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The Mother Tongue: 
English and How It Got That Way 
(ISBN: 0380715430) 
 
Bill Bryson’s history of the English language traces how 
history has shaped the way we speak. With dazzling wit and 
astonishing insight, Bryson explores the remarkable history, 
eccentricities, resilience, and sheer fun of the English 
language. 
 
From the first descent of the larynx into the throat (which is 
why you can talk but your dog cannot), to the fine lost art of 
swearing, Bryson tells the fascinating, often uproarious story 
of an inadequate, second-rate tongue of peasants that 
developed into one of the world’s largest growth industries. 

 
 
Assignment 
 
1. Read the text; annotate as much as possible, making margin notes on at least ten (10) to fifteen (15) passages describing  
elements in the development of the English language that you find particularly intriguing, surprising, confusing,  
concerning, or otherwise meaningful. 
 
2. Choose four (4) different passages from the text, and write responses to each passage in the form of a paragraph of eight  
(8) to ten (10) full sentences, for a total of four (4) such paragraphs.  The passages should not all be found in one part of  
the text but, instead, range from the beginning through the middle to the end, demonstrating your complete experience  
with the entire text.  Make sure to note the page number of the passage to which you are responding with each paragraph.  
 

A. Choose one (1) passage from the text that you find either provocative or disturbing in some way.  Write a 
first-person response explaining what, exactly, provokes or disturbs you with respect to learning about that 
aspect of the development of the English language.  
 

B. Choose one (1) passage from the text that you find compelling or thought-provoking.  Write a first-person 
response explaining your reaction to the passage and the reasons for that reaction.  

 
C. Choose one (1) passage from the text that you find particularly relevant to a political, social, or cultural 

event or situation in the world today.  Write a third-person response explaining the connection between that 
passage and the current event or situation.  

 
D. Choose one (1) passage from the text that you find particularly meaningful with respect to your own life.  

The passage may remind you of a personal experience with language or communication – maybe in an 
academic setting – or perhaps the passage invokes a character trait or professional ambition related to your 
life in some way.  Write a first-person response explaining the connection between that passage and you. 

 
 

 
Bring your annotated book on the first day of class; also bring your four completed responses, printed as follows. 
 
� Type Size:  Twelve (12) Point 
� Type Font:  Times New Roman 
� Spacing:  Double  
� Integrity:   At the top of the first page, type the succinct version of the Dwight School Honor Code: I did not cheat 

on this assignment.  (The assignment will be submitted to the anti-plagiarism site Turnitin.com.  
Instructions on how to do so will be provided on the first day of class.) 

 
By the start of school, you must also have written a full draft of your main college essay.   
 
If you have any questions about this summer assignment, email Mr. Wiesenfeld, Chair of the English Department, at 
mwiesenfeld@dwight.edu.  Have a wonderful summer, and we look forward to seeing you in September!  


