacting them, permission was requested and obtained from the Western 

Cape Education Department to approach the schools and conduct research. After approval, the 

researcher emailed the identified schools to explain the study’s nature, focus, and purpose, and 

to establish their willingness to participate. These emails included supporting documents on a 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 38 

University of the Western Cape letterhead: participant information sheet (Appendix A), 

parent/guardian information sheet (Appendix B), assent form (for participants under 18) 

(Appendix C), participant consent form (for participants 18 and older) (Appendix D), 

parental/guardian consent form (Appendix E), focus group confidentiality form (Appendix F), 

focus group guide (Appendix G), one-on-one interview guide (Appendix H), letter of approval 

from the Western Cape Education Department (Appendix I), letter of ethical clearance from 

the University of the Western Cape’s Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics 

Committee (Appendix J), and the study proposal. 

Due to Covid-19 safety concerns, only one school agreed to participate. The researcher 

liaised with the Deputy Principal and the Head of Wellness and Development for the 

coordination of participant recruitment. These staff members informed learners and 

parents/guardians about the study, shared all documentation, and collected signed consent and 

assent forms, including confidentiality agreements for focus group participation. Written 

informed consent was obtained from participants aged 18–19 years, while informed assent was 

obtained from those aged 17 and younger. Parental consent was also secured for participants 

under 18. Participants and their parents/guardians were assured that participation was 

voluntary, that data collection would involve audio recording for which their permission was 

required, and that participants had the right to withdraw at any stage without consequence. 

During the one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions, the researcher restated the 

study’s aim, purpose, potential risks, and benefits to all participants. Participants were 

reminded that their participation was voluntary, that they could withdraw from the study at any 

stage, and that they had the right to pause the discussion or decline to answer questions. Before 

commencing each session, participants were allowed to ask questions to ensure they fully 

understood the nature and extent of their participation. Once the researcher was satisfied that 
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participants had a clear understanding, informed consent to audio-record the interviews and 

focus group discussions was obtained prior to recording.  

This study used method triangulation, combining interviews and field notes to enhance 

credibility and depth (Morse, 2015). Data was collected using semi-structured one-on-one 

interviews and focus group discussions. Semi-structured interviews are widely used in 

qualitative research for exploring lived experiences and meanings (Grossoehme, 2014). Kvale 

(2009) defines them as interviews designed to gather accounts of the interviewee’s experiences 

in order to understand the significance of the described phenomena. Semi-structured formats 

provided participants with the freedom to share their perspectives while allowing the researcher 

to probe where responses were brief or required elaboration (Astalin, 2013; Hancock et al., 

2007). 

The combination of interviews and focus groups is well-suited to sensitive topics such 

as adolescent identity (Casula et al., 2020). Data collection occurred in two rounds during the 

year 2021, scheduled around upcoming school examinations. Participants within the 13–16 age 

cohort were interviewed during the first visit, and participants in the 17–19 age cohort were 

interviewed during the second visit two months later. All interviews and focus groups were 

conducted by the principal investigator, who had received training in qualitative research 

methods (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017) and ongoing supervision. Sessions were held in a private 

classroom provided by the school to ensure confidentiality. To minimise disruption to academic 

schedules, learners attended sessions according to a timetable arranged by the Deputy Principal 

and the Head of the Wellness and Development. 

3.8.1. One-on-one interviews 

The personal and private format of one-on-one interviews enabled participants to share their 

thoughts, feelings, and worldviews freely, with confidentiality safeguarded (Guest et al., 2017). 

The researcher first confirmed each participant’s comfort with interviewing in English. 
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Consequently, all interviews were conducted in English inside a designated classroom and 

lasted between 45 and 70 minutes. At the beginning of each interview, the researcher restated 

the study’s aim, purpose, potential risks, and benefits, and reminded participants that their 

involvement in the study was voluntary. Participants were informed that they could withdraw 

from the study at any time, pause the interview, or choose not to answer specific questions. 

They were also encouraged to communicate any discomfort that might arise during their 

interview, in which case the interview would be paused, and if necessary, the participant would 

be referred to the school counselling service for professional support. Before commencing, 

participants were given the opportunity to ask questions to ensure full understanding of their 

participation. Once the researcher was satisfied that participants were fully informed, consent 

to audio-record the interview was obtained prior to proceeding. To build rapport and trust, the 

researcher introduced herself and disclosed aspects of her own background, including growing 

up in a low-income community. Several participants indicated that these shared experiences 

helped them feel more comfortable during interviews, facilitating openness and richer data 

(Elliott & Martin, 2013).  

3.8.2. Focus group discussions 

While one-on-one interviews allow depth, they may create power imbalances that inhibit 

adolescents from speaking openly (Elmir et al., 2011). Focus group discussions were therefore 

included to provide a supportive and less intimidating environment (Bojuwoye et al., 2014). 

Focus groups have been widely applied in identity research (Davis, 2013; Sinai et al., 2012) to 

enable collective dialogue through which beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes are expressed 

(Nyumba et al., 2018). 

Groups represented a balance of age, socioeconomic background, gender, religion, 

language, and race to maximise both comfort and diverse perspectives (Krueger, 1994; Thomas 

et al., 1995). Similarly, to the one-on-one interviews, the focus group discussions were 
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conducted in English after participants confirmed their comfort with the language. Three focus 

groups were formed: 13–14 years, 15–16 years, and 17–19 years. Discussions lasted 56–75 

minutes and were conducted in a private classroom. At the outset, ground rules were 

established (e.g., raising hands before speaking, equal opportunity to contribute) to promote 

balanced participation (Kitzinger, 1994). Facilitated dialogue allowed participants to engage 

organically, with questions posed to the group as a whole. This approach reflected best practice, 

as hearing peers’ responses often stimulated additional insights (Carter et al., 2014). 

Participants were reminded of their responsibility, as outlined in the focus group confidentiality 

form, to maintain the confidentiality of all information discussed during the session and not to 

share it outside the group. At the start of each focus group, the researcher reiterated the study’s 

objective, the voluntary nature of participation, and the potential risks and benefits of taking 

part. Participants were reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any stage, step out 

of the discussion, or decline to respond to any discussion. Before beginning, the researcher 

confirmed that participants were fully informed of how the focus group discussion would 

unfold and of its purpose, before obtaining informed consent from the group to audio-record 

the discussion. Participants were also advised to speak in a louder and clearer volume for 

audibility, and to state their name before contributing so the researcher could attribute evidence 

of findings to the appropriate participants.  

The researcher observed variations in engagement: some participants were quieter in 

the group setting than in individual interviews, while others contributed more fully within 

groups. This complementarity justified the use of both methods to produce a richer dataset. 

3.8.3. Field notes 

In line with the triangulation strategy, field notes were kept throughout data collection. Within 

the interpretivist paradigm, the researcher is the primary instrument of inquiry (Busetto et al., 

2020) and is tasked with observing, describing, and interpreting settings as they naturally occur 
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(Castellan, 2010; Hoepfl, 1997). Notes were recorded on interview and focus group discussion 

guides, capturing non-verbal cues, such as body language, gestures, signs of discomfort, and 

group dynamics. These notes also documented differences in individual participation across 

methods. During analysis, the field notes proved valuable for contextualising transcripts and 

enhancing coding, interpretation, and theme development (Busetto et al., 2020). 

3.9. DATA COLLECTION INSTRUMENTS/TOOLS 

Data were collected using semi-structured, one-on-one interviews (Appendix H) and focus 

group discussion guides (Appendix G), each containing both open- and closed-ended questions 

(Wholey et al., 2010). These guides typically include predetermined questions and potential 

follow-up prompts, allowing the interviewer to pursue emerging topics that appear relevant 

(Grossoehme, 2014). In this study, the guides ensured consistency in questioning while 

allowing flexibility to probe and gather data that reflected participants’ unique experiences. 

Both the one-on-one interview and focus group discussion guides were structured into 

four sections, each aligned with one of the study’s research objectives (Wholey et al., 2010). 

This design ensured that the instruments were directly aligned with the research aims and that 

all objectives were systematically addressed. To enhance usability and appropriateness, the 

guides were reviewed by an experienced researcher familiar with both the design and the 

phenomenon under study (Busetto et al., 2020). Wholey et al. (2010) emphasise that interview 

guides should be treated as flexible tools that can be adjusted and refined throughout the data 

collection process. Galletta (2013) similarly notes that adjustments may be required as 

feedback from participants accumulates. 

The one-on-one interview guide underwent two rounds of adaptation based on feedback 

from the principal investigator’s academic supervisor. Compared to the focus group discussion 

guide, the one-on-one interview guide contained more questions. This distinction was 

deliberate: focus groups require shorter, fewer questions to maintain engagement among 
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multiple participants (Nyumba et al., 2018), while one-on-one interviews allowed for more 

personal and in-depth exploration. Sensitive questions that participants might be reluctant to 

answer in a group setting were reserved for individual interviews, allowing for richer data 

collection. To manage time constraints, questions were prioritised from most to least critical 

under each section, in line with Wholey et al.’s (2010) recommendation to identify essential 

versus supplementary questions. 

The focus group guide was adapted from the one-on-one version, with fewer questions 

and adjustments to suit group dynamics. Following Merriam’s (2009) advice on sensitivity in 

group contexts, specific questions (e.g., “Why did your parents/guardians choose this school?”) 

were excluded to avoid potential discomfort. After completing the one-on-one interviews, the 

researcher reviewed field notes and refined the focus group discussion guide to address possible 

gaps and expand on areas where responses lacked depth. Feedback from the first focus group 

indicated that some questions felt repetitive; accordingly, the researcher modified the phrasing 

of questions in subsequent focus group discussions to reduce redundancy and sustain 

engagement (Guest et al., 2017). These adjustments were applied consistently across the 

remaining groups to preserve methodological integrity. 

3.9.1. Pilot study 

A pilot study was conducted to assess the methodology's feasibility and refine the data 

collection process. Pilot studies are particularly valuable when using open-ended interview 

guides, as they test whether participants understand the questions and whether directions are 

clear (In, 2017). In (2017) describes a pilot study as a smaller-scale study used to help plan and 

refine the main study. 

Due to Covid-19 restrictions, including limited school access and interprovincial travel 

constraints, the pilot was adapted. It was conducted with one participant, using both audio 

recordings and field notes to evaluate the feasibility and the relevance of the questions. Two 
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key observations emerged. First, responses were strongly influenced by a recent incident at the 

school, raising the possibility of response bias. Second, there was a misconception regarding 

the researcher’s independence from the school’s response to the aforementioned incident. 

These insights were valuable in highlighting the importance of maintaining focus on the 

research objectives and explicitly clarifying the researcher’s independent role at the outset of 

each interview. 

Although the pilot did not lead to changes in the instruments themselves, it informed 

the researcher’s interviewing technique. Specifically, it reinforced the need to redirect 

participants when they strayed from the study focus and to reaffirm the researcher’s 

independence from the school. Data from the pilot were excluded from the final analysis. 

3.10. DATA ANALYSIS 

Hancock et al. (2007) describe data analysis as “summarising the mass of data collected and 

presenting the results in a way that communicates the most important features…to articulate 

what it means and to understand it” (p. 24). To achieve this, the researcher used a thematic 

data analysis approach to analyse data across both one-on-one interviews and focus group 

discussions. Thematic analysis enabled the researcher to identify codes and develop themes 

that recur across datasets (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This form of data analysis provided rich, 

detailed insights, enabling the researcher to identify patterns and interpret adolescents' views, 

opinions, knowledge, and experiences. Thematic analysis is commonly used in understudied 

research areas (Vaismoradi et al., 2013), such as the focus of this study. 

This study applied Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step process for conducting thematic 

analysis, which included: (1) data familiarisation; (2) data coding; (3) generating themes; (4) 

reviewing themes; (5) defining and naming themes; and (6) writing up. Braun and Clarke’s six-

step process is widely used across the social sciences and provides a systematic, rigorous, and 
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transparent approach to qualitative data analysis (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017). The application 

of Braun and Clarke’s process for this study is outlined below. 

3.10.1. Step 1: Data familiarisation 

Data familiarisation is the process of actively immersing oneself in the data to the extent that 

the researcher becomes thoroughly familiar with the depth and breadth of the content (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). The first step towards gaining depth and breadth of the content for this study 

involved the researcher transcribing the audio recordings for both the one-on-one interviews 

and focus group discussions. Riessman (1993, as cited in Braun & Clarke, 2006) encourages 

researchers to transcribe their own data as a means to immerse and familiarise themselves with 

the data. Bird (2005, as cited in Braun & Clarke, 2006) asserts that transcribing one’s own data 

is an integral part of the analytic process in interpretative qualitative research. A total of sixteen 

(16) audio recordings were transcribed as part of the collected data, including thirteen (13) one-

on-one interviews and three (3) focus group discussions. Eleven (11) of the audio files were 

collected during the first data collection visit; these included nine (9) one-on-one interviews 

and two (2) focus group discussions. Five (5) audio recordings were collected during the second 

data collection; these included four (4) one-on-one interviews and one (1) focus group 

discussion. The researcher transcribed a total of nine (9) audio recordings and enlisted the 

services of a transcriber who transcribed seven (7) audio recordings.  

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), it is critical that, where transcription has been 

outsourced, researchers spend more time familiarising themselves with the data and also 

reviewing transcripts against the original audio recordings for accuracy. The researcher cross-

checked all transcriptions (particularly those outsourced) against the original audio files for 

accuracy. During this process, several outsourced transcriptions did not accurately match the 

audio recordings and were corrected by the researcher to provide an accurate account of the 

narratives provided by participants. Braun and Clark (2006) recommend that transcriptions 
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reflect a verbatim account of all verbal and non-verbal feedback. All sixteen (16) audio files 

were transcribed verbatim to include spoken words, sounds, noises, and pauses, to capture the 

true essence of the participant's meaning.  

Immersion requires repeated, active reading of the data, searching for meanings and 

patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher subjected the transcriptions and data to several 

iterations of close readings, searching for meanings and patterns. As recommended by Braun 

and Clarke (2006), the researcher began to familiarise herself with the data at this stage. By 

reading and re-reading the transcripts and re-listening to the audio files, the researcher 

immersed herself in the data, gaining in-depth insights. Researcher notes were made to capture 

the researcher’s initial reflections and interpretation of the data. 

3.10.2. Step 2: Generating codes 

The second phase of the data analysis process involved generating initial codes based on the 

data contained in the transcripts and the researcher’s preliminary notes and observations. Braun 

and Clarke (2022) describe coding as identifying features of the data that represent the most 

basic units of data and are of meaningful interest to the researcher and the phenomenon. The 

researcher used qualitative data analysis software, Atlas.ti 9.0, to assign initial codes to the 

data, resulting in the identification of 150 codes. As recommended by Bryman (2001, as cited 

in Braun & Clarke, 2006), an exhaustive list of preliminary data codes was assigned by 

selecting relevant phrases and surrounding text from the transcripts to provide context for the 

next step in data analysis. Following the initial coding process, the researcher enlisted the 

expertise of a qualitative research specialist to seek guidance on best practices to refine the 

exhaustive list of codes. The researcher developed anchor codes, which are labels assigned to 

each research objective. Anchor codes were colour-coded and assigned to each preliminary 

data code to assist with refining codes to generate themes. The researcher made use of 

presumption-focused coding (Lochmiller, 2021).  
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The researcher went through several iterations of re-reading the transcripts and the assigned 

codes to refine the preliminary coding list based on what participants expressed verbally. 

Where required, codes were removed, renamed, or reassigned. During this process, the 

researcher re-read the research question, objectives, and conceptual framework to ensure 

alignment with the phenomenon and the research objectives.  

