
Lesson Title: Exploring Identity and Culture through Memoirs 
Developed by Priscilla Yoon 

Text: Crying in H-Mart by Michelle Zauner 
Teacher Resource: Slideshow 

Rationale: This lesson plan is tailored for my AP English Language and Composition class, aiming to deepen students' 
engagement with memoir as a literary form while enhancing their analytical writing skills. The focus on Crying in H-Mart 
allows students to examine how Zauner's reflections on food, memory, and familial relationships illustrate broader themes of 
cultural identity and the immigrant experience. By analyzing selected passages, students will practice citing textual evidence 
all while crafting their own narrative.  

Crying in H-Mart offers a multifaceted portrayal of Korean culture, inviting students to consider how cultural context 
influences personal narratives. This connection to cultural heritage is vital, especially in a classroom that values diverse 
experiences and perspectives. By engaging with Zauner's memoir, students will not only hone their literary analysis skills but 
also develop a deeper appreciation for the significance of cultural identity in shaping personal and collective stories.

Target Grade: 
11th/12th Grade (AP Language and Composition) 

New Jersey Student Learning Standards (NJSLA): 

● NJSLA-ELA RL.11-12.1: Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly
as well as inferences drawn from the text.

● NJSLA-ELA RL.11-12.2: Determine two or more themes of a literary text and analyze their development over the
course of the text.

● NJSLA-ELA W.11-12.1: Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics or texts, using valid
reasoning and relevant and sufficient evidence.

● NJSLA-ELA SL.11-12.1: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions.

Objectives: 

● Students will be able to analyze and cite strong textual evidence to support a comprehensive analysis of Crying in H-
Mart, focusing on culture and identity.

● Students will be able to understand the significance of memoirs and coming-of-age literature.
● Students will be able to examine how Korean culture influences the narrative in Crying in H-Mart.
● Students will be able to reflect on personal identities through writing exercises and multimedia resources.

Assessment: 

● Formative assessments:
○ Classroom discussions
○ Excerpt note taking
○ Video responses



Key Points: 

● Citing Textual Evidence: Learn to locate and quote significant passages that reveal themes of culture and identity.
● Perspectives and Lenses: Evaluate different cultural perspectives presented in memoirs and their impact on the

understanding of identity.
● Cultural Context: Recognize how cultural background shapes the narrative style and content of memoir writing.

Lesson Sequence 

1. Introduction to Memoirs (15 minutes)
Videos attached in slideshow presentation

● Discussion Questions:
○ What is a memoir? How is it different from an autobiography?
○ Why do people write memoirs? What can we learn from reading about someone else's life?

● Mini-Lecture:
○ Define a memoir as a personal narrative exploring the author’s experiences, focusing on themes like identity

and relationships.

2. Context: Introduction to Korean Culture (20 minutes)
Videos attached in slideshow presentation

● Korean Culture Overview:
○ Family and Hierarchy: Discuss the importance of family ties, respect for elders, and traditional values,

including filial piety.
○ Food as Culture: Highlight how food is central to family life in Korea, connecting to heritage, and the

significance of H-Mart in Zauner's memories.
● Multimedia Element:

○ Show a short video on food culture and H-Mart
● Cultural Identity Discussion:

○ Prompt students to consider how cultural identity influences their sense of self and relationships with family
and community.

3. Reading Excerpt from Crying in H-Mart (30 minutes)
Worksheet attached at bottom

● Read:
○ Select a passage that highlights Zauner’s struggle with her identity and her relationship with her mother,

focusing on her emotions navigating two cultures.
● Discussion Questions:

○ How does Zauner use memories of food and her mother to explore her identity?
○ In what ways does her Korean heritage affect her sense of belonging?
○ How does culture influence relationships in immigrant families?
○ Discuss the importance of culture in memoir writing and its influence on the author's perspective.



4. Formative Assessment (15 minutes)

● Writing Prompt:
○ Ask students to write about a significant memory involving their family or culture, reflecting on how their

identity has been shaped by traditions or important events.
● Reflection:

○ Have students share their reflections in pairs or small groups, considering how their personal stories connect
with larger themes of culture and identity, similar to Zauner’s narrative.



