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Who am I? I have been asking this question ever since I learned to speak, and it has haunted me every year of my life. I am a 17-year-old male student from Hong Kong. I live in Shanghai, and I attend an American-style school. I can fluently speak both Chinese and English, but I feel more comfortable expressing myself in English, whether at home or outside. I truly admire Chinese culture, but I have been immersing myself in American cultures my entire life. Both cultures shape my identity. Erik Erikson described identity formation as a process that goes on throughout our lives, although it becomes more important during adolescence. James Marcia further expanded on Erikson's work with the four identity statuses: diffusion, foreclosure, moratorium, and achievement. These statuses explain how individuals explore and commit to their identities. By analyzing cultural identity, educational identity, and language identity, I will arrive at a greater understanding of my overall identity.
My cultural identity was formed growing up Chinese in Shanghai but attended international schools my whole life. When I began school, I did not think about the different cultures at all. I spoke Chinese at home, ate Chinese food daily, and celebrated the Chinese holidays such as Lunar New Year. All of this did not feel special because my family, surroundings, and daily life were all engraved in Chinese culture. I never even thought about asking myself, “What makes me Chinese?” Now, I realize this is exactly what James Marcia refers to as Identity Diffusion. According to Lucy Sattler (2025), Identity Diffusion is when a person “hasn't explored [their identity or culture], are uncommitted [to an identity], and easily swayed by others.” At that time, I did not need to explore Chinese culture because everything around me was already a part of Chinese culture. Soon after, I underwent early adolescence, which Marcia calls it Identity Foreclosure. This stage is when a person “made their choice with little to no exploration, possibly because it has been imposed by others” (Sattler, 2025). My family forced me to accept that I was Chinese without questioning it. I never felt like I needed to challenge my cultural identity because it was never something that could be challenged. Back then, it felt like it was natural, but I did not realize that my identity would shift over time into something other than Chinese.
As I went to high school, I quickly noticed that my cultural identity was not something I could simply accept; I had no choice but to question it. By going to an American-style school, it brought me closer to American culture. Even though I can speak American English, the holidays, food, and social norms still often felt unusual and different from what I was exposed to at home. I understood that I was living in two worlds: a world at school where English dominated and American culture was emphasized, while at home Chinese language and traditions prevailed. According to Amy Baskin (2020), cultural identity provides “an underlying road map for people to navigate through conditions surrounding them.” I felt like I was navigating two different maps at the same time. Stanford’s Academic Advising website described intellectual identity as “that element of your ‘self’ through which you interpret and understand the world around you” (Baskin, 2020). During this time, I felt disconnected from both worlds and often asked myself where I truly belonged. In Chinese spaces, I was teased for not knowing certain cultural references or certain words. In American spaces, usually with my international friends, I was often laughed at for having habits that are too Chinese. These moments made me feel like I did not belong in either world. This is what Marcia calls Identity Moratorium, where a person is exploring but cannot fully commit to any identity. It made me realize that I had to understand my cultural identity–which was complex–and I could not just simply accept it like I used to do.
I forced myself towards Identity Achievement, which is when a person has explored as well as committed to a decision. Now, I understand that I do not really have to choose between Chinese or American. Similar to what author Eli Addis (2015) wrote, “We live in a gray world. There isn’t a black or white answer.” I realized that my identity can be a combination of both. I am very proud of my Chinese heritage, but I also respect the American culture that my education has given me. The process of exploring the options and finally discovering the truth taught me that anyone’s cultural identity does not have to be a fixed element, but rather can be a changing and evolving concept.
My educational identity has been affected by going to an American-style school in Shanghai. This gave me access to American cultures in China, which many students in China do not have. Education has been the main cause for how I see my values and beliefs. I went through Identity Diffusion when I was a kid and did not think about my future career. During early adolescence, I went through Identity Foreclosure as I started to understand the expectations that my parents gave me. A prestigious career is highly respected in Chinese culture, and my parents want me to be a successful business person. This stage of my life is connected to what Cheung and Swank (2019) described as “Ethnic Identity,” where people have “positive or neutral attitudes toward their ethnic origins” based on “exposure to the Asian heritage.” Currently, I am in high school and have started Identity Moratorium as I am actively finding different careers to pursue in the future, some of which follow what my parents want and some careers follow my personal interests such as pursuing creative writing. According to the Asian American Identity Development Model by Jean Kim, it reflects the Awakening, where I start to understand “the adoption of a new perspective, often correlated with increased political awareness” (Lee). Erikson describes this as Identity vs. Role Confusion. This is when I start questioning my cultural identity and education identity. I am adapting to focus both on my own desires as well as my family’s expectations, which will move me towards Kim’s stage of Incorporation: “the development of a positive and comfortable identity.” In the future, I hope to reach Identity Achievement and have both explored as well as committed to a decision about my career and education.
My language identity also makes up a big part of me. I grew up speaking both Chinese and English, but I feel more comfortable communicating in English. According to ScienceDirect, “Identities are how we represent who we are to ourselves and others, and how we interpret who others are.” Later the article also explains that “adding a language to one’s verbal repertoire necessarily entails modifying one’s self-perception in relationship to others in the world.” I feel deeply connected to this because by learning two languages, it allowed me to visit two different worlds, but also made me disconnected to each of them. I struggle to express complex ideas in Chinese and it makes me feel less authentically Chinese. Even though I am fluent in English, it will never be my first language. The article mentioned how “individuals involved in acquiring additional languages must grapple with fluid and shifting identities” and “come to terms with the power relations inherent in them.” I realized that my ability to speak two languages should not be seen as a weakness, but as a strength that can allow me to connect cultural gaps. While being bilingual is an overall strength, being caught between two linguistic worlds negatively affects my identity, making me feel less than whole as a Chinese person.
My identities intersect with each other in many ways. My cultural identity as a Chinese person being taught in an American school is related to my language identity. The reason I can speak English fluently is because I attend an American-style school. Speaking English and attending an American-style school affect how others–Chinese and Americans–perceive me. Similarly, my education and career identity is also affected by my cultural identity. In Chinese culture, education and career choices are extremely important; I have to figure out a way to balance my own interests and the expectations of my family and society. These intersections also affect how others perceive me. According to the website Think-Confidence (2020), “If you can work out how others perceive you, you can understand how you come across them.” The website also explains that “knowing how you come across to other people puts you in control.” Other people might see me as a privileged international student, and while this may sound true, it also feels like an  over simplification because it overlooks the complex side of my identity. By being Chinese in an American-style school, I was seen as “too Chinese” to foreigners and “too American” to Chinese people. Think-Confidence (2020) also points out that “the reality may actually be that other people see you not as confident, but as ‘cocky,’ ‘inconsiderate,’ ‘insensitive,’ or even ‘arrogant.’” I have never been directly called any of these names by others, but the simple act of being bilingual can make people assume these qualities about me. I cannot control what people think of me, but I can control my behavior, and to do so, I try not to use my language capabilities to hurt others or make them feel inadequate. In this way, I hope to never be considered inconsiderate, insensitive, or arrogant. The way people perceive me will always challenge my sense of belonging, but it helps me strengthen my resilience and self-awareness.
As a bilingual Chinese teenager, I cannot escape family and cultural expectations. My fluency in Chinese and English are a part of who I am, and while these two languages have at times placed in a neutral ground between Chinese and English, my cultural identity is more firmly Chinese. I was raised in China surrounded by the culture and language, and my family helped shape my identity as a Chinese person. School was always conducted in English and used the American model, which made my education identity more American. However, I attended school in China, so once I left campus, I was again immersed in Chinese culture and language. School, therefore, could be viewed as augmenting my split identity between Chinese and English, and while I have felt some negativity towards this split, overall I am fortunate to have this educational and language identity because I have gained two perspectives on the world and myself.
The last step to conclude the assignment is for me to complete the Implicit Association Test. I picked the Project Implicit Asian IAT, which can determine my preferences between Asian and European American faces. My results showed that I had a slight preference for Asian faces. I was not really shocked by this result, since I grew up in Shanghai surrounded by Chinese people. However, attending an American school has also connected me with American culture. The results from my test made me realize that my unconscious preferences might have an affect on myself. For example, I may feel more comfortable with people who look like me, even though I understand and respect diversity. In the future, I wish that I can be thoughful about this and actively prevent any unconscious preferences that might affect the relationship between me and others.