3.10.3. Step 3: Generating themes 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), this phase refocuses the analysis at the broader level of 

themes, involving the sorting and merging of codes into themes reflective of participants’ 

narratives. The researcher followed this process by defining the initial codes and labels 

assigned to the data and grouping similar codes to refine the code list. The researcher reviewed 

extracts and quotes multiple times against the initial codes to merge those with similar 

meanings and begin identifying patterns within the data. This process required creating new 

codes, replacing existing codes, or removing initial codes. Initial memo notes that were 

assigned to quotations were reviewed alongside quotes to inform the grouping and collapsing 

of codes, to provide additional clarity and perspective of the data. A preliminary list of broad 

themes emerged from the coded data and was assigned to quotes. During this process, the 

researcher re-enlisted the expertise of the qualitative research specialist to seek guidance and 

advice on best practices to refine the preliminary list of themes. At this stage, the researcher 

exported the entire dataset into a Microsoft Excel format. The dataset included all coded data, 

for which the researcher undertook an extensive process of re-reading, re-engagement, and 

review to ensure that all relevant text had been assigned an anchor code, a preliminary theme, 

a data code, and a descriptive note where necessary. A total of 767 quotes/excerpts were 

exported from Atlas Ti for further analysis.  
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3.10.4. Step 4: Reviewing themes 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), during this phase, it will become evident that some 

initial themes are not really themes (e.g., if there are not enough data to support them, or the 

data are too diverse), while others might collapse into each other (e.g., two apparently separate 

themes might form one theme). Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend applying two levels of 

reviewing and refining at this stage to progress to the next stage of the data analysis process.  

The researcher applied the first level of review by reading all the collated extracts alongside 

the themes and assigned codes to identify a coherent pattern. It is during this stage that the 

researcher was compelled to extensively re-engage and read the data as codes and themes were 

further refined to ensure that the themes align with the data and to ensure that all the data was 

coded. The researcher progressed to the second level of review, which required that a similar 

process be applied to the entire dataset, and not just extracted quotations. The researcher 

reviewed the dataset by re-reading the full transcripts to determine 1) whether the identified 

themes and codes accurately reflect the meanings evident in the dataset, and 2) to code any 

additional data that had been missed in earlier coding stages. The researcher further reviewed 

and refined the coding until thematic saturation was reached, at which point no new meanings 

or insights emerged from the dataset. It was during this stage that the researcher refined themes 

and identified supporting sub-themes through a process of code counting. Based on these 

numbers, the researcher identified which codes were prominent and had sufficient data to 

support their inclusion in the findings, resulting in a total of 19 main themes and 55 sub-themes.  

3.10.5. Step 5: Defining and naming themes 

During this phase, the themes were further refined and clearly defined. Braun and Clarke 

(2006) explain that this stage involves clarifying the core meaning of each theme and 

understanding the specific elements of the data that each theme represents. They recommend 

that, to achieve this, researchers revisit the collated data extracts for each theme and organise 
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them into a coherent, internally consistent account, with an accompanying narrative (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). After an intensive review and re-engagement with the dataset and its 

accompanying themes, codes, and memos, the researcher refined the data, resulting in 389 data 

entries (quotes) across three main themes and nine sub-themes. Braun and Clarke (2006) define 

sub-themes as themes within themes and underscore their benefit as being useful in giving 

structure to a particularly large and complex theme and for demonstrating the hierarchy of 

meaning within the data. The researcher determined what constituted a theme and a sub-theme 

by reviewing the extracts and codes. This ensured that the themes were relevant to the study. 

A detailed analysis of each theme was done to identify and articulate the essence of its meaning 

and the reality it supports. Based on the findings, the researcher assigned clear and concise 

names to each theme. 

3.10.6. Step 6: Writing up 

Once a researcher has a set of themes that have been analysed in sufficient detail, they are able 

to start writing up the report. Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend that the final analysis must 

tell a coherent story and convince the reader of the value and soundness of the analysis. They 

further recommend that the themes need to be adequately supported by evidence from within 

the data itself. The write-up for this study is detailed in the findings and discussion chapter and 

supported with evidence. The findings and discussion are presented and underpinned by the 

conceptual framework of the study. Verbatim quotations from participant transcripts support 

themes.   

3.11. TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Qualitative research is often viewed with suspicion because it relies on small samples that may 

not be representative of the larger population and is sometimes perceived as more susceptible 

to researcher bias, making it appear less objective (Hammarberg et al., 2016; Hoepfl, 1997). 
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Guba and Lincoln (1981, 1989) and Lincoln and Guba (1985) transformed the evaluation of 

qualitative inquiry by introducing new criteria for rigour.  Instead of adopting quantitative 

terms, such as reliability, validity, and objectivity, they proposed credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability, collectively referred to as trustworthiness (Guba & Lincoln, 

1981, 1989). These criteria have since become a widely accepted checklist for evaluating the 

rigour and overall worth of qualitative research (Morse, 2015). Creswell (2013) suggests that 

qualitative researchers should incorporate at least two of these strategies in any given study. 

Similarly, Megheirkouni and Moir (2023) argue that credibility and confirmability are primary 

constructs of trustworthiness, while transferability and dependability are secondary, noting that 

omitting one of the latter does not necessarily “fail to meet quality criteria of qualitative 

research” (p. 850). In line with these recommendations, this study applied three of Guba and 

Lincoln’s (1981, 1989) criteria for trustworthiness: credibility, confirmability, and 

dependability. Figure 3.1 provides a visual representation of the trustworthiness criteria applied 

in this study, illustrating how credibility, dependability, and confirmability were ensured. 

 
Figure 3.1: Application of trustworthiness criteria (Source: Researcher) 

 

 

The researcher did not apply transferability (the degree to which the findings can be applied to 

broader populations). Tobin and Begley (2004) explain that within the naturalistic paradigm, 
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multiple interpretations can be valid, and no single explanation is considered the definitive 

truth. Donmoyer (1990, as cited in Tobin & Begley, 2004) further argues that the individual, 

subjective meanings that underpin qualitative research warrant rejecting traditional notions of 

transferability. Leung (2015) reinforces this view, noting that qualitative research is intended 

to explore a particular phenomenon within a defined group and contextual setting. Instead of 

generalisability, Leung (2015) proposes adopting a pragmatic approach to assessing 

transferability in qualitative research, drawing on the same criteria used for credibility and 

dependability. 

3.11.1. Credibility 

Credibility, according to Schwandt (2001, as cited in Tobin & Begley, 2004), refers to how 

accurately the researcher reflects participants’ perspectives in the findings. As qualitative 

research is vulnerable to subjectivity and researcher bias (Leung, 2015), credibility must be 

established through recognised practices (Hoepfl, 1997). These include prolonged engagement, 

persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, referential 

adequacy, member checks, and clarifying researcher bias (Morse, 2015). 

This study employed triangulation, referential adequacy, and clarification of researcher 

bias to ensure that the researcher’s interpretation and presentation of the findings accurately 

reflected participants’ views. Although prolonged engagement and persistent observation were 

not directly used, the researcher’s shared background with participants (discussed in the data 

collection and researcher bias sections) facilitated rapport and trust. This allowed for the 

collection of rich, detailed data, achieving the same outcome as prolonged engagement and 

persistent observation. Morse (2015) highlights that building trust and rapport with participants 

enhances the quality and depth of the data collected. Hammarberg et al. (2016) caution that a 

study’s credibility may be called into question if the data excerpts and the researcher’s 

interpretations do not align. To ensure credibility, this study included verbatim quotations from 
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participants as evidence, in addition to field notes, to support the researcher’s interpretations 

(Hammarberg et al., 2016). Participants’ audio recordings were transcribed verbatim, capturing 

their exact words, sounds, pauses, and non-verbal cues. These quotations were directly 

incorporated into the coding and analysis process, helping to verify that the researcher’s 

interpretations in the findings and discussion chapter accurately reflected participants’ 

meanings. 

3.11.1.1. Triangulation 

Triangulation refers to using multiple methods and approaches to study a phenomenon, thereby 

minimising researcher bias and enhancing credibility (Blaikie, 2003; Patton, 1999). For this 

study, two of the four triangulation methods recommended for qualitative research were 

employed (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1999, as cited in Carter et al., 2014). Triangulation was used 

by combining focus group discussions and one-on-one interviews with field notes. After 

analysing one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions, the data were coded and 

compared. Both data sets revealed consistent codes, indicating thematic saturation. Theory 

triangulation was also used: three theories were incorporated into the conceptual framework, 

which guided data collection, analysis, and interpretation. During analysis and coding, the 

researcher continually referred to the developed conceptual framework (theory and literature) 

to ensure accuracy in interpreting participants’ accounts. 

3.11.1.2. Referential adequacy 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend establishing referential adequacy by returning to the raw 

data to verify that analysis and theme generation accurately represent participants’ accounts. 

In this study, the researcher reviewed all thirteen (13) original transcripts and cross-checked 

the 389 data entries against the initial themes and sub-themes. During this process, themes were 

refined, reducing them from four to three. At this point, thematic saturation was confirmed. 
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The three focus group transcripts were then analysed, and the themes identified were consistent 

across both data sets. These are presented in Chapter 4. 

3.11.2. Dependability 

According to Merriam (2009), establishing dependability focuses on whether the results 

accurately reflect the collected data, rather than on whether the findings can be exactly 

replicated. Dey (1993) adds that, although exact replication of a study is not possible, 

researchers can strengthen credibility by clearly explaining the process used to arrive at their 

findings. Strategies for demonstrating dependability include triangulation, peer examination, 

researcher positionality, and maintaining an audit trail. This study applied triangulation, 

reflexivity (researcher bias), and an audit trail. The method and theoretical triangulation applied 

to this study were used to ensure dependability. Similarly, reflexivity is discussed 

independently and detailed further below, as this was applied across all three trustworthiness 

criteria.  

3.11.2.1. Audit trail 

Dependability is enhanced through auditing, which requires maintaining a clear audit trail 

documenting research decisions and processes (Hoepfl, 1997; Tobin & Begley, 2004). In this 

study, the audit trail included method and theory triangulation, conducting both one-on-one 

interviews and focus group discussions, excluding ineligible participants, reaching thematic 

saturation, and refining data collection tools. It also included detailed documentation of 

analysis procedures, expert consultation, verbatim transcription, and consistent alignment with 

research objectives and the conceptual framework. The researcher’s reflexive notes further 

strengthened transparency and consistency throughout. 
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3.11.3. Confirmability 

According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), confirmability is achieved when credibility, 

transferability, and dependability are established. Tobin and Begley (2004) describe 

confirmability as ensuring that a researcher’s interpretations are objective and grounded in the 

data, rather than being influenced by personal bias. Koch (1994) recommends achieving 

confirmability through a confirmability audit, which provides clear justification for theoretical, 

methodological, and analytical decisions. In this study, such justification is provided in the 

conceptual framework and research design. Reflexivity was also employed to ensure 

interpretations reflected participants’ voices rather than the researcher’s assumptions. 

3.11.4. Reflexivity: Clarification of researcher bias 

Qualitative research is often critiqued for susceptibility to researcher bias (Casula et al., 2020; 

Hammarberg et al., 2016), as interpretations are inevitably shaped by the researcher’s values, 

beliefs, and experiences (Jootun et al., 2009). Jootun et al. (2009) highlight the importance of 

recognising the reciprocal influence between participants and researchers. Reflexivity 

mitigates this risk by encouraging continuous reflection on positionality (Chan et al., 2013). 

To maintain reflexivity, the researcher kept a reflexive journal (Morse, 2015) and engaged in 

bracketing (Chan et al., 2013) to minimise bias. Being from a low-income community, the 

researcher acknowledged the potential influence of her personal background. While this helped 

build rapport during data collection, the researcher remained critically aware of its possible 

effect and managed it through reflection, bracketing, and immersion in the literature to 

‘unlearn’ preconceived assumptions. The conceptual framework was grounded in theory rather 

than personal bias, providing an impartial basis for developing instruments, conducting 

analyses, and interpreting results. 

During one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions, the researcher was careful 

to avoid introducing bias in self-presentation or probing questions. Reflexivity was equally 
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important during analysis: data were repeatedly cross-checked against transcripts and audio 

files, with codes applied strictly to participants’ voices. This ensured that the final findings and 

discussion chapters reflected participants’ lived experiences, rather than the researcher’s 

preconceptions. 

3.12. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

3.12.1. Ethical approval and permissions 

The researcher was granted ethical clearance by the Humanities and Social Sciences Research 

Ethics Committee of the University of the Western Cape (Appendix J) to conduct this study. 

Prior to contacting potential schools, the researcher was granted permission from the Western 

Cape Education Department (Appendix I) to contact and access the schools in order to conduct 

research. Both the official ethical clearance letter, outlining ethical protocols, and the official 

Department of Education permission letter, outlining the conditions related to the permission, 

were shared with the participating school.   

3.12.2. Informed consent and assent  

To mitigate against possible stigmatisation or victimisation, the researcher collaborated with 

the Deputy Principal and the Head of the Wellness and Development Department to recruit and 

sensitise participants to the study. Only participants who expressed interest in being a part of 

the study received the relevant documentation for themselves and their parents. The Deputy 

Principal and the Head of the Wellness and Development Department distributed the 

documentation to learners and their parents/guardians, including information sheets detailing 

the study, interview guides, confidentiality forms for focus groups, parental/guardian consent 

forms, assent forms for minors (17 years and younger), and consent forms for adult participants 

(18 years and older). 
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Informed written consent was obtained from participants aged 18 years and older and from the 

parents/guardians of minors. Assent was obtained from participants under 18 years of age. 

Participation was voluntary, and all participants were reminded that they could withdraw at 

any stage without consequence. In addition, confidentiality agreements were signed for focus 

group discussions to safeguard information shared in these settings. 

3.12.3. Confidentiality and data protection 

The identity of the school and all participants was protected and anonymised throughout data 

collection, analysis, and reporting. Pseudonyms were assigned to participants and used 

consistently during analysis and write-up. Audio recordings and transcripts were stored on a 

password-protected cloud server accessible only to the researcher.  

3.12.4. Managing participant wellbeing 

At the start of each interview or focus group, participants were reminded of their autonomy, 

the voluntary nature of participation, and the availability of school-based counselling support 

should they need it. In focus groups, participants were advised not to mention the names of 

learners, teachers, or other identifiable individuals, and to maintain confidentiality outside the 

group. 

The researcher took deliberate steps to minimise discomfort or emotional distress. Rapport 

was established by sharing aspects of her own background as someone who had also grown up 

in a low-income community (Moch & Cameron, 2000). Nonetheless, some discomfort arose 

when reflecting on personal schooling experiences. In such cases, interviews or the focus group 

discussion were paused for 15 minutes to allow participants to regain comfort. Participants 

were reassured that they could skip questions, pause, or withdraw entirely. One participant 

exercised this right by choosing to skip a question, while all others opted to continue.  

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 57 

3.12.5. Covid-19 safety protocols 

Data collection took place during the Cov-19 pandemic. All protocols were strictly observed: 

interviews were conducted in ventilated classrooms with windows open, sanitiser was provided 

to participants and the researcher before and after each session, and social distancing was 

maintained. Both the researcher and participants wore masks throughout. Gloves were also 

provided and disposed of after each session.  

3.13. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this chapter outlines the qualitative methodology that guided the exploration of 

how adolescents from low-income communities attending former Model C schools in Cape 

Town construct their identities. The interpretivist, exploratory design was intentionally selected 

to align with the study’s aims, supporting an in-depth and contextually grounded understanding 

of participants’ lived experiences. Similarly, the purposive sampling strategy, combined with 

semi-structured one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions, was selected to yield rich, 

layered accounts that meaningfully address the research question. Braun and Clarke’s thematic 

analysis was applied to systematically interpret the data. Trustworthiness was achieved through 

triangulation, referential adequacy, an audit trail, and reflexive practices to account for 

researcher influence, which were integrated throughout to maintain credibility and 

confirmability. Ethical considerations were followed to prioritise participant well-being, 

confidentiality, and adherence to principles for conducting scientific inquiry. The research 

design and methodology applied in this study provided a systematic foundation for analysing 

the findings presented in the next chapter. Together, they ensured that interpretations of the 

findings were grounded in a rigorous, transparent, and ethically sound research process, one 

capable of generating meaningful insights into adolescent identity construction within dual 

contexts. 
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4. CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 

4.1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents and discusses the findings that emerged from the data collection process 

and draws on data collected through one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions. The 

analysis answers the central research question: How do adolescents attending former Model C 

schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town construct their identities? 

