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Identity and the D3BsC Model 

Andrew Middleton, January 20201 

The D3BsC model is intended as a useful framework for thinking about identity and how 

educators can support our students to feel part of their course and get the most from their 

time at University.  

The model is called the D3BsC model – 

Doing, Being, Belonging, Becoming and 

Connecting.  

It is intended to be helpful for 

reflecting on the environments we 

create, influence and use on our 

courses. 
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Identity matters to all of us. Whatever our role 

we need to understand how we fit in and the 

opportunities we have to develop. 

This is particularly important for students who, 

by definition, take a huge leap into the 

unknown when they enrol on a course. 
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Doing – constructing our identity 

Thinking about what ‘people like us’ actually do (i.e. in our profession or discipline) is a good 

starting point for understanding identity and belonging.  

For a student, the ways we are taught and the ways we organise our learning are key to 

understanding active learning. If, for example, we only ever sit listening to lecturers, our 

lived experience of the knowledge we encounter is reduced. If we work with others to solve 

complex problems, and to present and compare our findings, our self-image and sense of 

agency will be different. We will have made a personal investment in the knowledge and its 

development and, for each of us, its meaning will have grown. We will see ourselves and our 

capabilities differently. We will also have a more nuanced understanding of knowledge and 

its relevance to the situations we experience in the world. 

Beyond the classroom, if we go home after lectures and never interact with our peers, our 

sense of student identity will be less than if we have found places to rest, chat, work 

together, overhear tutors or students from the year ahead, and so forth. Interacting with 

ideas critically and creatively will give us a sense of agency and purpose; a feeling that we 

have a say in who we are, how we perform, and what we can achieve. 

If we are asked to ‘make’ something (e.g. a comment, a report, some peer feedback, a 

notice for a society, a performance), we also make a statement about ourselves and create 

an opportunity to reflect on who we are. When that making involves collaboration, our 

identity shifts to that of co-creator and we gain a sense of belonging.  

There are strong connections between Doing and authentic and applied learning (see 

Appendix). 

Doing is about enacting, investing, and practicing. These ideas connect to the next idea 

of Being.  
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Being – embodying our identity 

Being focuses more on enactment, embodiment and experience. Thinking about Being is 

about valuing experience as an opportunity to reflect, check and revise our thinking. 

Thinking about Being draws our attention to the individual trying on a role, and discovering 

and appreciating their own new, emerging identity.  

Space is important to Being through the idea of embodied cognition which describes the 

involvement or ownership we feel over places and experiences and what we learn from 

them. If places influence us, emotionally as well as cognitively, how can we go about 

establishing the learning environments we use and how can we challenge and develop our 

students’ expectations for using them? How can we establish learning communities that 

then influence those spaces, how they are seen and remembered? What tools do we use, 

for example? This requires us to think about growing learning cultures.  

If a student identifies with a space (e.g. where they meet their peers or their friends, or 

where they perform, meditate and synthesise their knowledge, catch their breath, share 

their work, have a coffee, or have a laugh), they will come to experience a sense of place 

and agency – a sense of being an actant involved in placemaking. Place begins to hold 

intrinsic meaning and association for them. The suggestion is, our students flourish when 

their sense of place is strong. 

The learning space, therefore, can be seen to provide context and support reflection and 

awareness of personal change. It has influencing affordances (Bandura, 2006; Giddens, 

1984). A gallery of student work, for example, will reflect and add credence to the emerging 

sense of personal and common identity we want our students to develop. This connects to 

the next idea – Belonging. 
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Belonging – valuing our identity 

Belonging is about the need to foster experiences in which our students feel part of 

something that they value. Friendship epitomises this, but also ideas like trust and co-

operation that come from ‘buy-in’ to joint endeavours, whether through academic group 

work or the organisation of less formal social events. Memorable events and challenges like 

field trips, learning walks or activities that are designed around peer support, assessment, or 

peer assisted learning and mentoring all create situations characterised by social relations. 

