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October 9, 2025 : Students, as creative forces, play an important role in the
. progress of society. This research examines the impact of exploratory
December 9, 2025 | communities on students’ academic identity and innovation, contributing
to the improvement of educational policies.
. : This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on
March 6, 2026 2,170 students at Urmia Mohaghegh University, with 404 individuals
selected randomly. Data were collected through academic identity and
innovative behavior questionnaires and analyzed using SPSS and Smart
PLS software.

: The results of structural equation modeling showed that
exploratory communities have a significant direct effect on academic
identity (path coefficient 0.695, p<0.01) and innovative behaviors (path
coefficient 0.306, p<0.01). Additionally, academic identity indirectly

: predicts innovative behaviors (path coefficient 0.238, p<0.05). In other
Academic Identity, | words, exploratory communities have both direct and indirect (through

Innovative academic identity) positive and significant effects on students’ innovative
Behaviors, behaviors.

Exploratqry : The results showed that strengthening
Communities, participation in exploratory communities in university environments can
StudenFs, Higher | ead to the development of stronger academic identity and the promotion
Education. of students’ innovative behaviors. The main suggestion to managers,

planners, and educational policymakers is to implement comprehensive
programs for forming and supporting interdisciplinary exploratory
communities in universities, in order to guide students toward creative
activities and improve the overall quality of higher education.

: This innovative approach, by integrating
social learning and innovation theories, provides a practical framework
for university environments that can assist policymakers in designing
educational programs.
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This study investigates the structural relationships among exploratory communities, academic
identity formation, and innovative behaviors in higher education, providing a practical framework
for educational planning and policy-making. Universities are central to societal progress,
generating knowledge, offering specialized services, and training professionals for political,
economic, cultural, and social domains. Amid global competition in development and technology,
higher education's importance has surged. Students, key to university missions, need strong
academic identities to address contemporary challenges. Academic identity includes cognitive
recognition of group membership, evaluative judgments, and emotional bonds, encompassing role
commitment and positive /negative assessments. It involves autonomy, purpose, efficacy beliefs,
and typical academic emotions. University years often challenge identity adaptation, but
successful formation predicts help-seeking and differs by institution, discipline, and degree level.
Exploratory communities serve as vibrant platforms for knowledge sharing and interdisciplinary
collaboration, directly shaping academic identity and innovative behaviors. Defined as groups
promoting active participation, belonging, and diversity acceptance, they build professional
networks and collective learning. These settings foster curiosity, innovation, and synergy, rooted
in philosophies of free interaction. They counter excessive technology dependence, such as on
artificial intelligence, by encouraging professor-student dialogues, curbing unethical actions, and
promoting ethical involvement. Innovative behaviors, the outcome variable, entail creating,
promoting, and applying creative ideas for problem-solving via new products, services, or
processes. Components include idea generation (novel solutions), promotion (securing support),
and realization (practical implementation and structural changes). They enhance methods and
embody novel thinking. Academic identity mediates, linking communities to innovation by
elevating motivation, self-concept, future orientation, belonging, and agency.

The study employs a descriptive-correlational approach with structural equation modeling (SEM).
The population consists of 2,170 students from the Faculty of Educational Sciences and Psychology
at Mohaghegh Ardabili University (2024-2025 academic year). Random sampling selected 420
participants; 404 valid cases remained after removing incomplete or outlier responses. Data came
from three validated five-point Likert questionnaires. Academic identity used a 39-item scale
assessing commitment (e.g., valuing studies), future orientation, self-concept, belonging, and
agency. Innovative behaviors applied a 9-item tool for idea generation, promotion, and execution
(e.g., convincing others of new approaches). Exploratory communities utilized a 34-item measure
of teaching, social, and cognitive presences. Tools showed solid content and construct validity via
expert input and factor analysis, with Cronbach's alpha >0.70 previously and 0.81-0.91 here.
Composite reliability and average variance extracted affirmed convergent validity. SPSS 27
managed descriptive statistics; SmartPLS 4 handled correlations and SEM.

The sample included 67.3% females and 32.7% males; 66.6% undergraduates, 29.7% master's, and
3.7% doctoral students. Most (88.1%) had GPAs of 17-20; mean age was 23.70 years (SD=3.30, range
18-40). Reliability was strong: Cronbach's alpha and composite reliability >0.70, AVE >0.50 across
constructs (exploratory communities: 0.814, 0.890, 0.729; innovative behaviors: 0.853, 0.910, 0.772;
academic identity: 0.905, 0.929, 0.725). Model fit excelled, with R? of 0.484 for academic identity
and 0.251 for innovative behaviors, showing notable variance explanation. Q? indicated predictive
relevance; GOF reached 0.821 (above 0.36 strong threshold); SRMR was 0.060 (<0.08). Path analysis
showed robust direct effects: exploratory communities predicted academic identity (=0.695,
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t=18.316, p<0.001) and innovative behaviors ($=0.306, t=3.197, p<0.001). Academic identity drove
innovative behaviors ($=0.238, t=2.756, p=0.006). Bootstrapping verified the indirect effect
(B=0.165, t=2.803, p<0.005), confirming academic identity's mediation—exploratory communities
boost innovation partially via enhanced identity.

Findings resonate with social identity theory, highlighting how group membership's cognitive,
evaluative, and emotional aspects foster commitment and agency. They align with communities
of practice, where shared participation builds identity through interactions. Direct paths
underscore exploratory communities' role in igniting idea generation and execution via
collaboration. The strong mediation (B=0.165 indirect) positions academic identity as a vital
internal mechanism, channeling group dynamics into enduring creativity; absent identity
strengthening, community impacts fall short. Notably, exploratory communities explain 48.4% of
academic identity variance and 25.1% of innovative behaviors, with the mediated path amplifying
overall innovation. Practically, integrate exploratory communities into curricula through research
groups, interactive workshops, innovation challenges, team projects, and virtual platforms. These
enhance interdisciplinary links, ethical dialogue, and problem-solving, evolving universities into
innovation centers. Prioritize teaching, social, and cognitive presences to nurture professional,
innovative graduates for societal needs. This model empirically supports interactive learning,
bridging theory and practice to empower students with resilient identities and sustained
innovative capacity.
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