Name: Date:  Period: 
Crying in H-Mart Excerpt Annotation Sheet 

Excerpt Takes notes on the significance of food–refer 
to the guiding questions if needed 

Ever since my mom died, I cry in H Mart. For those of you who don’t know, H 
Mart is a supermarket chain that specializes in Asian food. The “H” stands for 
han ah reum, a Korean phrase that roughly translates to “one arm full of 
groceries.” H Mart is where parachute kids go to get the exact brand of instant 
noodles that reminds them of home. It’s where Korean families buy rice cakes to 
make tteokguk, a beef soup that brings in the new year. It’s the only place 
where you can find a giant vat of peeled garlic, because it’s the only place that 
truly understands how much garlic you’ll need for the kind of food your people 
eat. H Mart is freedom from the single-aisle “ethnic” section in regular grocery 
stores. They don’t prop Goya beans next to bottles of sriracha here. Instead, 
you’ll likely find me crying by the banchan refrigerators, remembering the taste 
of my mom’s soy-sauce eggs and cold radish soup. Or in the freezer section, 
holding a stack of dumpling skins, thinking of all the hours that Mom and I spent 
at the kitchen table folding minced pork and chives into the thin dough. Sobbing 
near the dry goods, asking myself, “Am I even Korean anymore if there’s no one 
left in my life to call and ask which brand of seaweed we used to buy?” 

When I was growing up, with a Caucasian father and a Korean mother, my mom 
was my access point for our Korean heritage. While she never actually taught 
me how to cook (Korean people tend to disavow measurements and supply only 
cryptic instructions along the lines of “add sesame oil until it tastes like 
Mom’s”), she did raise me with a distinctly Korean appetite. This meant an over-
the-top appreciation of good food and emotional eating. We were particular 
about everything: kimchi had to be perfectly sour, samgyupsal perfectly crisped; 
hot food had to be served piping hot or it might as well be inedible. The concept 
of prepping meals for the week was a ludicrous affront to our lifestyle. We 
chased our cravings daily. If we wanted the same kimchi stew for three weeks 
straight, we relished it until a new craving emerged. We ate in accordance with 
the seasons and holidays. On my birthday, she’d make seaweed soup: a 
traditional dish for celebrating one’s mother that is also what women typically 
eat after giving birth. When spring arrived and the weather turned, we’d bring 
our camp stove outdoors and fry up strips of fresh pork belly on the deck. In 
many ways, food was how my mother expressed her love. No matter how 
critical or cruel she seemed — constantly pushing me to be what she felt was 
the best version of myself — I could always feel her affection radiating from the 
lunches she packed and the meals she prepared for me just the way I liked 
them. 

I can hardly speak Korean, but in H Mart I feel like I’m fluent. I fondle the 
produce and say the words aloud — chamoe melon, danmuji. I fill my shopping 
cart with every snack that has glossy packaging decorated with a familiar 
cartoon. I think about the time Mom showed me how to fold the little plastic 
card that came inside bags of Jolly Pong, how to use it as a spoon to shovel 
caramel puff rice into my mouth, and how it inevitably fell down my shirt and 
spread all over the car. I remember the snacks Mom told me she ate when she 
was a kid and how I tried to imagine her at my age. I wanted to like all the things 
she did, to embody her completely. 

What emotional significance does H Mart hold 
for Zauner after the loss of her mother? 

How does Zauner describe the importance of 
food in her relationship with her mother and 
her cultural identity? 



My grief comes in waves and is usually triggered by something arbitrary. I can 
tell you with a straight face what it was like watching my mom’s hair fall out in 
the bathtub, or about the five weeks I spent sleeping in hospitals, but catch me 
at H Mart when some kid runs up double-fisting plastic sleeves of ppeong-twigi 
and I’ll just lose it. Those little rice-cake Frisbees were my childhood: a happier 
time, when Mom was there and we’d crunch away on the Styrofoam-like disks 
after school. Eating them was like splitting a packing peanut that dissolved like 
sugar on your tongue. 

I’ll cry when I see a Korean grandmother eating seafood noodles in the food 
court, discarding shrimp heads and mussel shells onto the lid of her daughter’s 
tin rice bowl. Her gray hair frizzy, cheekbones protruding like the tops of two 
peaches, tattooed eyebrows rusting as the ink fades out. I’ll wonder what my 
Mom would have looked like in her seventies — if she would have the same 
perm that every Korean grandma gets as though it were a part of our race’s 
evolution. I’ll imagine our arms linked, her tiny frame leaning against mine as we 
take the escalator up to the food court. The two of us in all black, “New York 
style,” she’d say, her image of New York still rooted in the era of “Breakfast at 
Tiffany’s.” She would carry the quilted-leather Chanel purse that she’d wanted 
her whole life, instead of the fake ones that she bought on the back streets of 
Itaewon. Her hands and face would be slightly sticky from QVC anti-aging 
creams. She’d wear some strange, ultra-high-top sneaker wedges that I’d 
disagree with. “Michelle, in Korea, every celebrity wears this one.” She’d pluck 
the lint off my coat and pick on me — how my shoulders slumped, how I needed 
new shoes, how I should really start using that argan-oil treatment she bought 
me — but we’d be together. 

