
 

 

Name______________________________________________Period___Date____ 

 

Grade 9, Unit 4 Pre-assessment 

 

Fish Cheeks 

Amy Tan 

 

I fell in love with the minister’s son the winter I turned fourteen. He was not 

Chinese, but as white as Mary in the manger. For Christmas I prayed for this 

blond-haired boy, Robert, and a slim new American nose. 

When I found out that my parents had invited the minister’s family over for 

Christmas Eve dinner, I cried. What would Robert think of our shabby Chinese 

Christmas? What would he think of our noisy Chinese relatives who lacked proper 

American manners? What terrible disappointment would he feel upon seeing not a 

roasted turkey and sweet potatoes but Chinese food? 

On Christmas Eve I saw that my mother had outdone herself in creating a 

strange menu. She was pulling black veins out of the backs of fleshy prawns. The 

kitchen was littered with appalling mounds of raw food: A slimy rock cod with bulging 

fish eyes that pleaded not to be thrown into a pan of hot oil. Tofu, which looked like 

stacked wedges of rubbery white sponges. A bowl soaking dried fungus back to life. 

A plate of squid, their backs crisscrossed with knife markings so they resembled 

bicycle tires. 

And then they arrived -- the minister’s family and all my relatives in a clamor of 

doorbells and rumpled Christmas packages. Robert grunted hello, and I pretended 

he was not worthy of existence. 

Dinner threw me deeper into despair. My relatives licked the ends of their 

chopsticks and reached across the table, dipping them into the dozen or so plates of 

food. Robert and their family waited patiently for platters to be passed to them. My 

relatives murmured with pleasure when my mother brought out the whole steamed 

fish. Robert grimaced. Then my father poked his chopsticks just below the fish eye 

and plucked out the soft meat. “Amy, your favorite,” he said, offering me the tender 



fish cheek. I wanted to disappear. 

At the end of the meal, my father leaned back and belched loudly, thanking my 

mother for her fine cooking. “It’s a polite Chinese custom to show you are satisfied,” 

explained my father to our astonished guests. Robert was looking at his plate with a 

reddened face. The minister managed to muster up a quiet burp. I was stunned into 

silence for the rest of the night. 

After everyone had gone, my mother said to me. “You want to be the same as 

American girls on the outside.” She handed me an early gift. It was a miniskirt in 

beige tweed. “But inside you must always be Chinese. You must be proud you are 

different. Your only shame is to have shame.” 

And even though I didn’t agree with her then, I knew that she understood how 

much I had suffered during the evening’s dinner. It wasn’t until many years later -- 

long after I had gotten over my crush on Robert -- that I was able to fully appreciate 

her lesson and the true purpose behind our particular menu. For Christmas Eve that 

year, she had chosen all my favorite foods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Read the following excerpt and then answer questions 1 and 2 below. 

 

When I found out that my parents had invited the minister’s family over 

for Christmas Eve dinner, I cried. What would Robert think of our 

shabby Chinese Christmas? What would he think of our noisy Chinese 

relatives who lacked proper American manners? What terrible 

disappointment would he feel upon seeing not a roasted turkey and 

sweet potatoes but Chinese food? 

 

1. The excerpt above implies that the narrator is someone who 

A. enjoys new experiences 

B. does not like the minister’s family 

C. is self-conscious about her family’s customs 

D. doesn’t celebrate Christmas 

 

 

2.  Underline two details in the excerpt that best support your answer. 

 

 

 

 

 

3.  What primary technique does the author use to make the feelings of the 

narrator clear to the reader? 

 

A. Including detailed descriptions of the narrator’s actions 

B. Having the narrator tell the story in first person 

C. Providing background information on the narrator’s adolescence 

D. Allowing other characters to describe the narrator 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Essential Questions 

 

4. How can I analyze what a text says both explicitly and what it implies? 

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

5. How can I analyze a complex character from a text? 

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 

 

6.  How can I engage and orient my reader as I write a narrative? 

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Written Response 

 

The opening line of this passage suggests that falling in love with the minister’s son 

was a significant event in her adolescence. The fact that he wasn’t Chinese led to 

her embarrassment at a family holiday dinner. Imagine another event that might have 

happened at her home during which her family traditions contribute to an awkward 

situation. Write a story about this event. What happens to the narrator and 

why?  How do the narrator and the other characters react? 
  