In addressing this question, the study achieved the following research objectives: 

1. To explore the perceptions of adolescents living in low-income communities on identity 

construction. 

2. To identify the elements within former Model C schools that influence identity 

construction among adolescents residing in low-income communities. 

3. To explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their personal identities. 

4. To explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their social identities. 

This chapter begins with a demographic profile of the research participants, followed by a 

summary of the findings presented in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. The presentation of findings is 

structured around three main themes: (1) Adolescents’ perception of identity; (2) School factors 

influencing identity construction; and (3) Adolescents’ construction of identity. Each theme is 

discussed alongside its respective sub-themes. The findings are interpreted with reference to 

relevant literature and theory and are corroborated with verbatim participant quotes to provide 

evidence and authenticity. 
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4.2. DEMOGRAPHIC OF PARTICIPANTS 

Table 4.1: Demographic of participants  

Participant 
number 

Gender Age group Grade Primary 
language 

Ethnicity Community of residence 

P1  Female 13 - 14 Gr.8 isiXhosa Black African Langa 

P2  Male 13 - 14 Gr.8 English Black Coloured Mitchells Plain 

P4 Female 13 - 14 Gr.8 isiXhosa Black African Philippi 

P5  Male 13 - 14 Gr.8 isiXhosa Black African Samora Machel 

P6  Male 15 - 16 Gr.9 English Black Coloured Pelican Park 

P7  Male 15 - 16 Gr.9 English Black Coloured Mountview 

P8 Female 15 - 16 Gr.10 isiXhosa Black African Khayelitsha 

P9  Female  15 - 16 Gr.9 isiXhosa Black African Mandalay 

P10  Male 15 - 16 Gr.10 isiXhosa Black African Khayelitsha 

P11  Male 15 - 16 Gr.11 isiXhosa Black African Gugulethu 

P12  Female 17-19 Gr.11 English Black Coloured Athlone 

P13  Male  17-19 Gr.11 English Black Coloured Strandfontein / Grassy Park1 

P14  Female 17-19 Gr.12 isiXhosa Black African Charlesville 

 
1 The learner currently resides in the Tokai area in the Southern Peninsula region/district, but spent the majority of his childhood in low-income communities on the Cape 
Flats and in the Khayelitsha/Mitchells Plain regions/districts - Grassy Park and Strandfontein, respectively. His reflections during the interview and focus group were from 
when he lived in the Khayelitsha/Mitchells Plain region/district. 
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A total of thirteen (n=13) adolescents participated in this study. Participants were organised 

across three age cohorts: 13–14 years (n=4); 15–16 years (n=6); and 17–19 years (n=3). They 

were enrolled across five grade levels: Grade 8 (n=4), Grade 9 (n=3), Grade 10 (n=2), Grade 

11 (n=3), and Grade 12 (n=1). All participants had been enrolled at the high school since Grade 

8. The gender composition of the sample included eight males (n=7) and six females (n=6). 

Participants reflected the ethnic composition of adolescents residing in low-income 

communities in Cape Town, as they identified as Black African (n=8) and Black Coloured 

(n=5). Participants’ home languages included isiXhosa (n=8) and English (n=5). All isiXhosa-

speaking participants spoke English as a second language, while English-speaking participants 

reported Afrikaans as their second language. All participants were involved in extracurricular 

activities, such as sports or membership in social clubs or societies within the school. Two 

(n=2) participants lived within 10 km of the high school, while the remaining eleven (n=11) 

resided between 11km and 29 km away. The majority of participants commuted to school using 

public transport. 

4.3. PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The findings presented in this chapter emerged from the analysis of the transcribed semi-

structured one-on-one interviews and focus group discussions. Data saturation was achieved 

after the analysis of one-on-one interviews was complete, with no new findings emerging from 

the focus group discussions. Three main themes were identified: (1) Adolescents’ perception 

of identity; (2) School factors influencing identity construction; and (3) Adolescents’ 

construction of identity. These themes, along with their associated sub-themes, are presented 

in Table 4.2. Each theme is discussed in detail in the following sections, supported by relevant 

literature, theoretical perspectives, and direct quotations from participants to illustrate and 

substantiate the presented findings. 
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Table 4.2: Main themes and sub-themes  

Main themes Sub-themes 

1.  Adolescents’ perception of identity  1.1: Identity is defined as personal identity  

1.2: Identity is socially constructed  

2. School factors influencing identity 
construction 

2.1: Peers as an influencing factor on identity 
construction 

2.2: Educators as an influencing factor on 
identity construction 

2.3: The school’s identity as an influencing factor 
on identity construction 

3.  Adolescents’ construction of identity 3.1: Social contexts trigger identity 

3.2: Social identity shapes personal identity 

3.3: Intersectionality of identity 

3.4: Identity conflict  

 

4.3.1. Theme 1: Adolescents’ perception of identity 

The findings suggest that adolescents’ perception of identity construction stemmed from their 

definition of identity as a concept and personal construct, which is socially constructed. The 

excerpts below reflect these findings and the sentiments of participants:  

 

“What I would think identity is, is that your personality and how you treat other people, 

also who you are as a person and urhm, where, where you come from, I think yeah. 

That is what I think is identity is.” (Focus group 1, P2) 

 

“Identity is the way you perceive yourself and it’s important to know how you see 

yourself…because the way you present yourself to the public is just as important to the 

way that you see yourself.” (Focus group 3) 
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In Social Science research, perception refers to one’s awareness (the ability to notice or 

acknowledge something) and understanding (the ability to interpret or explain it) of a 

phenomenon (Qiong, 2017). Adolescents’ perception of identity aligns with Erikson’s assertion 

that individuals first become aware of identity during adolescence (Maree, 2022; Tettey et al., 

2023). These findings further corroborate identity theories (Erikson, 1950, 1968; Turner, 1985; 

Turner et al., 1987) and that identity includes personal identity and is socially constructed 

through the interaction of individuals and their environments. These findings are presented in 

two sub-themes, namely: (1.1) Identity is defined as personal identity; and (1.2) Identity is 

socially constructed.  

4.3.1.1. Sub-theme 1.1: Identity is defined as personal identity  

The findings show that adolescents’ perception of identity includes their understanding that 

identity is defined as personal identity. Adolescents defined personal identity as comprising 

one’s non-physical aspects, including self-concept and individuality. The following participant 

quotes support these findings: 

 

“I guess it’s just who you, like if you look in the mirror, who you see yourself as and 

who you urhm, like what you think of yourself.” (P12) 

 

“Yeah...yeah...so...individuals to be unique and different and like not, people as a 

whole, the group.” (P6) 

 

According to Morita et al. (2022), personal identity can be understood “[as] the self as a 

subject” (p. 65). It refers to an individual’s ability to articulate oneself as distinct from others 

(Becht et al., 2021; Crone & Van Drunen, 2024). As reflected in the above quotes, adolescents’ 

reflections about who they are and their uniqueness provide them with the feedback necessary 
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to articulate the self as a subject. Zhao (2025), in a study on the practice of Indian Vedanta 

philosophy—which centres on the existential question ‘Who am I?’—argues that this form of 

introspective inquiry serves as a means for exploring personal identity. It encourages deep 

reflection, thereby shaping adolescents’ understanding of themselves (Zhao, 2025). According 

to Erikson (1950, 1968), Turner (1985), and Turner et al. (1987), the question ‘Who am I?’ 

must be viewed through two distinct lenses. They assert that individuals’ understanding of who 

they are must be organised at a personal (personal identity) and social (social identity) level of 

the self (Batool & Ghayas, 2020; Hinojosa et al., 2019). One participant’s perception of identity 

reflected a view of the self both at a personal and social level. Their sentiments are presented 

below: 

 

“So it’s how you and other people see yourself. So, ur... so the way you are. Your 

qualities and your characteristics.” (P6) 

 

This study found that adolescents also defined personal identity as including their values, 

morals, and the way they treat others. The following participant quotes reflect these findings:  

 

“Identity, it’s like, how you treat, I think it’s…how you treat yourself and others and 

like how you behave. Those are some stuff. Like your manners and your ….like all those 

sort of stuff …[inaudible]. (P5) 

 

“Morals, your values [pause]. Your like…how you approach people.” (P4)  

 

The above findings corroborate current literature (Alonso, 2022; Vulliermet, 2025) and identity 

theories (Erikson, 1950, 1968) that conceptualise the exploration and commitment to morals, 
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values, and character traits as an integral part of personal identity, allowing adolescents to 

distinguish themselves from others (Meeus, 2021). Villacís et al. (2023), who mapped the 

association between character strengths and vocational identity among adolescents, agree that 

personal identity, and more specifically clarification of one’s morals, character and values, are 

important for guiding interactions with others, as expressed above. 

 Beyond merely guiding our interactions with others, the construction of a stable identity 

is a critical developmental task during adolescence, according to Erikson (1950, 1968). 

Participants expressed an awareness of identity as a key developmental task. The findings 

reflect that adolescents perceive a stable identity as significant to knowing who they are 

currently, who they want to become in the future, and mitigating an identity crisis. These 

findings are reflected in the excerpts below:  

 

“Like it is important. I just want to see as I grow, as I develop, but at the same time, I 

don’t want to not have an identity. Not be someone or like be someone who will not 

know myself even though I know I can’t immediately know myself because I am a 

teenager.” (P9) 

 

“Knowing your identity creates stability in you moving in whatever your purpose and 

your destiny is. A lot of the time, when you don’t have...when you have an identity crisis, 

it’s a lot harder for you to move into like the next door that you need to move into 

because you’re still like having this inner battle within your soul of like knowing am I 

this or am I that. Oh, maybe I should be this or maybe I should be that.” (P14)   

 

Adolescents, who after having engaged in identity exploration, and have not yet committed to 

a clear sense of self, experience what Erikson (1950, 1968) termed an ‘identity crisis’. As 
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expressed by participants in this study, an unresolved identity, resulting in a subsequent crisis, 

has implications for adolescents’ future development as they are likely to face confusion about 

their future plans (Erikson, 1950, 1968). Similar to the findings of this study, Naudé and van 

Damme (2024), who focused on identity reconciliation and control among adolescents, found 

that a stable identity helps reduce inner turmoil within the self. Likewise, Villacís et al. (2023) 

found that a relatively clear and stable identity provides adolescents with the autonomy 

required to make decisions about what careers to pursue.  

While the findings from this study reflect that adolescents define identity primarily as 

personal identity, one participant highlighted the social nature of identity, drawing a connection 

between understanding the self in relation to others. The participant’s view is depicted in the 

excerpt below.  

 

“Ya I think it’s very important because…you need to urhm, if you don’t show yourself 

around then people is not gonna, they not gonna really know who you really are, and 

you gonna have a lot of different personalities and that. So, ya. I think that it is 

important urhm to show your true self and not to change yourself around other people.” 

(P2) 

 

These findings support the common understanding shared by identity theories (Erikson’s, 

1950, 1968; Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987) and research (Dumitrașcu, 2020; Vulliermet, 

2025) that identity operates at both a personal and social level of ‘Who you are’. Collectively, 

these findings reflect that adolescents perceive identity to be defined as personal identity and 

includes the morals, values, and belief systems that make them unique. Participants perceived 

a stable and coherent personal identity to be important for their current and future development 

and to mitigate an identity crisis (Erikson, 1950, 1968). 
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4.3.1.2. Sub-theme 1.2: Social construction of identity  

The findings suggest that participants’ understanding of identity reflects an awareness that 

identities are socially constructed and shaped by their social environments and relations with 

others. The following quotes capture participants’ sentiments. 

  

“The community where you come from influences who you are as a person, but you 

should also be proud of where you come from and urhm don’t let others think that oh 

no because you come from ‘there’ you should be like ‘that’ or do ‘that’. But like, urhm 

it should also motivate you as well, like you know you came from there, and you can, 

you started, and you had humble beginnings and you can reach great things.” (Focus 

group 1, P2) 

 

“Yes, like your home environment, community, yeah like people around you. Like, a, a 

bit of both though, yeah. A bit of both, like maybe people will influence how you see 

yourself and kind of like also like…” (P8)  

 

These findings reflect the microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) that directly influence 

adolescents’ identity, specifically their home and community environments, and their daily 

interpersonal interactions with others. Aligned with the fundamental premise of Self-

Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987), identities are constructed in relation 

to the social contexts in a given moment. Similarly, Vulliermet (2025) emphasises that 

microsystems are key social contexts that play a central role in identity construction, 

reinforcing the findings of this study. The findings showed that social contexts are not only in 

relation to physical spaces and people, or the present, but also past experiences that shape how 

one evolves over time. These reflections are presented in the excerpts below: 
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“So, identity to me is…What you’ve gone through, what you’ve learnt from your like 

trauma and everything and how you perceive things, express yourself. Yeah, because 

identity is not really a fixed thing because we grow up and things change.” (P9) 

 

The chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) situates adolescents’ experiences within the 

ambit of time and historical context to account for its influence on the individual and their 

social contexts, as reflected above. Literature asserts that adolescents’ past experiences serve 

as reference points for constructing a single and “fundamental organising principle” (Haag et 

al., 2022, p. 2) that develops across all stages of human development (Erikson, 1950, 1968) to 

form their identity.  

These findings reflect that adolescents perceive identity as a fluid construct (Erikson, 1950, 

1968) shaped by various microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005), including the 

environments, social contexts, and individuals they interact with daily. Adolescents’ 

perceptions underscore identity construction as a socially constructed phenomenon (Turner, 

1985; Turner et al., 1987). 

4.3.2. Theme 2: School factors influencing identity construction  

The findings indicate that schools provide academic knowledge to prepare adolescents for 

future career prospects and serve as a key environment for their identity construction. The 

findings show that adolescents’ peers, teachers, and the school’s identity most significantly 

influence their identity. These findings are reflected in the excerpts below:  

“I would say yes. Like, obviously urhm, in my friend group definitely. You can just 

feel...feel open, feel...like you can just be who you are.” (P13) 
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“So, I think that like the teachers influence you to be like responsible, because if you 

like don’t do your homework you will get detention, so that is how they influenced my 

identity.” (Focus group 1, P5) 

 

“But, also like I said urhm, the ability to say you go to like a good school as [name of 

school], that was like urhm something. You just feel like, it’s a confidence booster to be 

at such a good school.” (P7) 

 

Adolescents may spend up to 10 hours a day at school (Zeng et al., 2024). As the findings 

above show, this provides significant time spent engaging key microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, 2005). As reflected in the findings, Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) emphasised that beyond 

the physical structure, adolescents receive feedback about who they are through teachers, peers, 

and the school’s belief system. Similarly, research reflects that this feedback primarily comes 

from teachers (Kornienko et al., 2024), peers (Crone & van Drunen, 2024) and the school’s 

value systems and identity (Naudé & van Damme, 2024), as was found in the present study. 

Together, these microsystems influence adolescents’ identity construction (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, 2005).  

Theme 2 consists of three sub-themes, namely: (2.1) Peer as an influencing factor on 

identity construction; (2.2) Educators as an influencing factor on identity construction; and 

(2.3) The school’s identity as an influencing factor on identity construction. 

4.3.2.1. Sub-theme 2.1: Peers as an influencing factor on identity construction 

This study revealed that peers positively influence and shape adolescents’ identity construction. 

Peers provided the trust and emotional safety for adolescents to confidently and freely express 

their identity and be their unique selves. These findings are presented in the excerpts below: 
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“They make me feel happy, make you feel comfortable, I can express myself, my 

opinions to them. But like when I am with the white friends, I feel uncomfortable, I’m 

like afraid to speak.” (P5) 

 

“Because...when I’m around them, I’m just myself. I don’t have to change myself or do 

anything like to fit in.” (P4) 

 

As adolescents seek more independence and autonomy from their parents, peer influence 

naturally increases (Watts et al., 2023), repositioning peers as the primary source of social 

feedback and validation during the Identity versus Role Confusion stage (Erikson, 1950, 1968). 

