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Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, 
and Technical Subjects   

Exemplar Informational Texts: English Language Arts - “Mother 
Tongue” 

 
Tan, Amy. “Mother Tongue.” The Opposite of Fate: Memories of a Writing Life. New York: G. 
P. Putnam’s Sons, 2003. (1990) 
 
Just last week, I was walking down the street with my mother, and I again found myself 
conscious of the English I was using, the English I do use with her. We were talking about the 
price of new and used furniture and I heard myself saying this: “Not waste money that way.” 
My husband was with us as well, and he didn’t notice any switch in my English. And then I 
realized why. It’s because over the twenty years we’ve been together I’ve often used that same 
kind of English with him, and sometimes he even uses it with me. It has become our language of 
intimacy, a different sort of English that relates to family talk, the language I grew up with. 
 
So you’ll have some idea of what this family talk I heard sounds like, I’ll quote what my mother 
said during a recent conversation which I videotaped and then transcribed. During this 
conversation, my mother was talking about a political gangster in Shanghai who had the same 
last name as her family’s, Du, and how the gangster in his early years wanted to be adopted by 
her family, which was rich by comparison. Later, the gangster became more powerful, far richer 
than my mother’s family, and one day showed up at my mother’s wedding to pay his respects. 
Here’s what she said in part: “Du Yusong having business like fruit stand. Like off the street 
kind. He is Du like Du Zong—but not Tsung-ming Island people. The local people call putong, the 
river east side, he belong to that side local people. That man want to ask Du Zong father take 
him in like become own family. Du Zong father wasn’t look down on him, but didn’t take 
seriously, until that man big like become a mafia. Now important person, very hard to inviting 
him. Chinese way, came only to show respect, don’t stay for dinner. Respect for making big 
celebration, he shows up. Mean gives lots of respect. Chinese custom. Chinese social life that 
way. If too important won’t have to stay too long. He come to my wedding. I didn’t see, I heard 
it. I gone to boy’s side, they have YMCA dinner. Chinese age I was nineteen.” 


