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Why discursive identity?
Most PER have had a cognitive approach in focusing 
on the learning of physics concepts. However, learning 
does not only concern intellectual issues, and a 
sociocultural approach to education is needed if 
we want to investigate the full situation of students’ 
learning.[3] Identity is a central notion used in social 
science and by some PER researchers to ask questions 
about learning, belonging, diversity and equality. 
However, most PER studies have focused on students’ 
navigation of already established norms, whereas find 
it essential to also study the reproduction of norms in 
the discipline.[4] To do this, I use a poststructuralist view 
of identity as produced in discourse. Two papers that 
are part of my PhD research exemplify the approach.

1. The available discursive positions in quantum physics[1] 

2. Gender gap in electromagnetism grades[2] Discussion
In these studies a focus on the discursive negotiation of 
identities has allowed us to show how certain practices 
are communicated as valued in classes, and that this 
gives signals about who one should be as a good 
student of the subject. This means we can discuss how 
the norms of the discipline are reproduced in teaching, 
and what this means for the possibilities for diversity of 
students and interests in physics.
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“I have some advice for you:
Calculate, calculate, calculate.
To grasp quantum mechanics,
you’ve got to calculate.”

This might be the most 
exciting class in all of 
our studies!

I want to understand 
the universe!

Calculate, calculate …

You should ask questions to 
show that you are interested, 
engaged and keeping up.

This is what is 
needed to become 
a real physicist.

I really don’t know 
what I am supposed 
to get from this class.

Women aren’t 
that good at this 
electro-stuff, are 
they?

“If anything, the people within the 
same program are more alike”
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“Electromagnetism 
seemed narrower 
than I had expected”

Are men better at, or more 
interested in, electromagnetism?

No, program identity seems more important. More men study physics 
programs however.


