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Thank You, My “Panda Mommy”
Elizabeth Jiang

“To be honest, ever since | was 6 years old, | have dreaded to go to Chinese school. As every
Sunday came rolling around, | would complain, cry, throw fits, and beg my mom to let me stay home or
allow me to go to my American friends' birthday parties. Of course, she would say that my friends
should have parties on Saturday instead of Sunday, and that she had already “promised the teacher that
I would go.” Or, she would use reverse psychology and say, “Okay, if you really don’t want to go, don’t
go. Your dad and | are going to have a lot of fun today with your brother at Chinese school.” | hated
being left out from family activities, so | quickly prepared my little pink Chinese school backpack. Little
did I know that this was her way of tricking me into going to Chinese school.

As | grew older and around when | was 8 or 9, | never wanted to do my homework or volunteer
in class. Doing homework was torture, and my mom was my prison guard. Honestly, to my 8-year-old
self, going to Chinese school for 3 hours every Sunday felt like going to prison. | was locked in, expected
to behave in a certain way, and watched under very controlled and judgmental situations. | felt like this
mostly because of my disconnection and isolation from the culture and expectations. At the time, | lived
in a suburb near Worcester, a very Caucasian-based area. Simply put, all of my friends were “white.” But
some of that prison feeling also came from my secret and internal self-disappointment. | was used to
being one of the smarter kids in class—in my normal American school, | got the best grades and my
peers would ask ME to help explain things. However, at Chinese school, | was the worst. | didn't know
simple idioms, | always mixed up the order of sentences, my accent was too American, and | didn’t know
enough vocabulary to express myself. | was ashamed, and | was worried my mom was ashamed too.

However, my mom had never been the "tiger parent" you
hear so much about in the news. In fact, my mom is a “panda
mommy.” She is a sweetheart, the nicest and smartest woman |
know, and much more relaxed than a tiger. In this way, she is a
much better parent than ANY tiger mother. Instead of focusing
on what grade | would achieve, she focused on how much | learned
and knew in school. As she put up with my teenage fights and

complaints about Chinese school, she instilled two simple notions in

me: that it was all about learning (not about test scores), and that a
sense of community, pride, and culture would come with a
persistent relationship with my Chinese school.

Finally, in 10th grade, | understood. It was truly as if a light had shone through a window.
Perhaps it was because | finally matured, or because | finally allowed myself to enjoy something that was
difficult for me. But, suddenly, it made sense. Unfortunately, it came almost too late. 10th grade was the
last grade that my Chinese school offered, and | had only achieved a 4" grade level of Chinese. However,
given my change in attitude, | wanted to give back to the community, teachers, and peers that had given
me so much. And so, | zealously volunteered to be a teacher's assistant next year, during my junior year

of high school. | was placed with one of the 1st grade classes.
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As September came around, | started to feel nervous that my Chinese wouldn't be good enough
to truly contribute and help these young students, who reminded me so much of what | was once like. |
revealed these fears to my mom, who once again patiently and lovingly guided me. She told me that |
should take this TA opportunity not only as a service to the community that helped me so much (helping
the teachers who had given me so much knowledge) but also as a learning experience. She simply said,
“You can learn something in that first grade class, too.”

And so, on the first day of Chinese school, | went into that first grade class and learned new
Chinese terms with my 6 year old peers. It sounds ridiculous, but this was how | contributed to my
community—by continuing my learning process and becoming a peer to the students. These 1*'grade
students now looked up to me, thought | was friendly, and were never scared to ask me comprehension
guestions. | saw their happy, energetic, and loving expressions as they learned new words, and |
suddenly realized that yes, |, too, love my Chinese community. It had given me so much. More than just
proficiency in speaking a language. It gave me a sense of belonging and a sense of purpose. | have been
able to carry this sense of community with me throughout my high school years. It has served as
motivation for my scholastic studies, and | truly believe that without such a life lesson, | would not have
been so successful in my high school career and been accepted to Harvard University. Without my
Chinese school, my volunteer services for two years as a TA, and especially my mom, | would be lost and
quite alone in life. Thank you, mom, and thank you Newton Chinese Language School, for shaping me
into the happy and understanding young woman | am today. Happy Sunday, and Happy Mother’s Day.”
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