	
	My Identity
	Dominant/Subordinate Identity
	Privileges or Disadvantages Usually associated with the identity

	My privileges or disadvantages


	Social Identity
	International
student
	Dominant in world/Subordinate in China
	Easier to fit in with other international students/seen as different in China
	Easier when travelling and fitting in/seen as different in China

	Racial Identity
	Asian
	Dominant in China/Subordinate in the US
	Fit in while in China/discriminated in other places
	Fit in while in China/discriminated in other places

	Gender Identity
	Male
	Dominant
	Less gender based discrimination and more options for jobs
	No gender based obstacles

	Cultural Identity
	Chinese
	Dominant in China/Subordinate in international places
	Understand chinese culture/different from the rest of the world
	Understand chinese and american culture/feel like I don’t belong in either

	Ability Level Identity
	Able bodied
	Dominant
	No physical obstacles
	No physical obstacles

	Religious Identity
	Not religious
	Neutral
	Neutral
	Does not affect my life much

	Age Cohort Identity
	Teenager
	Neutral
	Time to explore/not completely free from my parents
	Time to explore/not completely free from my parents

	Language Identity
	Bilingual
	Neutral
	Access to both worlds
	Access to both worlds

	Education/
Career Identity
	High school student
	Neutral
	Time to explore many options/not enough freedom
	Time to explore many options/not enough freedom

	[bookmark: _GoBack]Immigration/Native Identity
	Native Chinese
	Dominant in China
	Normal in China/Difficult for travel
	Normal in China/Difficult for travel
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