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Developing Self-Awareness through Multiple
Dimensions of Identity
BY SETH ZOLIN ,  ASSISTANT TO THE DIRECTOR
RESIDENTIAL EDUCATION

For some, the purpose of higher education is job training and/or preparing
students for their careers. The greater purpose of higher education, however,
is to prepare students for their next phase of life. This certainly includes
academic and career pursuits, but should not be limited to such. As you make
your way through the TCNJ experience it is our hope that you will learn to
explore who you are as a person, develop self-awareness, and engage in
critical reflection. In short, we hope you will grow.

One essential concept to developing self-awareness and personal growth is
identity. As an academic concept identity has been explored in myriad ways.
There are numerous theories that have grown from various theoretical
paradigms and perspectives. Identity, as a social construct, is shaped by the
forces that surround us. The American Psychological Association defines
identity as “an individual’s sense of self defined by (a) a set of physical,
psychological, and interpersonal characteristics that is not wholly shared with
any other person and (b) a range of affiliations (e.g., ethnicity) and social
roles.” Simply put, Identity is how we make meaning of our sense of self.  

Susan Jones, Marylu McEwan, and Elisa Abes developed a grounded theory
called “Multiple Dimensions of Identity” This theory posits that we all have
core characteristics that make up our center. These may be related to
personality or core values that we find important. Core values are those that
are essential and form the foundation of everything we do. As an exercise,
look up a list of value words on the internet. Pick 10 values that you think are
important. For example, this could include things like respecting your elders,
honesty, family, etc. Once you have a solid list of 10, cut that list in half.
Narrow it down to five. Then remove one more. Now you should have a list of 
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four values. Remove one more. Now you have a list of three values. These can be
considered your core values. While the other seven you selected are important, and
the fact that they were removed doesn’t diminish the role they play in your life, they
are not necessarily at the core of who you are as an individual. 

Outside of our core characteristics are social identifiers that describe various
dimensions of the self. These various dimensions can be visualized as rings revolving
around that central core. Much like the way electrons surround an atom’s core. While
the number of rings is self-defined, one easy way to start is by utilizing “The Big 8
Social Identifiers.” These are some commonly accepted ways people can categorize
themselves. This is by no means an exhaustive list but it is a good starting point. The
Big 8 are typically listed as:

Look at the model below. The core values discussed earlier are at the center of the
model. Imagine each of the rings around the core as one of the Big 8 identifiers. As 
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“Your mind is like a
gold mine, if you
dig deep you will
find something

golden.” 
 

~ Gift Gugu Mona
an example ,  one r ing may represent
spir i tua l  ident i ty  and someone may
ident i fy  being Jewish as the dot  on
that  r ing .  Not ice that  the dot  on
that  r ing can be posi t ioned further
away or  c loser  to the core .  When
that  dot  is  c loser  to our center  we
may be more aware of  i t ,  or  i t  may
be more present  in our mind.  When
it  is  fur ther  away f rom the core ,  i t
can st i l l  have an inf luence on us
al though we may not  be
consciously aware of  i t .  Relat ing
that  back to the example of  a
Jewish person ,  one 's  spir i tua l
ident i ty  may be more sa l ient  to
them at  di f ferent  t imes .  For
example ,  dur ing hol idays or  on the
Sabbath ,  someone ’s  Jewish ident i ty
may be very sa l ient ,  more than at
other  t imes of  year .  
That  same process can be used for  the other  socia l  ident i f iers .  S imi lar  to
the example of  Judaism above ,  the speci f ics  of  your ident i ty  may change
depending on c i rcumstance.  Your racia l  ident i ty ,  for  example ,  may be more
or less  sa l ient  depending on whether  you are in a  room with people who
look l ike you.  Think about  one of  your ident i t ies .  Are there t imes when you
are more aware of  i t ,  than at  other  t imes? What  are the factors  that
determine that  for  you? 
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Group Dialogues:   An opportunity  to
explore identity  through mutual
understanding