Your story should present a plausible scenario and reflect the narrator's character as 

it is presented in the passage. 
  
Your story should 
  

 present a well-structured narrative about a plausible situation that might 

happen to the narrator  

 include dialogue between the characters 

 highlight recognizable details of the narrator's character 

 include detailed descriptions 

 have a logical conclusion 

 use correct spelling, grammar, and punctuation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Scoring Guide: Grade 9, Unit 4 pre-assessment 

 

 

1. C 

 

2. “What would Robert think of our shabby Chinese Christmas?” or any 

reasonable response 

 

3. B 

 

 

 

Questions 4, 5, and 6 are the standards-based Essential Questions for the  

unit. Review responses to determine what students already know and  

understand. 

 

 

 

 

Written Response – use the rubric below 

 
Construct 
Measured 

Score Point 0 Score Point 1 Score Point 2 Score Point 3 Score Point 4 

Reading: 
comprehension 
of key ideas 
and details 
 

No response; or the 
response is  

 unintelligible or 

undecipherable 

  not written in 

English 

  too limited to 

evaluate. 

 
 
 

The response 
provides a 
minimally 
accurate or 
inaccurate 
analysis of what 
the text says, 
and cited textual 
evidence shows 
limited or 
inaccurate 
comprehension 
of ideas 
expressed in the 
text(s). 
 
Specific scoring 
notes: Student’s 
narrative 
depicts the 
narrator in a 
way that bears 
little or no 
significant 
development of 
her character. 

The response 
provides a mostly 
accurate analysis 
of what the text 
says explicitly or 
inferentially and 
cited textual 
evidence, shows a 
basic 
comprehension of 
ideas expressed in 
the text(s). 
 
 
 
 
Specific scoring 
notes: Student’s 
narrative is 
consistent with the 
narrator’s 
character as 
presented in the 
passage but offers 
no significant 
development of 
her character or 
imagines an event 
that mostly retells 
the situation in the 

The response 
provides an 
accurate analysis 
of what the text 
says explicitly and 
inferentially and 
cites textual 
evidence to 
support the 
analysis, showing 
extensive 
comprehension of 
ideas expressed in 
the text(s). 
 
 
Specific scoring 
notes: Student’s 
narrative depicts 
the narrator’s 
character in a 
believable way. It 
presents a 
plausible, original 
event and shows 
the narrator 
reacting in a way 
that is consistent 
with her character 
as depicted in the 

The response 
provides an 
accurate analysis 
of what the text 
says explicitly and 
inferentially and 
cites convincing 
textual evidence to 
support the 
analysis, showing 
full comprehension 
of complex ideas 
expressed in the 
text(s). 
 
 
Specific scoring 
notes: Student’s 
narrative 
convincingly 
reflects the 
narrator’s 
character as 
presented in the 
passage. It depicts 
a vivid, plausible 
original event 
based on the 
setting and 
develops aspects 



passage. passage. of the narrator’s 
character that may 
appear subtle in 
the passage. 

Writing: 
development 
of ideas 

No response; or the 
response is  
 

 unintelligible or 

undecipherable 

 not written in 

English 

 too limited to 

evaluate 

 

The response 
addresses the 
prompt and 
develops the 
claim, topic 
and/or narrative 
elements 
minimally by 
using limited 
reasoning, 
details, 
text-based 
evidence and/or 
description; the 
development is 
limited in its 
appropriateness 
to the task, 
purpose, and/or 
audience. 
 

The response 
addresses the 
prompt and 
provides some 
development of 
the claim, topic 
and/or narrative 
elements by using 
some reasoning, 
details, text-based 
evidence, and/or 
description; the 
development is 
somewhat 
appropriate to the 
task, purpose, and 
audience. 

The response 
addresses the 
prompt and 
provides effective 
development of 
the claim, topic 
and/or narrative 
elements by using 
clear reasoning, 
details, text-based 
evidence, and/or 
description; the 
development is 
largely appropriate 
to the task, 
purpose, and 
audience. 