The strong influence of peer microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) therefore shapes 

adolescent identity, as evidenced by the findings in this study. Muttaqin et al. (2022), in their 

study of Indonesian adolescents, found that through emotionally secure peer relationships and 

safe spaces, peer influence can foster feelings of acceptance, encourage self-expression, and 

reinforce adolescents’ self-concept.  

This study further found that, for many participants, the safe and trusting spaces created 

by peers relied on shared experience among peer groups, such as backgrounds. Where shared 

life experience was perceived among peer groups, adolescents’ identity construction was 

positively influenced, fostering confidence and resilience. This is evidenced by the following 

participant excerpt below:  

 “I would say after meeting everyone and realising that it wasn’t just me, like who had 

these struggles, I think that also just made me confident in myself.” (P13) 

 

“It’s just them being more comfortable with that person because you like a similar race 

or have similar backgrounds. And when you talk to a person from a different race it is 
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a bit urhm, uncomfortable, and you don’t feel as confident as you are in your other 

group.” (Focus group 1, P2) 

 

Similarly, Cubero‐Pérez et al. (2024), in their study of adolescent identity and resilience in 

under-resourced communities in Spain, found that peers served as a source of emotional 

support, positively influencing adolescents’ confidence and resilience. Ceccon et al. (2024) 

reported that shared backgrounds within peer groups provide psychologically safe spaces 

where adolescents feel understood and validated, supporting the expression of one’s authentic 

identity and self. As indicated by the findings, adolescents’ ability to freely and comfortably 

express themselves is closely tied to the extent to which their identity is affirmed within social 

groups (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). Peer groups composed of adolescents who share 

similar experiences play a crucial role in affirming their sense of identity (Turner, 1985; Turner 

et al., 1987). These shared experiences provide a sense of belonging and validation, which 

fosters self-expression, confidence, and resilience, as reflected in the above quotes. While for 

the majority of participants, feelings of safety and trust within peer groups were predicated on 

having shared experiences and backgrounds with peers, findings contradictory to this also 

emerged. Some participants expressed that safe and trusting spaces created by peers may be 

fostered in diverse peer groups. The following excerpts reflect these findings:  

 

“Like, my friend group is diverse, like they allow you to be yourself.” (P10) 

 

“I don’t know if that is just my friend group, but I think because we all have different 

backgrounds, we treat each other…we treat each other relatively the same because, 

because, because we know that different people will have different backgrounds.” 

(Focus group 1) 
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As reflected in the findings above, affirmation is not only in relation to identity markers (the 

things that make me, me), but also the ability to freely express one’s identity (I can be who I 

am). For some participants, being part of peer groups that allowed them to express who they 

are also positively influenced their affirmation. These findings further extend existing research 

(Ceccon et al., 2024; Charmaraman et al., 2025; Muttaqin et al., 2022) by demonstrating that 

the relational quality of peer interactions is more significant than the degree to which one 

relates to peers through shared experience. These findings underscore the influential role 

played by peers in influencing the process of adolescent identity construction (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979, 2005). When peers create safe and trusting environments, regardless of sameness or 

diversity within peer groups, peer influence on adolescents’ identity construction is positive, 

fostering freedom for self-expression and the development of attributes such as confidence and 

resilience.   

4.3.2.2. Sub-theme 2.2: Educators as an influencing factor on identity construction 

This study found that teachers exerted a positive and negative influence on adolescents’ identity 

construction. Through emotional support and encouragement, teachers influenced adolescents’ 

identity construction positively, fostering confidence, ambition, self-belief, and emotional 

stability. These sentiments are expressed by participants and presented in the excerpt below:  

 

“I also think that the teachers influence us in a positive way, urhm also what [name of 

student] said… like in academics they push you to do better and that for me personally 

influences, influences me in a positive way.” (Focus group 1, P4) 

 

Within school settings, teachers assume a secondary caregiver role in adolescents’ lives 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005), providing guidance, encouragement, and emotional support that 

adolescents would ordinarily receive from parents (Kanyopa et al., 2024). The findings from 
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this study reported similar insights and are consistent with current research on teachers’ 

influence on adolescents’ development. Batool and Ghayas (2020) argue that teachers’ 

comments, encouragement, and motivation can strongly influence students’ perceptions of 

their own potential, shape their career identities, and contribute to their future success, as 

expressed by P5 below: 

 

“I think they gave me self-motivation to like push myself harder, and achieve the best 

that I can achieve, and like...and ya, I think they like push me to be self-motivated, 

ambitious, want to achieve goals for myself. Ya.” (P5) 

 

When adolescents feel overwhelmed and lack emotional regulation, teachers were shown to be 

particularly influential in encouraging positive self-perceptions about adolescents’ academic 

ability, serving as a protective factor against stress. Cubero-Pérez et al. (2024) highlight that 

teachers play a central role in adolescents’ microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). Their 

relational closeness, empathy, and guidance shape learners’ personal expectations and 

academic performance, positioning them as influential contributors to students’ success or risk 

of school failure (Cubero-Pérez et al., 2024). The findings similarly reflect these sentiments 

and are presented in the excerpt below:  

 

“Like some of the teachers…Like there’s this one teacher in particular, Mr. [name of 

teacher], ya, he’s like so nice, even if like I’m stressed, he’ll be like you need to chill 

okay. I know you know the work. And then I’ll be like, ya, I know the work.” (P11) 

 

In contrast, when teachers stereotype adolescents based on their backgrounds, or lack 

awareness and understanding of their unique backgrounds, they have a negative influence on 
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adolescents’ identity construction. This fosters diminished self-worth, feelings of exclusion, 

lack of self-expression, and a sense of not belonging. These findings emerged strongly from 

the 15–16-year-old cohort, during their one-on-one interviews and the focus group discussions. 

Participants’ sentiments are reflected below.  

 

“It kind of make me feel, like they proving a point that they… because I come from 

Khayelitsha a place full of crime, and then it makes me feel like oh no they putting me 

in that crime box you know… and it just… hurtful as well, and it makes me feel bad 

about myself or small…” (P8) 

 

“...and they like restrict you being yourself… and yeah… Yeah I think so maybe they 

don’t have a better understanding that you are that way because it is where you come 

from.” (P10) 

 

Likewise, Cubero-Pérez et al. (2024) found that when students come from “Areas in need of 

social transformation” (p. 549) or lower-income communities, teachers often perceive their 

behaviour through negative stereotypes that undermine their abilities. These findings, 

simultaneously, illustrate the mesosystem relationship between two microsystems 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005), as reflected in the narrative provided by P8 above. The 

participant explicitly indicated that teachers’ preconceived ideas of who she is stemmed from 

the stereotype attached to her community, demonstrating the relationship between the 

community and teacher microsystem in shaping the negative self-perceptions P8 held about 

herself. This study suggests that teachers who lacked an understanding of and sensitivity 

towards adolescents’ socioeconomic contexts and backgrounds negatively influenced 

adolescent identity as expressed by P9 below: 
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“If they treat us different… it doesn’t feel right… but I feel they just need to be aware 

that we are coming from different backgrounds.” (Focus group 2, P9) 

 

Arends et al. (2021), who explored inequality in South Africa’s schooling system, found that 

teachers’ influence on adolescents’ identity construction is dependent on the extent to which 

adolescents feel understood, accepted, and that they belong. Where acceptance and 

understanding are lacking, teachers’ influence on adolescents’ identity construction is negative 

(Arends et al., 2021), as was found in this study. Conversely, P9 reported feeling emotionally 

supported by teachers with whom she shares a similar background, during the one-on-one 

interview as presented in the excerpt below: 

 

“the other one acts as if she’s your mother because especially when she's a black 

woman they know what you go through… she speaks your language when you ask 

questions… so you kinda gain comfort from these people who know, who relate to you 

and who come from the same cultural backgrounds.” (P9) 

 

These findings reiterate suggestions by Arends et al. (2021), that teachers’ influence on 

adolescents’ identity construction is dependent on the extent to which adolescents feel 

understood. Similarly, Hölscher et al. (2024) found that when teachers demonstrate sensitivity 

to adolescents’ backgrounds and provide supportive, validating interactions, they foster 

environments where adolescents can explore and affirm their identities with confidence. This 

highlights the inconsistent experiences adolescents have with teachers and the significant role 

teachers play as secondary caregivers in adolescents’ lives. These findings reflect the pivotal 

role of teachers in the microsystems adolescents navigate (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005), as 

they simultaneously act as barriers and enablers for stable and healthy adolescent identity 
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construction. Adolescents’ contrasting experiences underscore that identity construction within 

school contexts is not uniform. Furthermore, it highlights the importance of the quality of the 

teacher-adolescent relationships, which may result in confidence, ambition, self-belief, 

emotional stability, or lack of belonging, diminished self-worth, feelings of exclusion, and 

restricted self-expression for adolescents.  

4.3.2.3. Sub-theme 2.3: The school’s identity as an influencing factor on identity 

construction 

The findings from this study reveal that the historical origins of former Model C schools 

continue to shape their institutional identity, which in turn, significantly influences 

adolescents’ identity construction. Three prominent elements of the school’s institutional 

identity emerged as influencing how adolescents construct their own identities. First, the degree 

to which participants perceived the school as a diverse and inclusive institution exerted positive 

and negative influences on adolescent identity construction. The findings suggest that diversity 

and inclusivity were perceived by participants as a sense of belonging, confidence in their 

identity, and freedom to express their identity. Where diversity and inclusivity were perceived 

to be lacking, participants reported feeling restricted in expressing their identity and 

authenticity. These participant experiences are presented in the excerpts below:  

 

“It’s a very open environment and very inclusive environment…It just made me more 

confident in my own skin. It made me more comfortable coz I was like, oh the school 

actually cares.” (P12) 

 

“So, I think that the diversity here also kind of makes you comfortable and yeah. You 

can just be you and that kind of stuff.” (Focus group 2, P8) 
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“…we have to like speak English here most of the time, just to communicate with other 

people… which is I found it absurd and stuff. I felt like I’m hiding my identity and stuff. 

Not being my true self.” (P1) 

 

Microsystem environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) that affirm adolescents’ sense of self 

and where they can explore different roles and values (Erikson, 1950, 1968) are critical for 

constructing a stable identity. The participating school’s ethos reflects diversity and inclusivity 

through its commitment to creating an environment that is representative and supportive of 

learners and staff from diverse backgrounds (Anonymous, n.d.-c). As presented in the findings, 

the degree to which diversity and inclusivity are experienced by adolescents provides feedback 

about their belonging within the school. In line with these findings, Kanyopa et al. (2024) 

suggest that the degree to which schools foster inclusivity and diversity directly influences 

learner belonging. Their research corroborates the findings of this study, demonstrating that 

inclusivity and diversity in former Model C schools actively promote adolescents’ experience 

of a stronger sense of belonging, acceptance, and confidence. Kanyopa et al. (2024) also found 

that learners whose diversity was not acknowledged or valued within the school experienced 

lower levels of self-esteem and a diminished self-concept.  

 

Secondly, the school’s identity includes being an institution of academic excellence, with high 

standards that rival international levels (Anonymous, n.d.-c). This identity emerged as a 

significant finding as participants’ awareness of the drive towards academic excellence 

positively influenced their identity construction. Adolescents reported higher levels of 

confidence and developing a strong work ethic in relation to the school’s standards. These 

findings are presented in the excerpts below: 
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“And then in general I would say it’s definitely made... I feel like I’m using this word a 

like lot, confident, you know, just to be here, to be at such a good school. I’ve made it 

in a sense.” (P13) 

 

“But, also like I said urhm, the ability to say you go to like a good school as [name of 

school], that was like urhm something. You just feel like, it’s a confidence booster to be 

at such a good school.” (P7) 

 

“And in [name of school] you have to show yourself and you have to work hard if you 

want to be the best I guess…Yes, I think that was a positive influence.” (Focus group 

1, P2) 

 

The exploration and commitment to value systems and character traits underpin the 

development task faced by adolescents (Erikson, 1950, 1968). Commitment to these values and 

character, and personality traits are critical for constructing a stable identity (Erikson, 1950, 

1968). As reflected in the findings, the school microsystem acts as the primary social context 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) where adolescents are exposed to values and norms, which, 

through exploration and commitment (Erikson, 1950, 1968), they internalise as their identity. 

Similarly, Arends et al. (2021) reported that schools prioritising high performance and 

excellence create environments where learners internalise values, such as perseverance, 

ambition, and resilience, which are central constructs forming part of one’s identity.  

Although participants attributed the school’s identity and reputation as positively 

influencing their identity construction, participants also expressed negative implications for 

their well-being.  For the majority of participants, the expectations to perform at a consistently 
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high level placed immense pressure on their mental and emotional well-being, as reflected in 

the excerpts below:  

 

“Urhm, but why I think I don’t like is this, is because, it’s just so tiring coming home 

from 6 o’clock [pm], or when you get home, with soccer practice you come home at 5 

[pm] and you must come home at 6 [pm] and still do home. I need to adapt to the 

schedule and the way of things moving around.” (P2) 

 

“It creates such a bad environment for your mental health. People already expect you 

to be the smartest person in the room by hearing ‘oh you go to [name of school] 

[“mmm”... agreement from other students]. And ya, it creates this environment where 

you just… like you say, you just need to go home and you cry and you don’t know what 

to do anymore because there’s nothing else that you can do.” (Focus group 3, P12) 

 

Potterton and Austin (2021) argue that adolescents exhibiting high levels of anxiety, 

depression, and other mental health challenges struggle to develop a clear and cohesive sense 

of self, contributing to greater identity confusion. These findings, as supported by Potterton 

and Austin (2021), outline the negative implications poor mental and emotional well-being 

holds for adolescents’ construction of a stable identity for their adulthood.  

 

Thirdly, former Model C schools are widely regarded as providing learners with a strong 

foundation for successful adulthood (Jansen & Kriger, 2020). The findings show that the degree 

to which the school prepares learners to become contributing members of society positively 

influences adolescents’ identity construction. Participants reported being more independent, 
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responsible, and having ambition and a vision for their future. These identity components are 

critical for a successful transition into adulthood as reflected in the excerpts below:  

 

“Yeah, I feel like they are teaching us urhm how university is going to be like for us 

when we reach university, because like we have tests, we have this, we have that and 

that is basically that…. For me it has been a positive impact.” (Focus group 1, P4)  

 

“I would say it makes me feel more independent because there’s a lot of things at our 

school that you have to do on yourself. Like you not spoon fed. So, it does make me feel 

more independent. I’m just like oh, I’m pretty independent. I can do things on my own.” 

(P12) 

 

“I have high hopes for myself now. And I see myself succeeding now, just being at 

[name of school]. Because I know most of the learners from [name of school] after they 

finish matric, they go to UCT. So that is a positive influence for me yeah.” (P5)  

 

The main goal of education is to prepare learners to become independent, responsible members 

of society (Cassidy, 2018). As reflected in the findings of this study, the school microsystem 

acts as the primary social context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005) where adolescents are prepared 

to become well-functioning and productive adults. These findings reaffirm the key 

developmental task during the Identity versus Role Confusion stage (Erikson, 1950, 1968) and 

the importance of adolescents exploring and committing to identities in preparation for 

adulthood. Al-Hassan et al. (2024) assert that schools where learner performance is prioritised 

foster identity outcomes that are important for future tertiary education and career 

opportunities, as expressed by P5 above. Similarly, Cassidy (2018), who explored the role of 
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education in developing key life skills among adolescents, states that goal setting, 

independence, and time management are important life skills in providing the foundation for 

adolescents’ future identities in preparation for adulthood.  

 While no current research directly compares how schools in low-income communities 

and former Model C schools differ in shaping adolescents’ identity construction in preparation 

for adulthood, the reflections shared by participants in this study suggest that former Model C 

schools play a distinctive role in shaping adolescents’ future identities. Several participants 

expressed that attending a former Model C school served as a protective factor against poor 

future outcomes, as expressed below: 

 

“Ya I think so, coz I wouldn’t like care a lot if I was like in a community compared to 

how I am here now. It’s like, I would just like take everything for like a joke, basically. 