In  addi t ion ,  each of  these r ings intersect  wi th each other .  As is  t rue in l i fe ,  no
one ident i ty  def ines who we are at  a l l  t imes .  Each of  our  ident i t ies  af fect
each other .  This  is  an example of  intersect ional i ty .  Intersect ional i ty  is  the
real izat ion that  we exis t  as  mult i faceted people and that  each dimension can
only be understood in the context  of  i ts  re lat ionship to the others .  Each
dimension ,  and their  re lat ive sa l ience ,  create the di f ferences between
individuals .  Intersect ional i ty  a lso recognizes that  in some ways our ident i t ies
may a l ign with major i ty  s tatus for  a  part icular  d imension and diverges for
others .  Areas of  re lat ive pr iv i lege in one area may come against  forms of
oppression in others .  

Al l  of  the aspects  of  th is  model  that  we have discussed so far  are internal  to
the sel f .  I t  must  be recognized ,  however ,  that  our  ident i t ies  are not  shaped
independent ly  of  the wor ld around us .  The demands of  others ,  the physica l
environment we f ind ourselves in ,  the sociopol i t ica l  c l imate in which we exis t
a l l  a f fect  how we think about  ourselves and others .  These factors  are
represented by the arrows coming toward us .  What  are the condi t ional  factors
that  a f fect  you most  on a dai ly  basis?  Are there certa in norms in the groups
you are involved in? Do you sometimes f ind your “TCNJ se l f ”  is  d i f ferent  f rom
your “Home sel f? ”  This  may be a resul t  of  the condi t ional  factors  having
inf luence on you.  

How we make meaning of  those factors  is  a  f i l ter  through which those
condi t ions pass .  The degree to which informat ion passes through that  f i l ter  is
inf luenced by the amount of  work we have put  in to understand ourselves and
the wor ld around us .  Taking c lasses on sociology ,  h is tory ,  or  sc iences can
inf luence how we process informat ion thrown at  us .  Our cr i t ica l  th inking
ski l ls  may make us more or  less  skept ica l  of  sources of  informat ion we see on
televis ion or  in the news.  Engaging in re l ig ious s tudy can have a s t rong
inf luence on how we make meaning of  the wor ld .  As another  example ,  how
much we place va lue on get t ing a long with others  may be a s t rong contextual
inf luence.  Are you okay having a varying opinion f rom your f r iends and
others who you see on a dai ly  basis?  Do you a l low others '  opinions to
inf luence your sense of  se l f?  That  can of ten have a huge impact ,  posi t ive ly  or
negat ively ,  on our meaning-making f i l ter .  

The col lege years  are a  t ime to engage in se l f -explorat ion and discovery .
There is  no t ime that  g ives you a greater  abi l i ty  to give conscious at tent ion
and cr i t ica l  thought  to the factors  that  make up who you are .  This  extremely
br ief  pr imer wi l l  hopeful ly  s t imulate you to think about  your core
values/character is t ics .  How would you ar t iculate your var ious ident i t ies?
When and how do those ident i t ies  intersect?  What  dimensions are most
sa l ient  to you and when do you not ice them? How are you inf luenced by
others? These are a l l  quest ions r ipe for  considerat ion.  We hope that  you wi l l
take the t ime to engage in that  journey of  personal  growth.  

 

What do “culture” and “identity” mean to you?
What experiences have shaped the person you
have become?  
How have you taken the time to learn about the
culture and worldviews of those with whom you
differ?
Has your awareness of your various identities
changed since coming to TCNJ?

One of the best ways to engage in critical self-
reflection and exploration is through deep
conversations with peers.  This Spring, Residential
Education is offering a new opportunity to explore
culture and identity through what we are calling Group
Dialogues. 
 
Earlier this semester you were asked to participate in a
one-on-one meeting with your CA. These Dialogues
will be similar, only rather than meeting with just your
CA, this will also include a small group of 4-6 other
members of your residential community. 

Dr. Harold Sanders defines Dialogue as “the process of
genuine interactions through which human beings
listen to each other deeply enough to be changed by
what they learn.” In short, it’s a chance to create mutual
understanding between the members of the
conversation. It is a way to get away from a
conversational style that focuses on “winning” or
engaging in point/counterpoint debates. We are asking
you to articulate thoughts/feelings while
simultaneously listening deeply with the goal to
understand.  