The response 
addresses the 
prompt and 
provides effective 
and 
comprehensive 
development of 
the claim, topic 
and/or narrative 
elements by using 
clear and 
convincing 
reasoning, details, 
text-based 
evidence, and/or 
description; the 
development is 
consistently 
appropriate to the 
task, purpose, and 
audience. 

Writing: 
organization 

No response; or the 
response is  
 

 unintelligible or 

undecipherable 

 not written in 

English 

 too limited to 

evaluate 

 

The response 
demonstrates 
limited or no 
coherence, 
clarity, and/or 
cohesion, 
making the 
writer’s 
progression of 
ideas somewhat 
or entirely 
unclear. 
 

The response 
demonstrates 
some coherence, 
clarity, and/or 
cohesion, and 
includes an 
introduction, 
conclusion, and 
logically grouped 
ideas, making the 
writer’s 
progression of 
ideas usually 
discernible but not 
obvious. 

The response 
demonstrates a 
great deal of 
coherence, clarity, 
and cohesion, and 
includes an 
introduction, 
conclusion, and a 
logical progression 
of ideas, making it 
fairly easy to 
follow the writer’s 
progression of 
ideas. 
 

The response 
demonstrates 
purposeful 
coherence, clarity, 
and cohesion and 
includes a strong 
introduction, 
conclusion, and a 
logical, 
well-executed 
progression of 
ideas, making it 
easy to follow the 
writer’s 
progression of 
ideas. 

Writing: clarity 
of language 
 
 

No response; or the 
response is  
 

 unintelligible or 

undecipherable 

 not written in 

English 

 too limited to 

evaluate 

 

The response 
has a style that 
has limited or 
impaired 
effectiveness, 
with limited or 
highly deficient 
awareness of 
the norms of the 
discipline.  The 
response 
includes limited 
if any 
descriptions, 
sensory details, 
linking or 
transitional 
words, words to 
indicate tone, or 
domain-specific 
vocabulary. 

The response 
establishes and 
maintains a mostly 
effective style, 
while attending to 
the norms and 
conventions of the 
discipline.  The 
response uses 
some precise 
language, 
including 
descriptive words 
and phrases, 
sensory details, 
linking and 
transitional words, 
words to indicate 
tone and/or 
domain-specific 
vocabulary. 

The response 
establishes and 
maintains an 
effective style, 
while attending to 
the norms and 
conventions of the 
discipline.  The 
response uses 
mostly precise 
language, 
including 
descriptive words 
and phrases, 
sensory details, 
linking and 
transitional words, 
words to indicate 
tone, and/or 
domain-specific 
vocabulary. 

The response 
establishes and 
maintains an 
effective style, 
while attending to 
the norms and 
conventions of the 
discipline.  The 
response uses 
precise language 
consistently, 
including 
descriptive words 
and phrases, 
sensory details, 
linking and 
transitional words, 
words to indicate 
tone, and/or 
domain-specific 
vocabulary. 



Writing: 
knowledge of 
language and 
conventions 
 
 

No response; or the 
response is  
 

 unintelligible or 

undecipherable 

 not written in 

English 

 too limited to 

evaluate 

 

The response 
demonstrates 
little or no 
command of the 
conventions of 
standard 
English. There 
are frequent 
and varied 
errors in 
grammar and 
usage, 
demonstrating 
little or no 
control over 
language. There 
are frequent 
distracting 
errors in 
grammar and 
usage that often 
impede 
understanding. 

The response 
demonstrates 
limited command 
of the conventions 
of standard 
English. There are 
multiple errors in 
grammar and 
usage 
demonstrating 
minimal control 
over language. 
There are multiple 
distracting errors 
in grammar and 
usage that 
sometimes impede 
understanding. 

The response 
demonstrates a 
generally 
consistent 
command of the 
conventions of 
standard English. 
There are a few 
patterns of errors 
in grammar and 
usage that may 
infrequently 
impede 
understanding. 

The response 
demonstrates 
command of the 
conventions of 
standard English 
consistent with 
effectively edited 
writing. Though 
there may be a few 
minor errors in 
grammar and 
usage, meaning is 
clear throughout 
the response. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