And not like put in the work.” (P11) 

 

“And you, you need to take all the opportunities that you get, so I thought to myself if 

I, if I put my head to it then I can use the opportunities well, and if I don’t, I can just go 

to any other school in the area.” (P2) 

 

These findings underscore the unique influence of former Model C schools as influential 

microsystems and highlight the mesosystem interaction between school and community, 

revealing a reciprocal relationship (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). Reflected in the findings, the 

perceived value of the school as a pathway to future success and positive identity construction 

is closely tied to the perception of the surrounding community. Participants perceived the 

community to directly influence the school environment (Gruijters, 2024).  
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Adolescents’ identity construction is shaped by multiple, interacting school-based factors 

within the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). Peers provide emotionally safe spaces 

and validation that enable authentic self-expression, while educators offer guidance, 

encouragement, and emotional support that influence self-belief and capability. Former Model 

C schools are unique microsystems, offering diversity, norms, and value systems that positively 

shape adolescent identity construction through fostering self-expression, confidence, and 

ambition. However, where expectations of learners were high, and their self-expression 

restricted, adolescents’ mental and emotional well-being was negatively impacted, and their 

sense of belonging diminished. These dynamics underscore Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) 

assertion that identity construction emerges from the quality and nature of adolescents’ 

interactions within their immediate environments. 

4.3.3. Theme 3: Adolescents’ construction of identity  

The findings revealed that identity construction for adolescents navigating between two 

contrasting environments is a context-dependent, highly complex, integrated, iterative, and 

dynamic process. Firstly, this study found that different spaces in the school environment, such 

as classrooms, sports fields, or extracurricular settings, made salient specific social identities. 

These social identities triggered adolescent self-perceptions informing their personal identity 

as reflected in the excerpt below: 

 

“Yeah it's generally like in a class and it's just with people that are in the school who 

are English speakers. They will just like correct me like, no that’s the answer then and 

they will look down on me basically and see me as inferior. I would like sometimes put 

myself down (indecipherable) why you being so conscious about yourself you literally 

in the same class as these people.” (P9) 
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Secondly, the findings suggest that adolescents’ personal and social self-categorisations are 

intersectional and co-dependent. Adolescents’ social identities, specifically their racial, 

community, socioeconomic, linguistic (language and accent), and academic identities, are 

intersectional and are experienced collectively. These two levels of intersectionality are 

reflected in the quote below: 

 

“Coming to a school like [name of school] where you surrounded by like a lot of 

w...white people, it’s predominantly white…I thought oh, I need to change my accent 

because urhm, they all have this accent and my accent is not as posh as theirs … 

because I felt insecure at school by having an accent that wasn’t that posh.” (P12) 

 

Thirdly, the findings show that adolescents experienced tension between their identities as 

learners in former Model C schools and residents of low-income communities. These tensions 

arose from the need to constantly shift between two social identities (one associated with home 

and another with school), and from the external identities imposed on them by others in both 

environments. This is reflected by the following quote:  

 

“So, like when I was first accepted to [name of school], like some of my cousins were 

actually like jealous coz they like “oh he goes to [name of school] so he’s gonna like 

be uptight and everything”. So, I’m just there and I’m like okay bra, I got accepted to 

[name of school] but I’m still the same me. Like nothing’s changed.” (Focus group 3, 

P11) 

 

The findings demonstrate the conditions under which adolescents align with group membership 

or distinguish themselves as individuals (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987), highlighting the 
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dynamic interplay between varying social contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). Adolescents 

navigate contrasting dual contexts that are both dynamic and fluid (Erikson, 1950, 1968). These 

findings corroborate and expand the principles of Self-Categorisation Theory by suggesting 

that: (1) context influences self-categorisation; (2) identity salience depends on contextual 

relevance; (3) social levels of self-categorisation can lead to depersonalisation; (4) 

internalisation and acceptance are required for social identities to become meaningful; (5) 

group identities are most meaningful when they carry personal meaning; (6) social self-

categorisation shapes not only behaviour but also self-perceptions; and (7) personal and social 

self-categorisations can be simultaneously salient. These findings extend beyond Self-

Categorisation Theory, demonstrating a deeper psychological dimension—specifically, how 

adolescents’ social identities shape their internal self-perceptions and evolving sense of self. 

As León (2023) asserts, adolescents internalise their social identities and develop self-

perceptions about who they are, forming the foundation of their personal identity.  

 

From these findings, four sub-themes emerged, namely: (3.1) Social contexts trigger identities; 

(3.2) Social identity shapes personal identity; (3.3) Intersectionality of identity; and (3.4) 

Identity conflict. The sub-themes are presented in a structured sequence to support clarity of 

discussion, rather than to imply that identity develops in discrete stages. As the remainder of 

this section will demonstrate, identity construction, particularly within dual microsystems of 

home and school, is a non-linear and dynamic process.  

4.3.3.1. Sub-theme 3.1: Social contexts trigger identity  

The findings indicate that participants’ identity construction was largely context-dependent. 

Participants’ perception of classrooms as spaces characterised by limited diversity and high 

expectations of academic performance created salient social identities. Participants reported 
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that they experienced a heightened awareness of their racial, community/socioeconomic, 

academic, and linguistic identities within the classroom, as reflected in the excerpts below:   

 

“…it was in geography [class], and then we were looking over like, informal 

settlements, and then when we were looking over informal settlements like all like the 

white students, they just slowly turned their eyes like to me and the other two black girls 

that were there with me. So, then I was like, you know...it...it kinda felt wrong in a way. 

And you start to question yourself, is it wrong to live where I live.” (P11) 

 

“Even in class they’ll ask questions, and then like I don’t know what to say or I’ll be 

shy to answer the question. What if I get it wrong... I am putting on myself.” (P4) 

 

“In my class they don’t take Xhosa, they don’t take it seriously. So, I can add to that, 

they don’t take it seriously, as like, as we like, we take English seriously.” (Focus group 

1, P5) 

 

These reflections illustrate the process of self-categorisation as adolescents perceived their in-

group and out-group membership in relation to their peers, while the salience of group 

membership was relative to representation (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). Similarly, 

literature found that racial (Hiss & Peck, 2020), community/socioeconomic (Kanyopa & 

Hlalele, 2021), and linguistic identities (Babane, 2020) have been shown to become salient 

when adolescents perceive themselves as part of a minority group within former Model C 

schools, as was found in this study. Conversely, the findings suggest that outside the classroom, 

adolescents perceived greater diversity, inclusion, and reduced academic pressure. Here, the 
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salience of adolescents’ racial, community/socioeconomic, academic, and linguistic identities 

was less pronounced as reflected by participants below:  

 

“Urhm and also like as much as you don’t see the diversity in the classes, when you 

step out of the class you can see it…Because you kind of leave that classroom 

environment where there is like high expectations and where you leave you can just be 

you.” (Focus group 2, P8) 

 

“I am not sure if this is just an illusion that our minds create for us but when we are all 

together [outside the classroom] you can, you can see like people of colour, you can 

actually see everyone, but once we separated into classes and then you can see the 

actual difference.” (Focus group 2, P9) 

 

These shifts suggest identity salience is context-dependent, supporting findings by Ceccon et 

al. (2024) and Kornienko et al. (2024) who suggest that extracurricular contexts can foster 

belonging and reduce perceptions of difference. Similarly, Ruvalcaba et al. (2017) 

demonstrated that extracurricular settings are spaces where adolescents can authentically 

express themselves. Consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Bioecological Systems 

perspective, these findings highlight that for adolescents from minority groups, the social 

contexts in which they interact play a significant role in determining which aspects of their 

identity become most salient. The context not only shapes how adolescents see themselves but 

also how they express their identities across different environments.    

Therefore, identity construction is largely a context-dependent process in which specific 

environments are more influential than others in providing adolescents with feedback about 

who they are (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). The heightened expectations and limited diversity 
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in classrooms activated in-group/out-group memberships (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987) 

and made salient adolescents’ racial, community/socioeconomic, academic, and linguistic 

identities.  

4.3.3.2. Sub-theme 3.2: Social identity shapes personal identity 

The findings suggest that adolescents’ racial, community, socioeconomic, academic and 

linguistic identities triggered within the school’s microsystem shaped their personal identities. 

Adolescents’ in-group and out-group categorisations of themselves informed their self-

categorisations and the above social identities. Participants internalised these salient social 

identities, in turn, shaping their personal identity. The findings indicate that participants’ social 

identities triggered negative self-perceptions, such as lack of belonging, insecurities, shame, 

reduced self-worth, and lack of confidence, as reflected below: 

 

“And so, when I came here, I was like oh my word I’m actually not supposed to be here 

coz of my skin colour. Like I went through a period of wanting to change my skin colour 

completely coz I just felt insecure and I felt lower than everyone else that had a…lighter 

skin colour than me.” (P12) 

 

“Urhm changing our addresses, lying about where we live. Urhm, until you like have 

to tell your friends the honest truth that no like I live in a township since it feels like 

such an embarrassing and shameful thing. And sometimes you don’t do it because you 

want to, you do it because of the fear of judgement. And you do it because if I tell the 

truth of where I truly come from, I won’t be liked.” (Focus group 3, P14) 

 

“Maybe like someone’s spending would have like R100 for spending and I you would 

only have like R20 on you… It does actually, maybe like maybe makes less kind of a 
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person, or something like that yeah. Like maybe I am not as much as urhm… urhm 

privileged as they are.” (P10) 

 

“I do physics and yesterday my teacher asked so how many students do AP maths? And 

then everyone, almost everyone in the class is doing AP maths…I mostly just felt very 

left out, I was thinking what am I doing in a class with a bunch of super smart kids…I 

just felt like I really don’t belong in the class. And maybe they made a mistake.” (P8) 

 

“I know words in my language that I don’t know in English and then English speakers 

would like know the words. And because they learnt English and Afrikaans their whole 

life, and you have to learn like three languages, like English, Xhosa language and 

Afrikaans, and then yeah as developing as kids from like seven years old you had to 

learn three languages, so sometimes I would feel that pressure like...” (P9) 

 

Adolescents’ self-perceptions were highly sensitive to the social hierarchies embedded within 

the school environment. Spaull (2015) argues that learners from lower-income households 

often experience alienation in schools that privilege learners from higher socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Similarly, Dietrich and Ferguson (2020) found that misalignment between 

adolescents’ home backgrounds and dominant school norms fosters uncertainty about 

belonging and self-worth. Within Erikson’s (1950, 1968) psychosocial framework, such 

experiences reflect the crisis of identity versus role confusion, in which adolescents struggle to 

establish continuity and coherence across differing contexts. Al-Hassan et al. (2024) emphasise 

that adolescents from disadvantaged backgrounds are particularly vulnerable to identity 

insecurity due to social comparison and perceived inadequacy. Hölscher et al. (2024) also 
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report that linguistic and cultural invalidation undermines self-esteem, reinforcing the role of 

social recognition in adolescent identity construction. 

 While social categories linked to a minority group fostered negative self-perceptions, 

the findings revealed contradictory experiences for some participants. The findings suggest that 

social identities can be reinterpreted and assigned new meanings as adolescents’ self-

perceptions are fluid, shifting from negative to positive as they redefine their identities. For 

some participants, being part of a racial or socioeconomic minority initially led to feelings of 

inferiority but later became a source of pride and motivation to succeed. These findings are 

reflected below: 

 

“Urhm, I would definitely say it made me more confident. Like for sure for sure I’m 

more confident. Race wise…Grade 10 it done me like a massive favour…it made me 

comfortable in being a coloured person at the end.” (P12) 

 

“I used to be so embarrassed about coming from Khayelitsha and all that stuff… when 

I’m successful I can always just look back and then be like I come from this township 

and here I am. So, I think it’s just that type of… identity for me.” (P8) 

 

“Coz like, the fact that urhm I can’t afford some of the stuff just makes me wanna push 

harder and try...and learn, so that when I have my own children they don’t have to go 

through the same things I had to go through.” (P1)  

 

“…at the beginning I also didn’t like answer questions as much because I was a bit shy 

that I would get laughed at because I answer the question in the wrong way and stuff 

like that. But after a while I found out that… after a while I realised that if you know 
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the answer you should answer, you shouldn’t worry about what other people is going 

to say about you, ur as long as you tried and uhm yeah.” (Focus group 1, P2)  

 

These findings reflect the active role adolescents play in reconstructing meaning and their 

identity (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005), and transforming externally imposed labels into 

internalised drivers of resilience. According to Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985; 

Turner et al., 1987), the psychological meaning of group membership is dependent on 

individuals’ internalisation and interpretation of their category affiliation. Group identification 

can either lead to depersonalisation and exclusion or to empowerment and collective strength 

(Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). The findings align with the latter, indicating that 

adolescents used their social identities as motivational resources to construct more positive 

self-concepts. This dynamic resonates with Erikson’s (1950, 1968) view that adolescence 

involves transforming challenges into opportunities for growth for the formation of an 

integrated sense of self despite competing social pressures. Bronfenbrenner (2005) states that 

these processes illustrate the interaction between the school and home microsystems, as 

Cubero-Pérez et al. (2024) found that adolescents often transform social adversity into purpose-

driven motivation. The participants in this study displayed adaptive resilience as noted by 

Motti-Stefanidi (2021), who suggests that resilience and future orientation often emerge as 

protective identity resources among adolescents from minority groups.  

 These findings highlight the manner in which adolescents actively construct their 

personal identity through the internalisation of social identities. Consistent with Self-

Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987), adolescents compared themselves 

to peers, categorising themselves as either in-group or out-group members, to shape their self-

perceptions. In line with Erikson (1950, 1968) and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005), the findings 

reflect that identity construction is dynamic and context-dependent, shaped by multiple 
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microsystems and mesosystems. Importantly, participants demonstrated that identity is not 

static, but an active process of exploration, commitment, and renegotiation.  

4.3.3.3. Sub-theme 3.3: Intersectionality of identity 

The findings reveal that adolescents navigating between two contrasting microsystems 

experience identity intersectionality on two interrelated levels: self-categorisation and social 

identity. During self-categorisation, personal and social identities were experienced 

simultaneously; adolescents’ sense of self emerged through the continuous interplay of group-

based memberships. Likewise, social identities operated simultaneously; participants rarely 

spoke about a single social identity in isolation. Instead, social identities often reinforced one 

another, shaping adolescents’ self-perceptions about ‘who’ they are. These findings are 

reflected in the quotes below: 

 

"Like I mentioned before, it’s because I’m intimidated by like the whites and like, I think 

everybody like kind of rich and like, they like...and I can’t compare myself to them they 

have like [inaudible]… cars. But coming from here I was like intimidated by those who 

come from Constantia. I used to think that like everyone is clever.” (P5) 

 

“Urhm, I think like the division and stuff, it makes me feel, not comfortable and 

uncomfortable, because you are in a class where majority is white kids… I sit there and 

I am just like quiet, because there, there will be like white people who are like super, 

super, super smart and then you just sitting there and then you kind of doubt yourself 

you know… and you, you think you are not good enough.” (Focus group 2, P8) 
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These findings support Crenshaw (1989), who defined intersectionality as the interdependence 

of multiple, overlapping identities that jointly shape adolescents’ unique lived experiences. As 

reflected in the findings of this study, rather than treating identity categories as separate, 

intersectionality emphasises their interconnectedness and the ways they operate together in 

shaping self-perceptions (Crenshaw, 1989). These findings echo Burke and Stets’ (2022) 

assertion that personal and social identities are not entirely separate. Burke and Stets (2022) 

argue that personal and social identities are interconnected through a common system of 

meaning, shaping how individuals understand themselves both as unique persons and as 

members of groups.  