Some example questions may include:

We understand that these conversations may be
difficult. But it is through the bravery of open sharing
and active listening that growth can be achieved.  

We hope you will decide to engage in this with your
CA and peers when the opportunity is presented later
this month.
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Who I am, is not the same as What you see
A lot  of  t ime and at tent ion on ident i ty  may be given to dimensions that  others can see .   However ,  many of  the
most  important  dimensions of  our  indiv idual  ident i t ies  may not  be v is ib le  to others .

Visible                                                                            Invisible
Gender 
Expression

Race

Religion 
(through clothing, jewelery,
etc.) 

Perceived
Socio-
economic
status

Age

Physical
Ability 

Attractiveness

Gender 
Identity

Ability Status

Body image

Actual
Socioeconomic
status

Sexual
Orientation

Life
experiences
(ex: survivor of domestic
violence)

First
Generation



Ability - Mental and/or physical
Age
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As mentioned earlier, one way of thinking about identity is through the "Big 8" Social Identifiers:

We challenge you to post a picture to Instagram addressing one of your eight identifiers and how/when you became
are of your identity in that area.  Please use the hashtag #1of8

In support of this initiative our professional staff will participate sharing some of their #1of8's.  Please see this
example from our Wolfe Hall Residence Director, Hannah Yohe:

"I identify as an individual with G.A.D. (Generalized anxiety disorder). Mental health is a passion area of mine and I'm
proud to highlight that while your mental health can present challenges in day to day life, taking care of yourself is
always worth it! Podcasts, music, asmr, and real housewives are a few things that I like to utilize as self care.
Remember that therapy is for everyone and is a great resource to combat feelings of anxiety and or depression that
you may be feeling while isolated!"
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Recommended Viewing
Click links for trailers

MOVIE -  CRIP CAMP
AVAILABLE ON:  NETFLIX

SERIES -  LOVE ON THE SPECTRUM
AVAILABLE ON:  NETFLIX

MOVIE 
BOYHOOD

AVAILABLE ON:  DISNEY+
UP

AVAILABLE ON:  DISNEY+
SERIES -  

MODERN FAMILY
AVAILABLE ON:  HULU ,  ABC.COM

GRACE & FRANKIE
NETFLIX

MOVIE -  DO THE RIGHT THING 
AVAILABLE ON:  HULU

SERIES -  L ITTLE AMERICA
AVAILABLE ON:  APPLETV+

MOVIE -  BLUE IS  WARMEST COLOR
AVAILABLE ON:  AMAZON PRIME ,  VUDU,  ITUNES

SERIES -  
EUPHORIA

AVAILABLE ON:  HBO
POSE

AVAILABLE ON:  NETFLIX

MOVIE -  GOD’S NOT DEAD
AVAILABLE ON:  NETFLIX

SERIES -  THE GOOD PLACE
AVAILABLE ON:  NETFLIX ,  YOUTUBE 

MOVIE -  THE PURSUIT OF HAPPYNESS
AVAILABLE ON:  PRIME VIDEO

SERIES -  
SCHITT 'S  CREEK 

AVAILABLE ON:  NETFLIX
SHAMELESS

AVAILABLE ON:  NEXFLIX ,  SHOWTIME
 

ABIL ITY  

AGE

ETHNICITY  /  RACE

GENDER /  SEXUAL ORIENTATION 

REL IGION /  SPIRITUALITY

SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS 

https://youtu.be/XRrIs22plz0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kX-QbcXyZug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IiDztHS3Wos
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pkqzFUhGPJg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aogZUDx51vQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CDv6PRi1SgQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Ny631yQ-DM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Ny631yQ-DM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FPNEc4JappQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOiug_u7Wns
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8ILy-dCMChA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_t4YuPXdLZw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j2KDj7qxnds
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29iKAAeRvI4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DMOBlEcRuw8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W0uWS6CnC2o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9tvkYS5cA58
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The answer keys to this crossword and the word find
on the following page will be on the ResEd Insta:  

@tcnjresedandhousing
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