Often the teaching role is minimal. Students habitually find social media spaces in which to 

support each other, for example. How is such resourcefulness valued? To what extent are 

students encouraged to be inclusive? How does their course value diversity? 

By providing space and time to socialise and relax, students learn that co-operation is valued 

and expected. Icebreakers, activities, gamified tasks provide, with a little imagination, many 

opportunities to form friendships and establish extended social networks with others in 

their courses as well as peers across different year levels and other degree programmes 

(Mathews et al., 2011).  

Belonging comes from having a sense of community characterised by acts of mutual benefit 

for those with whom they associate: their peers, tutors, and others who collectively come to 

reflect their idea of their course. An ethos of co-operation fostered through formal or casual 

acts of collaboration can help to create shared identities, common purpose and the 

formation of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998).  
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Becoming – forming our identity 

Becoming recognises the learner as being dynamic and having an individual trajectory; 

someone who, in association with others, changes over time driven by their personal 

curiosity, goals and aspirations. 

The relationship between Doing and Belonging is about our engagement in meaningful 

activities that have a sense of connectedness (Hitch et al., 2014). Becoming also relates to 

Being and how we reflect on who we are, how well we are doing in relation to our goals, 

and what we need to do to navigate towards our hopes and aspirations.  

Liminality and a person’s awareness of their transition through an experience is another way 

of looking at Becoming. The idea of a Course journey presents many opportunities for 

liminal learning, and on many levels. Each day a student moves in and out of class, from 

formal instruction into periods of self-direction and reflection. The significance of these 

transitions can go unnoticed, but acts such as Welcoming and Leaving can be trigger 

moments that not only show care, but can set the curious mind racing. The connections 

between modules can also go unnoticed, but if they are made explicit the value of each can 

increase. The transitions into University, across modules, through the semesters, and 

through levels, and towards transition-out and graduation, all create liminal moments to 

mark achievements, reflect on progress, and review goals. 

A positive relationship between being and becoming can give rise to flow, when people are 

deeply engaged in an activity so they experience optimal feelings of capability and self-

efficacy (Asaba & Wicks, 2010). Flow is possible when activities match a person’s capabilities 

and abilities, are meaningful and align with their hopes and aspirations. Personalisation of 

learning and opportunities for a student to negotiate their involvement in activities and the 

feedback they need, for example, can develop this quality of investment. “The relationship 

between being and becoming can be the site of powerful human experiences, which draw 

together who people are and who they can be” (Hitch et al., 2014, p. 252). 

While Becoming is mostly positive and constructive, it is also about deconstructing, 

shedding and leaving behind, or renegotiating existing identities and relationships. 

The situations that the learner encounters will affect how they develop their attitudes and 

their sense of their independence, autonomy, and maturity. 
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Connecting – validating our identity 

Connecting challenges us to overcome the organisational fragmentation of the learning 

experience and appreciate that each us must navigate our experience to manage and make 

sense of it. Organisational requirements and functions like timetabling or modularisation of 

the curriculum tend to simplify our personal realities and devalue the important sense of 

flow a course experience can foster. 

A good example of this is feedback. When feedback is designed only to tell a student how 

they performed on an assessment, its value is less than when feedback is designed to help 

the learner do better on a future assignment. Similarly, when theory is experienced only in 

abstract terms, its value is less than if it can be applied, practiced, and tested so that 

knowledge is understood as malleable and nuanced. When a student mentor can connect 

their experience with that of a new student, we can see how experience allows identities to 

grow and be validated socially. In the curriculum, if we use Live Briefs involving professionals 

externally or if we can use social networks to involve clients and publics, we can take 

advantage of connections that enhance authenticity and relevance to what is being taught. 

Liminality and positively crossing boundaries and thresholds are key to creating a rich and 

stimulating learning experience (Siemens, 2008). Making connections is about recognising 

the value of identity as an outcome of learning. 
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