 Intersectionality is particularly prevalent in multi-racial, multi-cultural, multi-lingual, 

and multi-religious countries such as South Africa. Moagi (2016), in their study of the 

intersectionality of gender and race in two suburban South African high schools, found that 

intersectionality appeared central to adolescents’ self-perceptions. Similarly to the findings in 

the present study, Moagi (2016) found that an individual’s cultural background, language 

practices, and socioeconomic status jointly shaped their experienced race, belonging, and 

academic competence. These findings highlight that identity construction among adolescents 

navigating between contrasting contexts is not compartmentalised into separate social, 

personal, racial, socioeconomic, community, linguistic or academic self-categorisations. 

Instead, adolescent identity construction is intersectional and multi-layered, making multiple 

self-categorisations salient at the same time (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987). 

4.3.3.4. Sub-theme 3.4: Identity conflict   

Participants experienced identity conflict from navigating who they should be at home versus 

who they should be at school. The school environment imposed particular norms and 

expectations for behaviour, language, and self-presentation that often contrast with those within 

adolescents’ homes and communities. Consequently, participants adjusted their identities 
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across contexts, adopting different identities to fit the expectations of each environment. These 

adoptions resulted in identity conflict, giving rise to identity assimilation and dissonance, 

where adolescents feel partial belonging across home and school environments. These findings 

are expressed by the participant quotes below: 

 

“Because urhm...You know when I come here, like kind of have to act sort of like 

differently a bit. Compared to how I am in my community. So, I think in my community 

I’d be like more relaxed coz I can like speak my mother tongue. And then here I have 

to act kinda like, a bit posh. Coz if I act like how I am in my community, I will be seen 

as like ratchet or whatever.” (P11) 

 

“Coz like when I get home, I’ll speak English, and like, is this me. It just flows with me. 

I don’t know why. Coz even when I go to like, supermarkets I just wanna sound like the 

[name of school] child. It is a conflict coz like I would like to speak my language at 

home, but like I can’t coz I’m just used to speaking English [at school].” (P4) 

 

“I don’t play outside [smiling]. Coz I feel like, as much as I’m different at school, I’m 

different at home. Coz like...people like... you go to this Model C school, you think you 

better. So, like I rather stay inside.” (P1) 

 

These findings illustrate the manner in which mesosystem interactions, the home and school, 

shape identity construction (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). As adolescents move between these 

contexts, they experience competing expectations (Martinez-Taboada et al., 2017; Meer & 

Müller, 2017). Meer and Müller (2017) argue that overlapping social identities often create 

tension as adolescents attempt to reconcile the differing demands of their schools, families, and 
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communities. This study’s findings reflect the psychological negotiation that underpins the 

Identity versus Role Confusion stage (Erikson, 1960, 1968), where adolescents are required to 

integrate multiple, and sometimes conflicting, roles into a coherent sense of self.  

Self-Categorisation Theory (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1987) describes this process as 

depersonalisation, where individuals align their behaviour with group norms to achieve 

belonging. Similarly, participants expressed internalisation of the expectations of former 

Model C schools by adopting the language, accent, and demeanour associated with that 

environment, at the expense of their community identity. According to Juang et al. (2022), this 

process of assimilation occurs when adolescents from minority groups conform to dominant 

group norms to gain acceptance. The quote below echoes the process of assimilation as 

experienced by participants:  

 

“So, I think the honest truth to this question is that they split their identities. A lot of the 

time you switch on a [name of school] [name of student]. A [name of school] [name of 

student] with an accent. A [name of school] [name of student] that doesn’t laugh too 

loud. A [name of school] [name of student] that doesn’t talk about traditional food. Or 

a [name of school] [name of student] that doesn’t talk about the struggles of the 

townships. And so, that’s just like kind of how it is where, it’s kind of flipping and 

flopping, you know, between wearing your uniform and being with like your family.” 

(Focus group 3, P14) 

 

Beyond assimilation, these findings reflect that some participants experienced identity 

dissonance, stemming from the internal psychological conflict of navigating two social 

identities. This aligns with Erikson’s (1950, 1968) view that continuity and stability are 

essential for identity construction, and that prolonged tension between competing social roles 
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can undermine adolescents’ sense of coherence. Al-Hassan et al. (2024) and Atkinson (2024) 

confirm that adolescents navigating dual cultural contexts frequently experience reduced 

belonging and emotional strain, especially when one environment devalues the other, as 

presented in the excerpt below: 

 

“Like, I’m from Khayelitsha and I go to a school in the southern suburb., I speak what 

they [community] think is good English, urhm… I know a lot. So just that. And also, 

sometimes I mix both languages… and then I’ll speak English and then… so I just really 

change… alternate between my languages and then yeah… just being called a coconut. 

Oh my gosh I’ve been called that so many times.” (P10) 

 

Consistent with the work of Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005), the school is a dominant 

microsystem that communicates values and norms, influencing adolescents’ identity 

construction. The identity conflict experienced from navigating two conflicting social contexts, 

a low-income community and the former Model C school, further illustrates the active role 

adolescents play in their identity construction. Moagi (2016) found that adolescents navigating 

between suburban schools and low-income communities often experienced the school as 

exerting a more dominant influence on their identity construction than their home environment. 

The findings similarly suggest that this tension leads to assimilation and identity dissonance, 

as adolescents internalise the school’s expectations to gain acceptance. Furthermore, Hölscher 

et al. (2024) found, when adolescents’ linguistic or cultural identities are invalidated within 

one microsystem, their self-esteem and sense of belonging are diminished. Evidently, 

adolescents navigating contrasting dual contexts, such as low-income communities and former 

Model C schools, experience identity conflict resulting in assimilation or dissonance. The 
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findings highlight the implications this holds for adolescents and their construction of a stable 

identity, as is required during this life stage. 

4.4. CONCLUSION 

Taken together, the findings illustrate that identity construction for adolescents from low-

income communities attending former Model C schools is a dynamic, relational, and context-

dependent process shaped by the interplay of personal and social factors. Participants’ 

understandings of identity, rooted in values, character, and the environments that shaped them, 

highlight identity as both profoundly personal and developmentally significant. At the school 

level, peer and teacher relationships, along with the school’s broader reputation, emerged as 

powerful influences that could either affirm adolescents’ sense of belonging and capability or 

undermine their confidence and self-worth. These influences were not experienced in isolation 

but operated alongside the complex negotiations adolescents undertook as they moved between 

home and school. The findings show that identities become particularly salient in spaces where 

differences in race, language, socioeconomic status, and academic standing are foregrounded, 

producing both positive and negative self-perceptions. The chapter demonstrates that 

adolescents’ identities are constructed through continual navigation across dual contexts, 

where intersecting social identities, internal conflicts, and opportunities for identity exploration 

collectively shape their emerging sense of self. This nuanced understanding provides a critical 

foundation for interpreting the implications of these findings in relation to existing theory and 

practice, which the concluding chapter will address. 
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5. CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

5.1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents a summary of the research study and discusses limitations of the study 

and recommendations for future research, practice and policy. This study aimed to explore 

identity construction among adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-

income communities in Cape Town. A qualitative interpretivist research approach was used to 

answer the research question—“How do adolescents attending former Model C schools and 

residing in low-income communities in Cape Town construct their identity?” This approach 

allowed the researcher to explore the perspectives of study participants and relay the meaning 

they assigned to their experiences (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). This chapter presents a summary 

of the three (3) themes which emerged during data analysis. The findings and conclusions of 

this study are based on correlating the aim, objectives, methodology and findings and assessing 

whether these were reached.  

The objectives of this research study were:  

1. To explore the perceptions of adolescents living in low-income communities on identity 

construction. 

2. To identify the elements within former Model C schools that influence identity 

construction among adolescents residing in low-income communities. 

3. To explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their personal identities. 

4. To explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 

communities construct their social identities. 
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Data was collected from participants using semi-structured focus group discussion and 

interview guides, and analysed using a thematic analysis approach. A conceptual 

framework, integrating both literature and theory, was used to discuss the findings and 

identity construction among adolescents residing in low-income communities and 

attending former Model C schools.   

5.2. SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

This section provides a brief overview of each chapter. 

5.2.1. Chapter 1: Introduction to the study 

Chapter one introduced the background and rationale that informed the study. Furthermore, the 

chapter presented the problem statement, research question, aim, objectives and significance 

of the study. This was followed by a summary of the research methodology employed to 

address the study’s aims and objectives. Lastly, the study context and key terms were explicitly 

defined. 

5.2.2. Chapter 2: Conceptual framework 

The second chapter presented a conceptual framework integrating Self-Categorisation Theory, 

Bioecological Systems Theory, and Stages of Psychosocial Development Theory and literature 

to theoretically underpin the study. The conceptual framework examined and provided an 

integrated discussion of key phenomena, including identity, adolescence as a developmental 

stage, identity construction as a process, and the contextual factors shaping identity 

construction during adolescence. 

5.2.3. Chapter 3: Methodology 

Chapter three presented the methodology employed in the study. It restated the research 

question, aim, and objectives, and fully described the interpretivist, exploratory qualitative 

approach adopted within the study. A description of the sample population, sampling method, 
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data collection process, and data collection tools used in this study was provided. A detailed 

description of the application of Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2022) thematic analysis, 

trustworthiness and ethical considerations was provided.  

5.2.4. Chapter 4: Findings and discussion 

Chapter four presented and discussed the findings that emerged from the data analysis process. 

The chapter provided a demographic overview of the study participants and presented the main 

themes and sub-themes that emerged from the findings. The findings centred on three main 

themes, namely (1) Adolescents’ perception of identity; (2) School factors influencing identity 

construction, and (3) Adolescents’ construction of identity. These are summarised below.    

5.2.4.1. Theme 1: Adolescents’ perception of identity 

This study found that participants held specific perceptions of what identity is. They perceived 

identity to be a personal construct (personal identity) that defines “Who You Are”, including 

their values, morals, behaviours, and character. Participants perceived their personal identity 

to be shaped by their home environment, the community they come from, and the people 

around them. Identity was also perceived by participants to be an important part of their 

development, providing stability, purpose and direction for their futures.  

5.2.4.2. Theme 2: School factors influencing identity construction  

This study found that peer and teacher relationships and the school’s identity influenced 

adolescents’ identity construction. Peer groups where adolescents feel emotionally safe and 

have deep trust positively influence adolescents’ identity, fostering confidence, resilience, 

ambition, belonging, and self-worth. Similarly, teacher relations rooted in emotional support 

positively influenced adolescents’ identity, fostering positive confidence, resilience, self-

belief, and belonging. However, teachers who lacked an understanding and sensitivity of 

adolescents’ backgrounds negatively influenced their identity construction, fostering lower 
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self-worth and a lack of belonging. Finally, the school’s reputation and identity as a “good”, 

former Model C school, positively influenced adolescents’ identity, fostering pride, 

confidence, ambition, and independence. However, the pressure of attending a good school 

with high expectations influenced adolescents’ identity negatively, with implications for their 

mental and emotional well-being.  

5.2.4.3. Theme 3: Adolescents’ construction of identity  

The findings from this theme offered a framework for understanding adolescent identity 

construction across dual contexts. Overall, the findings underscore that identity construction is 

not a linear process but unfolds through the ongoing negotiation of multiple, intersecting 

identities across contexts. For participants, context mattered greatly. In classroom settings, 

adolescents’ race, academic, linguistic, socioeconomic, and community identities were 

particularly salient. These self-categorisations resulted in positive and negative self-

perceptions ranging from insecurity, low confidence, and exclusion, to resilience, ambition, 

and pride, which culminated in adolescents’ personal identity. Identities constructed in dual 

contexts are intersectional. Social identities, such as race, language, socioeconomic status, 

community, and academic identities, were not experienced in isolation. Similarly, personal 

identity was not experienced in isolation from adolescents’ social identity. Finally, navigating 

between contrasting contexts (community and school) caused internal conflict, as adolescents 

often felt compelled to shift between two conflicting identities: being a former Model C school 

learner and a resident of a low-income community.  

5.2.5. Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations 

Chapter five provides the conclusions and recommendations of the study, reflects on the 

significance of the study, and acknowledges the limitations of the study. 
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5.3. RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study provides recommendations across three key areas: research, policy, and practice to 

support healthy identity construction of adolescents attending former Model C schools and 

residing in low-income communities.  

5.3.1. Recommendations for practice  

5.3.1.1. Schools  

The findings reveal that former Model C schools remain predominantly comprised of learners 

who (1) live in close proximity to the school; (2) come from higher socioeconomic 

backgrounds; and (3) reflect the historic learner profile. In striving to meet government 

requirements for diversity and inclusivity in former Model C schools, these schools should be 

cognisant of the unique experiences and realities of diverse learners, which influence identity 

construction to varying degrees. The recommendations below highlight practical steps schools 

can take to contribute to the development of adolescents who are not only academically 

successful but also psychologically, emotionally, and socially healthy. The recommendations 

for schools include: 

• Academic pressure and workload: Participants consistently reported experiencing 

high academic demands, including heavy workloads, pressure to perform, and the need 

to balance compulsory sport, long commutes, and home responsibilities. These 

pressures are especially acute for scholarship recipients, who face added stress to 

maintain funding. The school describes itself as the school that “never sleeps”, 

highlighting the high standards and continuous academic expectations for learners. To 

mitigate these pressures, schools may consider reviewing learners’ schedules where 

workloads are excessive, and make revisions that both ensure alignment with the 

department’s academic calendar and the needs of their pupils.  
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• Wellness support: To support learners’ academic and psychosocial well-being, 

schools could assist their learners by increasing awareness and accessibility of existing 

services to ensure greater uptake by adolescents. Where such services are not available, 

schools could introduce in-house wellness programmes that provide safe spaces for 

learners to address stressors related to academic pressure and challenging home 

environments. Importantly, wellness services should be tailored to the identity-related 

challenges faced by adolescents navigating contrasting dual contexts and incorporate 

mentorship programmes, peer-support initiatives, and counselling that foster 

inclusivity, belonging, and resilience. By prioritising these interventions, schools can 

help learners navigate the combined pressures of school and home life, promote 

wellbeing, and support the construction of a positive identity.  

• Extracurricular integration: Extracurricular activities and non-classroom 

environments were described as affirming adolescents’ identities and fostering 

teamwork, belonging, and confidence. Schools could consider integrating principles 

and approaches from non-classroom environments into classrooms and pedagogy, 

where identity triggers are more pronounced. These strategies are envisioned to reduce 

individualised pressure experienced by learners. For example, teachers may consider 

having days where teaching takes place outside the classroom.  

• Learner diversity: While school admission policies are guided by government 

regulations, school governing bodies are independent and have great influence over 

learner admissions. The governing bodies of former Model C schools can do more to 

promote greater diversity by reviewing their admission policies in ways that go beyond 

merely meeting the government’s basic legal requirements. One such consideration is 

to extend school feeder zones by intentionally partnering with specific primary schools 

(outside the school’s geographical feeder radius) to increase the number of learners 

https://uwcscholar.uwc.ac.za/home



 102 

from low-income communities, as was recommended by one of the participants in this 

study.  Given peers’ pivotal role in fostering belonging and positive self-perceptions, 

greater learner diversity would assist minority learners to feel seen, valued, and 

supported. 

• Representative teaching staff: Teachers who share similar experiences can foster 

stronger connections, act as role models, and help adolescents develop positive 

identities through shared understanding and guidance. Adolescents reported an 

underrepresentation of teachers from similar backgrounds. Increased teacher 

representation that reflects the diversity of the learner population would support 

adolescents’ construction of a stable identity.  

• Support tailored to learners’ needs: Targeted programmes are needed for younger 

learners, many of whom experience challenges with confidence and adjustment, during 

their early years at former Model C schools. Additionally, transition support would 

benefit learners coming from under-resourced primary schools to help them navigate 

the larger scale, greater diversity, and heightened expectations of their new 

environment. Where wellness support is available in schools, increased awareness of 

and encouragement to use services would benefit the well-being and development of 

younger learners.  

