Participant P6

School Experience: Public high school with a large Chinese student community

1. Can you briefly introduce yourself and tell me when you came to the United
States?

Response:

My name is Mandy O, and I am currently an eleventh-grade student at an American high school. I will
begin my senior year next year. | moved to the United States in ninth grade and currently live with my
grandmother, uncle, and cousin. Before moving to the United States, I grew up in China and
completed elementary school and part of middle school there.

2. What was the biggest challenge when you first arrived in the United States?
Response:

The biggest challenge was adapting quickly to a completely new school environment and learning to
communicate in English. Compared with classmates who had grown up in the United States, I felt that
my English ability, classroom participation, and social skills were much weaker. At first, I often could
not understand what was happening in class, and I did not feel confident talking with American
classmates, which made it difficult to fit in.

3. Can you describe your experience learning English?
Response:

When I first arrived, I was placed in an ESL program based on my placement test. The class consisted
entirely of students whose first language was not English, and the pace of instruction matched our
language level. Outside of school, I often watched videos on TikTok and other social media platforms
to learn authentic English. I also encouraged myself to participate more in class and communicate
with classmates after school. Because I came to the United States during high school, I knew I had to
adapt to an English-speaking environment quickly. Otherwise, both my academic performance and my
confidence would suffer. Eventually, I left the ESL program and was able to keep up with regular
classes.

4. Do you remember a moment when language made you feel excluded,
embarrassed, or misunderstood?



Response:

Yes. During a group activity shortly after I transferred to my new school, I wanted to introduce
Chinese food and daily life to my classmates. However, I did not know the appropriate English
expressions to explain many cultural concepts clearly. My classmates looked confused, and I felt
embarrassed because I could not communicate what I really wanted to say. After that experience, |
started organizing my thoughts carefully before speaking English.

5. Do you feel like the same person when speaking Chinese and English? Why or
why not?

Response:

No. When I speak Chinese with my family or Chinese friends, I feel relaxed and comfortable because
it is my native language. However, when I speak English at school, I become much more cautious. I
think carefully before speaking and rarely joke or speak casually. The way I interact with Chinese
friends and American classmates is so different that people might think they are seeing two
completely different versions of me.

6. Has moving to the United States changed the way you think about being
Chinese?

Response:

Yes, very much. When I lived in China, I rarely thought about my Chinese identity because it felt
completely ordinary. After moving to the United States and living in a multicultural environment, |
began to appreciate my Chinese cultural background much more. I became more interested in
celebrating traditional festivals. For example, during the Dragon Boat Festival, I make zongzi at home
because it is difficult to buy them in the United States. I feel proud of my cultural background and
enjoy introducing Chinese culture to my American friends.

7. When do you feel most Chinese? Can you give an example?
Response:

I feel most Chinese during Lunar New Year. My family wears red clothes, gives red envelopes, makes
dumplings together, and plays the Spring Festival Gala in the background. Even if we are not
watching it closely, the atmosphere reminds me of my cultural roots and strengthens my sense of
being Chinese.

8. When do you feel most American? Can you give an example?



Response:

I feel most American when I play on my school's tennis team. My teammates care much more about
ability than about race or cultural background, and everyone is respected based on their performance.
After matches, we often eat hamburgers together, which makes me feel that [ am experiencing a very
American style of school life.

9. Have you ever felt caught between two cultures? Can you tell me about that
experience?

Response:

Yes. My family still holds traditional Chinese values, placing great importance on academic
achievement, self-discipline, and family rules. In contrast, many of my American classmates' families
value freedom, social activities, and personal experiences much more. Sometimes these different
expectations create conflicts, and I feel caught between the two cultures.

10. If you could describe your identity in one sentence, what would that sentence
be?

Response:

I am Mandy, a Chinese high school student who moved to the United States in ninth grade and has
grown up between Chinese and American cultures, continuously learning to balance my & A JEE£4"
Chinese roots/foundation) with my American experiences.
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