• School policy and teacher capacity: School training policies should reflect teaching 

practices and approaches that foster equality, inclusivity, and sensitivity to students’ 

diverse socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds. Educator training and capacity-

building initiatives should focus on recognising and responding to identity-related 

challenges experienced by adolescents navigating multiple cultural and socioeconomic 

contexts. To foster healthy identity construction of learners, teaching practices should 

account for the unique challenges experienced by learners, including identity switching 
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between home and school, language differences, long commutes, and heavy household 

responsibilities. Furthermore, teacher training policies should sensitise educators to 

these realities and equip them with the strategies to provide appropriate support. 

Collectively, these efforts can help create socially responsive classrooms and reduce 

subtle dynamics that contribute to adolescents’ feelings of exclusion.  

5.3.1.2. Families 

The value of this research extends beyond the school context. Adolescents reported difficulties 

balancing school demands with family expectations and the responsibilities they were expected 

to fulfil at home. Drawing on the findings of this study, several practical recommendations can 

help families better support adolescents navigating dual contexts: 

• Awareness of pressures: Schools often provide various opportunities for parents and 

families to engage with learners’ academic and extracurricular activities, including 

orientation sessions, parent-teacher meetings, school events, emails, and text 

messaging. Families and parents can make use of these forums to gain a better 

understanding of the school’s expectations and the demands placed on learners. 

Through such engagements, families can become more aware of the academic and 

psychological pressures adolescents experience, and use this understanding to offer 

informed, empathetic support at home. Maintaining open communication and 

emotional awareness can also help families identify early signs of stress or overwhelm, 

and provide proactive support, reducing the potential risks to adolescents’ well-being.   

• Negotiate household responsibilities: Schools often provide guidance to parents and 

families on how to support adolescents’ schedules, especially during examination 

periods. Engaging with this guidance can equip families to better understand the time 

pressures adolescents face and make informed adjustments at home, where possible. 

Through open discussion with adolescents, families can negotiate household 
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responsibilities in ways that recognise adolescents’ limited time and energy for 

household chores or adult responsibilities, thereby promoting balance between school 

and home life.  

5.3.1.3. Adolescents  

As the findings of this study reflect, adolescents demonstrate agency in how they negotiate and 

renegotiate their identities across different contexts. The findings further suggest that 

adolescents are not passive recipients of social influences but actively participate in 

constructing meaning around who they are. Adolescents may benefit from engaging more 

consciously with identity construction. Drawing on the findings of this study, the following 

recommendations may assist adolescents who navigate dual contexts: 

• Engaging in reflective identity exploration: Adolescents navigating dual contexts 

may benefit from engaging in intentional reflection about their identities, values, and 

aspirations. Reflective practices such as journaling, meditation, and participation in 

peer dialogue spaces may provide opportunities for adolescents to explore and process 

their experiences across different contexts. Developing reflective awareness of identity 

may assist adolescents in navigating the transitions between school and community 

environments and in making meaning of their multiple identities, rather than 

experiencing them as conflicting or mutually exclusive. 

• Uptake of mental health and wellness support services: Although all research 

participants reported being aware of the school’s wellness support services, only a few 

indicated that they had accessed these services during their time at the school. While 

earlier recommendations highlight the importance of ensuring that such services are 

contextually responsive and accessible, adolescents may also benefit from making use 

of these available support structures. Accessing counselling or wellness services, where 

available, may provide adolescents with guidance and coping strategies to manage the 
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pressures associated with attending high-performing schools, as well as the internal 

tensions that may arise from navigating contrasting school and community contexts. 

Such support may contribute positively to adolescents’ emotional well-being and their 

developing sense of identity and belonging. 

5.3.2. Recommendations for policy  

At a broader level, the findings have important implications for government departments, 

policymakers, and organisations working in adolescent development and education. Former 

Model C schools remain spaces where greater diversity and transformation are needed, 

particularly for learners from low-income communities who navigate dual identities. To 

address these challenges, the following recommendations are proposed: 

• Policy frameworks for equity: There is a continued need to strengthen and enforce 

policies that promote inclusion, equity, and diversity in former Model C schools. The 

Basic Education Laws Amendment (BELA) Act 32, which came into effect in 2024 

after seven years of contestation, highlights the tension between school autonomy and 

the government’s transformation agenda. To ensure practical outcomes, the 

government should actively monitor and enforce compliance with the Act; provide clear 

guidance to school governing bodies on implementing diversity and inclusion measures 

(particularly in language policy and admissions); and offer targeted support to schools 

to overcome resistance to these changes. Strengthening and enforcing such measures 

ensures that transformation is not left to the discretion of individual schools but is 

guided by a unified national agenda that advances diversity, inclusion, and equity across 

socioeconomic and cultural lines. 

• Expanded learner support: Interventions could focus on broadening the forms of 

learner support available to adolescents from low-income communities attending 

former Model C schools. While some participants reported receiving bursaries, these 
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were primarily awarded by private or non-governmental organisations based on 

academic merit. Learners who do not meet such criteria could benefit from government 

funding mechanisms similar to those available in the higher education sector, such as 

the National Student Financial Aid Scheme, which provides comprehensive support 

based on financial need. Implementing comparable schemes within the Basic Education 

sector could assist learners from low-income communities by offering additional forms 

of financial aid. Expanding support beyond academic merit would help reduce financial 

barriers, promote inclusion and diversity within schools, and alleviate the heightened 

academic stress reported by adolescents whose continued bursary funding is contingent 

on strong academic performance.  

• Teacher training and sensitisation: Regular teacher and staff training initiatives 

focusing on diversity, inclusion, and cultural sensitivity are needed. Ongoing training 

could prioritise social cohesion, responsiveness to learners’ diverse backgrounds, and 

adolescent identity construction. 

• Psychosocial support integration: Future policy frameworks should encourage 

schools to implement context-sensitive psychosocial support programmes, recognising 

identity construction as central to academic success and holistic learner wellbeing. 

5.3.3. Recommendations for research  

This study contributes to understanding how adolescents residing in low-income communities 

and attending former Model C schools in Cape Town construct their identities. While the 

findings provide valuable insights, they reveal the need for further exploration in several areas 

in order to extend theoretical understandings of adolescent identity construction in dual 

contexts. 

• Broader and more diverse samples: Future studies should adopt a wider sampling 

approach that includes a larger and more heterogeneous population of adolescents. 
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Comparative studies between adolescents who attended former Model C primary 

schools and those who did not, as well as among adolescents from various low-income 

communities with differing cultural, demographic, and socioeconomic characteristics, 

could yield valuable insights. Such comparative and contextually varied research would 

enhance the transferability and representativeness of findings on adolescent identity 

construction within South Africa’s diverse educational and social contexts.  

• Longitudinal studies: Longitudinal studies are needed to examine identity 

construction and map how adolescents’ personal and social identities evolve from early 

to late adolescence. Such studies would shed light on developmental trajectories of 

identity, including periods of instability, resilience, or crisis, and how they are shaped 

by shifting social contexts. 

• Intersectional and contextual research: Building on this study’s findings, more 

detailed research focusing on the intersectionality of race, language, socioeconomic 

status, and community identity is needed. Particular focus should be placed on identity 

conflict and negotiation across home and school microsystems, as highlighted by 

participants in this study. Such research may provide more nuanced insights into how 

adolescents manage dual or multiple identities in complex and sometimes contradictory 

social environments. 

5.4. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

While this study provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The 

sample size (n = 13) was appropriate for qualitative inquiry but necessarily limits the 

transferability of the findings beyond the specific school context. The timing of the study, 

which coincided with the Covid-19 pandemic, created several constraints: 
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• Restricted access to schools: Owing to concerns about learner safety, data collection 

was limited to a single former Model C school in Cape Town. This narrowed the scope 

of the study and limited opportunities for comparison across different schools.  

• Reduced school experience: Pandemic-related disruptions shortened the school year 

and curtailed extracurricular activities, limiting adolescents’ opportunities to engage 

with the broader school environment. Younger participants, particularly those in the 

13–14 and 15–16 age groups, were especially affected. These experiences may have 

shaped the data, as participants’ accounts reflected a reduced and atypical school 

experience. 

5.5. CONCLUSION 

This study achieved its aim, which was to explore identity construction among adolescents 

attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town. 

The findings of this study conclude that adolescents from low-income communities and 

attending former Model C schools grapple daily with questions of who they are, who they 

should be, and how to reconcile the two. Between these tensions lies the ongoing struggle to 

make sense of who they really are.  

This chapter provided a synopsis of the preceding chapters. It concluded by offering 

recommendations for research, policy, and practice to support the construction of stable and 

clear identities among adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-

income communities. 
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7. APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
 

 

8. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Project Title: Identity construction among adolescents attending former Model C schools and 
residing in low-income communities in Cape Town   

What is this study about?   

This is a research project being conducted by Melissa Wippenaar at the University of the 
Western Cape. I am inviting you to participate in this research project because you have 
expertise and experience in the field. The purpose of this research project is to gain an 
understanding into how adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-
income communities in Cape Town make sense of who they are.    

What will you be asked to do if you agree to participate?  

You will be asked to complete the informed consent or assent form and focus group discussion 
confidentiality form, and participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher, and a focus 
group discussion which will include four (4) other participants of the same age. Both the one-
onone interview and focus group discussion will be 30 to 60 minutes long, and will be recorded 
on an audiotape. You will be asked to respond to the interview questions in the way you 
understand them. Interviews and focus group discussions will take place during an 
administration period at the beginning of the school day. The research question that you will 
contribute to answering is - how do adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing 
in low-income communities in Cape Town construct their identity?  
   

Will my participation in this study be kept confidential?  

The researcher undertakes to protect your identity, the nature of your contribution, and the 
identity of the school. To ensure your and the school’s anonymity, neither will be included for 
any purpose in this research project. Only the researcher will be able to link your identity to a 
transcript. Each transcription will have a unique file name known only to the researcher, and 
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will be password protected with a password known only to the researcher. To ensure your 
confidentiality, the audio recordings will be saved on the researcher’s cloud storage software, 
and immediately deleted from the audiotape. The transcriptions will also be saved on the 
researcher’s cloud storage software. The cloud storage software will be accessible by password, 
which will be known only to the researcher. If a report or article about this research project is 
written, your identity will be protected to the highest degree.    

What are the risks of this research?  

Participation in this research may pose some risks for you. These risks may include 
psychological, social, emotional, and legal risks. There might also be the risks that are currently 
unforeseeable as all human interactions and talking about self or others carry some amount of 
risks. To mitigate legal risks, the researcher will request consent from your parents/guardians 
if you are 17 years of age or younger. The researcher will take great care to minimise any 
psychological, social and emotional risks, and act promptly to assist you if you experience any 
discomfort during the process of your participation in this study. Where necessary, an 
appropriate referral will be made to the school counsellors/social workers and/or psychologists 
to manage any emotional distress or discomfort that may emerge from your participation in the 
study. Furthermore, face-to-face interviews and focus group discussions may expose the 
researcher, yourself and other participants to potential COVID-19 related risks. To mitigate 
these risks the following COVID-19 protocols will be observed during interviews and focus 
group discussions:  

• Face-to-face engagements will consist of small groups, i.e., interviews will include two 
individuals, the researcher and yourself; and focus group discussions will include no 
more than six individuals, the researcher and five participants, including yourself.   

• Interviews will take place inside a spacious room with all windows and doors kept open 
at all times to ensure consistent air circulation.   

• Social distancing will be observed and participants will sit 1.5 metres apart.   

• All participants will be required to wear facemasks that cover their nose and mouth, 
throughout the interview.   

• The researcher will provide surgical gloves for all research participants.   

• Participants will be required to sanitize their hands upon entering the room as well as 
before exiting.   

• Hand sanitizer will be made available for use throughout the interviews and focus group 
discussions.   

• Participants will be informed of the government recommended COVID-19 guidelines 
and will be required to observe these guidelines for the entire duration of the interviews 
and focus group discussions.   
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• Participants will also be advised not to touch any surfaces including their face and mask, 
- specifically their eyes and ears.  

• The researcher will sanitize and wipe down all chairs before and after the focus group 
discussions and interviews have taken place. 

What are the benefits of this research?  

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the investigator 
learn more about how adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-
income communities make sense of who they are. The researcher hopes that, in the future, other 
people might benefit from this study through an improved understanding of identity 
construction.  

Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?    

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at 
all, or only partake in the one-on-one interviews or focus group discussions. If you decide to 
participate in this research you may stop participating at any time. If you decide not to 
participate in this study or you stop participating at any time, you will not be penalised or lose 
any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  

Is any assistance available if I am negatively affected by participating in this study?    

All possible precautions will be taken to protect you from experiencing any harm from the 
research process. If however you feel that you are being negatively affected by this research 
the school counselors/social workers and/or psychologists will be engaged to manage any 
emotional distress that may emerge from your participation in the study.    
What if I have questions?  

This research is being conducted by Melissa Wippenaar in the Social Work Department at the 
University of the Western Cape. If you have any questions about the research study itself, 
please contact Melissa via email on 3912906@myuwc.ac.za or via phone on 0734002447. 
Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant or 
if you wish to report any problems you may have experienced related to the study, please 
contact:   

Head of Department: Prof. S. Savahl   
Center of Interdisciplinary Studies for Children, Families and 
Communities ssavahl@uwc.ac.za 021 9593674  

Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences:   
Prof Anthea Rhoda  
University of the Western Cape  
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Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535   
chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za     

UWC Research office  
researchethics@uwc.ac.za   
021 959 2988    
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APPENDIX B: PARENTAL/GUARDIAN INFORMATION SHEET 
 

 

9. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

PARENT/GUARDIAN INFORMATION SHEET 
 
Project Title: Identity construction among adolescents attending former Model C schools and 
residing in low-income communities in Cape Town.   

What is this study about?   

This is a research project being conducted by Melissa Wippenaar at the University of the 
Western Cape. I am inviting your child to participate in this research project because they have 
expertise and experience in the field. The purpose of this research project is to gain an 
understanding into how adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-
income communities in Cape Town make sense of who they are.    

What will my child be asked to do if he/she agrees to participate?  

Your child will be asked to complete the informed assent form and focus group discussion 
confidentiality form, and participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher, and a focus 
group discussion which will include four (4) other participants of the same age. Both the one-
onone interview and focus group discussion will be 30 to 60 minutes long, and will be recorded 
on an audiotape. Your child will be asked to respond to the interview questions in the way they 
understand. Interviews and focus group discussions will be conducted during an administration 
period at the beginning of the school day. The research question that your child will contribute 
to answering is - how do adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-
income communities in Cape Town construct their identity?  
   

Will my child’s participation in this study be kept confidential?  

The researcher undertakes to protect your child’s identity, the nature of their contribution, and 
the identity of the school. To ensure your child and the school’s anonymity, neither will be 
included for any purpose in this research project. Only the researcher will be able to link your 
child’s identity to a transcript. Each transcription will have a unique file name known only to 
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the researcher, and will be password protected with a password known only to the researcher. 
To ensure your child’s confidentiality, the audio recordings will be saved on the researcher’s 
cloud storage software, and immediately deleted from the audiotape. The transcriptions will 
also be saved on the researcher’s cloud storage software. The cloud storage software will be 
accessible by password, which will be known only to the researcher. If a report or article about 
this research project is written, your child’s identity will be protected to the highest degree.    

What are the risks of this research?  

Participation in this research may pose some risks for your child. The risks may include 
psychological, social, emotional, and legal risks. There might also be the risks that are currently 
unforeseeable as all human interactions and talking about self or others carry some amount of 
risks. To mitigate legal risks, the researcher will request consent from you as the 
parent/guardian of a minor, below the age of 18 years. The researcher will take great care to 
minimise any psychological, social and emotional risks, and act promptly to assist your child 
if they experience any discomfort during the process of their participation in this study. Where 
necessary, an appropriate referral will be made to the school counsellors/social workers and/or 
psychologists to manage any emotional distress or discomfort that may emerge from your 
child’s participation in the study.  Furthermore, face-to-face interviews and focus group 
discussions may expose your child, the researcher, and other participants to potential COVID-
19 related risks. To mitigate these risks the following COVID-19 protocols will be observed 
during interviews and focus group discussions:  

• Face-to-face engagements will consist of small groups, i.e., interviews will include two 
individuals, the researcher and your child; and focus group discussions will include no 
more than six individuals, the researcher and five participants, including your child.   

• Interviews will take place inside a spacious room with all windows and doors kept open 
at all times to ensure consistent air circulation.   

• Social distancing will be observed and participants will sit 1.5 metres apart.   

• All participants will be required to wear facemasks that cover their nose and mouth, 
throughout the interview.   

• The researcher will provide surgical gloves for all research participants.   

• Participants will be required to sanitize their hands upon entering the room as well as 
before exiting.   

• Hand sanitizer will be made available for use throughout the interviews and focus group 
discussions.   

• Participants will be informed of the government recommended COVID-19 guidelines 
and will be required to observe these guidelines for the entire duration of the interviews 
and focus group discussions.   
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• Participants will also be advised not to touch any surfaces including their face and mask, 
- specifically their eyes and ears.  

• The researcher will sanitize and wipe down all chairs before and after the focus group 
discussions and interviews have taken place.  

What are the benefits of this research?  

This research is not designed to help your child personally, but the results may help the 
investigator learn more about how adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing 
in low-income communities make sense of who they are. The researcher hopes that, in the 
future, other people might benefit from this study through an improved understanding of 
identity construction.  

Does my child have to be in this research and may he/she stop participating at any time?    

Your child’s participation in this research is completely voluntary. He/she may choose not to 
take part at all, or only partake in the one-on-one interviews or focus group discussions. If your 
child decides to participate in this research they may stop participating at any time. If your child 
decides not to participate in this study or if he/she stops participating at any time, they will not 
be penalised or lose any benefits to which they otherwise qualify.  

Is any assistance available if my child is negatively affected by participating in this study?   
All possible precautions will be taken to protect your child from experiencing any harm from 
the research process. If however your child feels that he/she is being negatively affected by this 
research the school counsellors/social workers and/or psychologists will be engaged to manage 
any emotional distress that may emerge from their participation in the study.   

What if I have questions?  

This research is being conducted by Melissa Wippenaar in the Social Work Department at the 
University of the Western Cape. If you have any questions about the research study itself, 
please contact Melissa via email on 3912906@myuwc.ac.za or via phone on 0734002447. 
Should you have any questions regarding this study and your child’s rights as a research 
participant or if you wish to report any problems your child may have experienced related to 
the study, please contact:   
   

Head of Department: Prof. S. Savahl   
Center of Interdisciplinary Studies for Children, Families and 
Communities ssavahl@uwc.ac.za 021 9593674  
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Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences:   
Prof Anthea Rhoda  
University of the Western Cape  

Private Bag X17 
Bellville 7535   
chs-deansoffice@uwc.ac.za     

UWC Research office  
researchethics@uwc.ac.za   
021 959 2988 

10.  
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11. APPENDIX C: PARTICIPANT ASSENT FORM (UNDER 18 YEARS) 
 

 

12. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

INFORMED ASSENT FORM (Participants under 18-years-old) 
 
Title of Research Project: Identity construction among adolescents attending former Model 
C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town.  

The study has been described to me in a language that I understand. My questions about the 
study have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve and I agree to 
participate of my own choice and free will. I have been informed of the COVID-19 protocols 
that will be taken in order to ensure my safety. As a minor, I understand that my 
parents/guardians will be required to give written consent for my participant in this study. I 
understand that my identity will not be disclosed to anyone. I understand that I may withdraw 
from the study at any time without giving a reason and without fear of negative consequences 
or loss of benefits.     

_____    I agree to be audio-taped during my participation in the study.   
_____    I do not agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this study.  

Participant’s name………………………..  

Participant’s signature……………………………….             

 
 

13.  
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14. APPENDIX D: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM (18+ YEARS)  
 

15. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM (Participants over 18-years-old) 
 

Title of Research Project: Identity construction among adolescents attending former Model 
C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town.  

The study has been described to me in a language that I understand. My questions about the 
study have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve and I agree to 
participate of my own choice and free will. I have been informed of the COVID-19 protocols 
that will be taken in order to ensure my safety. I understand that my identity will not be 
disclosed to anyone. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time without 
giving a reason and without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits.     

_____    I agree to be audio-taped during my participation in the study.   
_____    I do not agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this study.  

Participant’s name………………………..  

Participant’s signature……………………………….             
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16. APPENDIX E: PARENTAL/GUARDIAN CONSENT FORM (UNDER  

17. 18 YEARS) 

18. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

PARENT/GUARDIAN INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
 
Title of Research Project: Identity construction among adolescents attending former Model 
C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town.  

The study has been described to me in a language that I understand. My questions about the 
study have been answered. I understand what my child’s participation will involve and I 
agree to have my child participate of his/her own choice and free will. I have been informed 
of the COVID-19 protocols that will be taken in order to ensure my child’s safety. I 
understand that my child’s identity will not be disclosed to anyone. I understand that my child 
may withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and without fear of 
negative consequences or loss of benefits.     

_____    I agree to have my child be audio-taped during their participation in the study.   
_____    I do not agree to have my child be audiotaped during their participation in this study.  

Parent/guardian name………………………..  

Parent/guardian signature……………………………….             

Date……………………  
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19. APPENDIX F: FOCUS GROUP CONFIDENTIALITY FORM 
 

20. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

FOCUS GROUP CONFIDENTIALITY BINDING FORM 
 
Title of Research Project: Identity construction among adolescents attending former Model 
C schools and residing in low-income communities in Cape Town.  

The study has been described to me in language that I understand. My questions about the 
study have been answered. I understand what my participation will involve and I agree to 
participate of my own choice and free will. I understand that my identity will not be disclosed 
to anyone by the researcher. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time 
without giving a reason and without fear of negative consequences or loss of benefits. I 
understand that confidentiality is dependent on participants’ in the Focus Group maintaining 
confidentiality.   
I hereby agree to uphold the confidentiality of the discussions in the focus group by not 
disclosing the identity of other participants or any aspects of their contributions to members 
outside of the group.  

_____    I agree to be audio-taped during my participation in the study.   
_____    I do not agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this study.  

Participant’s name:    ..……………………………….  

Participant’s signature:   ……………………………….             

Date:       ………………………………  

 

21.   
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22. APPENDIX G: FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW GUIDE  
 

23. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  

E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

 
INTERVIEW GUIDE (FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS) 

Introductions   

• Greeting and introduction.  

• Thank you all for agreeing to participate in this research.  

• The purpose of this research project is to gain an understanding into how 
adolescents attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income 
communities make sense of who they are.    

• We’ll be discussing what this means to you as learners of [name of school], and 
how it may affect you and the way you make sense of who you are.    

• This will be a conversation. I will pose questions to the entire group, and if you feel 
comfortable, you can respond. You can also ask me questions at any time.   

• All information discussed in this group will be strictly confidential and is not to be 
shared outside of this group. Please confirm that you have all signed the focus group 
confidentiality form.  

• To mitigate against any potential COVID-19 related risks, the following protocols 
will be observed throughout this focus group discussion (Researcher to share 
COVID-19 protocols as listed in the information sheets).  

• Some rules of engagement: please respect your peers by not speaking over one 
another, interrupting someone who has the floor, sharing any personal information 
about someone else, intimidating others, or making malicious comments or 
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remarks. There are no right or wrong responses, so feel comfortable to share what 
is on your mind. Please respect comments made by others as their own views and 
experiences, and raise your hand if you would like to add to the discussion.  

• I will record our discussion as soon as we begin, and make notes as well. Is that 
okay with you?   

• Do you have any questions before we start?   

Objective 1: Explore the perceptions of adolescents living in low-income communities on 
identity construction.   

• When you hear the word identity, what comes to mind for you?  

• Do you think identity is something important or necessary in our lives?  

o Why do you say that?  

Objective 2: Explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-
income communities construct their personal identities.  

• How many of you would attend a school in the area where you live?   

o Can you elaborate on why/why not?  

• Do the areas where learners live get spoken about at school?  

• Does the area where learners live influences the way they are treated by teachers, the 
principle, etc.?   

o How do you find yourself treated in comparison to learners who are from the 
school surrounding areas? The same? Different?   

• Do you think coming from the communities where you all are from has a stigma 
attached to it in the school?  

• Do you think the areas where learners are from should matter?  o Why/why not?  

• Based on the questions we’ve discussed in this section, how would you say this 
influences the way you see yourselves as individuals?  
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Objective 3: Identify the elements within former Model C schools that are salient for 
identity construction among adolescents residing in low income communities  

• What are some of the things you like about attending [name of school]?  

• What are some of the things you don’t like about attending [name of school]?  

o Can you share with me some more about why you like/dislike the things 
you’ve mentioned?   

• Based on what has been mentioned, are there things you would like to see be 
changed/done differently at this school? Why is that?  

• What factors would you say influences your identity at [name of school]?  

o How would you compare this to the things that influence your identity at 
home?   

Objective 4: Explore how students living in low-income communities and who attend a 
Model C school, construct their social identities   

• What are the engagements/interactions like among learners in different settings at 
school – specifically, in class, compared to during breaks?  

• Based on your own circles of peers, is it common for learners who live in different 
types of communities to social outside of school?  

• Based on what we’ve discussed under this section, and drawing on your own 
experiences, do you think that this has an influence on the way you see yourself? If 
yes, why?  

Closing  

Thank you again very much for taking the time to sit down with me. Do you have any 
questions? Comments, or anything you would like to share?  

 

24.  
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25. APPENDIX H: ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEW GUIDE  
 

26. UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE  

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 

Tel: +27 21-959 2459, Fax: 27 21-959 3686  
E-mail: zyassin@uwc.ac.za  

 
INTERVIEW GUIDE (ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEWS) 

 

Introductions   

• Greeting and introduction. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research.  

• The purpose of this research project is to gain an understanding into how adolescents 
attending former Model C schools and residing in low-income communities make 
sense of who they are.    

• We’ll be discussing what this means to you as a learner at [name of school], and how 
it may affect you and the way you make sense of who you are.    

• This will be a conversation, and I will ask you some questions, and you can ask me 
questions as well at any time. I will record our discussion as soon as we begin, and 
make notes as well. Is that okay with you?   

• To mitigate against any potential COVID-19 related risks, the following protocols will 
be observed throughout this interview (Researcher to share COVID-19 protocols as 
listed in the information sheets).  

• Do you have any questions before we start?   
 

Objective 1: Explore the perceptions of adolescents living in low-income communities on 
identity construction.   

• Tell me a little bit about yourself (what grade are you, when did you join this school, 
what are your hobbies, what are your likes/dislikes)  

• When you hear the word identity, what comes to mind for you?  

• Do you think identity is something important or necessary in our lives?  

o Can you elaborate on your answer? / Why do you say that?  
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Objective 2: Explore how students attending former Model C schools and residing in low-
income communities construct their personal identities.  

• Was it your or your parent/s/guardian/s choice to enrol into this school?  

o Why did you/parent/s/guardian/s decide on this school in particular?   

• What does living in [name of community] mean to you?   

o Is your living in [name of area] important to who you are as a person?   

• Do you feel that coming from [name of area] has a stigma attached to it?  

• How do you find yourself treated in comparison to learners who are from the school 
surround areas? The same? Different?   

• Is it common for learners who reside in areas such as the one where you are from, to 
attend [name of school]?  

• Does the area learners live in get spoken about at school?  

• Do you feel that the area where you live is acknowledged by your teachers, the school 
and peers?   

o How does this make you feel?   

• Would you attend a school in your area?  

o Can you elaborate on why/why not?  

 

Objective 3: Identify the elements within former Model C schools that are salient for 
identity construction among adolescents residing in low income communities  

• What do you like about attending [name of school]?  

• What don’t you like about attending [name of school]?  

o Can you share with me some more about why you like/dislike the things you’ve 
mentioned?   

• Tell me a bit about your experiences at [name of school]?  

o What would you like to see be done/change at [name of school]? Why is that?   

o What would you like to see remain the same/unchanged at [name of school]? 
Why is that?   

• Do you partake in extramural activities?  o If yes, what do you participate in?   

o What is that experience like?   

• How do you perceive your identity within [name of school]?  o Would your response 
here be different if you attended a school in [name of area]?   
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• How would you compare your perception of your identity at home, versus what 
you’ve mentioned about school?  

• What factors would you say influences your identity at [name of school]?  

o How does this compare to at home?  

 

Objective 4: Explore how students living in low-income communities and who attend a 
Model C school, construct their social identities   

• Who do you identify with most at school?  

o Do you have many friends?     

o How do you feel with these friends?  

• Do you socialise with any of your peers from school, on weekends or outside of 
school? o If yes, are they from similar areas as where you are from?   

• Is that friendship experience different outside of school, versus in school?    

o If yes, can you elaborate on what some of those differences are?  

• How would you describe the engagements/interactions among learners when you all 
are participating in [said extramural activity/ies]?   

o How does this differ (if at all) to when you all are in class and during break 
time?  

o Why do you think there is such a different?   

• Do you have friends from home who you still see on a regular basis?   

o What do they think about you being at this school?  

• Do you feel like you can be yourself at [name of school]?  

o Could you share with me more about why you feel that way?  

 

Closing  

Thank you again very much for taking the time to sit down with me.   

Do you have any questions? Comments, or anything you would like to share?   
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27. APPENDIX I: LETTER OF APPROVAL TO CONTACT SCHOOLS  
  

  
 Directorate: Research  

  
 Audrey.wyngaard@westerncape.gov.za   

tel: +27 021 467 9272   
Fax:  0865902282  

Private Bag x9114, Cape Town, 8000 wced.wcape.gov.za REFERENCE: 20210304-1383   
 

ENQUIRIES: Dr A T Wyngaard 
  
  
Ms Melissa Wippenaar  
1 G Rosewood 
Road Hanover  
Park  
7780  
  
  
Dear Ms Melissa Wippenaar  
  
  
RESEARCH PROPOSAL: EXPLORING IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION AMONG 
ADOLESCENTS ATTENDING FORMER MODEL C SCHOOLS AND RESIDING IN 
LOW- INCOME COMMUNITIES IN CAPE TOWN  
  
  
Your application to conduct the above-mentioned research in schools in the Western Cape 
has been approved subject to the following conditions:  
1. Principals, educators and learners are under no obligation to assist you in your 

investigation.  
2. Principals, educators, learners and schools should not be identifiable in any way from 

the results of the investigation.  
3. You make all the arrangements concerning your investigation.  
4. Educators’ programmes are not to be interrupted.  
5. The Study is to be conducted from 02  April 2021 till 30 September 2021.  
6. No research can be conducted during the fourth term as schools are preparing and 

finalizing syllabi for examinations (October to December).  
7. Should you wish to extend the period of your survey, please contact Dr A.T 

Wyngaard at the contact numbers above quoting the reference number.   
8. A photocopy of this letter is submitted to the principal where the intended research is 

to be conducted.  
9. Your research will be limited to the list of schools as forwarded to the Western Cape 

Education Department.  
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10. A brief summary of the content, findings and recommendations is provided to the 
Director: Research Services.  

11. The Department receives a copy of the completed report/dissertation/thesis addressed 
to:  

                        The Director: Research Services  
Western Cape Education Department  
Private Bag X9114  
CAPE TOWN  
8000  

  
We wish you success in your research.  
  
Kind regards.  
Signed: Dr Audrey T Wyngaard  
Directorate: Research  
DATE: 04 March 2021  
  

  
 

Lower Parliament Street, Cape Town, 8001 Private Bag X9114, Cape Town, 8000 

tel: +27 21 467 9272    fax: 0865902282  Employment and salary enquiries: 0861 92 33 

22   
 Safe Schools: 0800 45 46 47 www.westerncape.gov.za  
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28. APPENDIX J: LETTER OF ETHICAL CLEARANCE 
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29. APPENDIX K: EDITOR’S LETTER 
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