If I’m being honest, there’s a lot of anger. I’m angry at this old Korean woman I 
don’t know, that she gets to live and my mother does not, like somehow this 
stranger’s survival is at all related to my loss. Why is she here slurping up spicy 
jjamppong noodles and my mom isn’t? Other people must feel this way. Life is 
unfair, and sometimes it helps to irrationally blame someone for it. 

Sometimes my grief feels as though I’ve been left alone in a room with no doors. 
Every time I remember that my mother is dead, it feels like I’m colliding into a 
wall that won’t give. There’s no escape, just a hard wall that I keep ramming 
into over and over, a reminder of the immutable reality that I will never see her 
again. 

H Marts are usually situated far from a city’s center. When I lived in Brooklyn, it 
was an hour-long drive in traffic to Flushing. In Philly, it’s about the same to 
Upper Darby or Elkins Park. H Marts often serve as the center of larger 
complexes of Asian storefronts, and are surrounded by Asian restaurants that 
are always better than the ones found closer to town. We’re talking Korean 
restaurants that pack the table so full of banchan side dishes that you’re forced 
to play a never-ending game of horizontal Jenga with twenty-plus plates of tiny 
anchovies, stuffed cucumbers, and pickled everything. This isn’t like the sad 
Asian-fusion joint by your work, where they serve bell peppers in their bibimbap 
and give you the stink eye when you ask for another round of wilted bean 
sprouts; this is the real deal. 

You’ll know that you’re headed the right way because there will be signs to 
mark your path. As you go farther into your pilgrimage, the lettering on the 
awnings slowly begins to turn into symbols that you may or may not be able to 
read. This is when my elementary-grade Korean skills are put to the test — how 
fast can I sound out the vowels while in traffic? I spent more than ten years 
going to hangul hakkyo every Friday, and this is all I have to show for it: I can 
read the signs for churches in different Asian texts, for an optometrist’s office, a 

How do Zauner’s visits to H Mart evoke 
memories of her mother and her childhood? 

What complex feelings does Zauner experience 
when encountering other families in H Mart? 



bank. A couple more blocks in, and we’re in the heart of it. Suddenly, it’s like 
another country. Everyone is Asian, a swarm of different dialects crisscross like 
invisible telephone wires, the only English words are “HOT POT” and “LIQUORS,” 
and they’re all buried beneath a handful of different characters, with an anime 
tiger or hot dog dancing next to them. 

Inside an H Mart complex, there will be some kind of food court, an appliance 
shop, and a pharmacy. Usually, there’s a beauty counter where you can buy 
Korean makeup and skin-care products with snail mucin or caviar oil, or a face 
mask that proudly and vaguely advertises “PLACENTA.” (Whose placenta? Who 
knows?) There will usually be a pseudo-French bakery with weak coffee, bubble 
tea, and an array of glowing pastries that always look much better than they 
taste. 

Lately, my local H Mart is in Cheltenham, a town northeast of Philadelphia. My 
routine is to drive in for lunch on the weekends, stock up on groceries for the 
week, and cook something for dinner with whatever fresh bounty inspired me. 
The H Mart in Cheltenham has two stories; the grocery is on the first floor and 
the food court is above it. Upstairs, there is an array of stalls for different kinds 
of food. One is dedicated to sushi, one is strictly Chinese, and another is for 
traditional Korean jjigaes, bubbling soups served in traditional stone pots called 
dolsots, which act as mini cauldrons to ensure that your soup is still bubbling a 
good ten minutes past arrival. There’s a stall for Korean street food, which 
serves up Korean ramen (which basically just means Shin Cup Noodles with an 
egg cracked in them); giant steamed dumplings full of pork and glass noodles, 
housed in a thick, cake-like dough; and tteokbokki, chewy, bite-sized cylindrical 
rice cakes boiled in a stock with fishcakes, red pepper, and gochujang, a sweet-
and-spicy paste that’s one of the three mother sauces used in pretty much all 
Korean dishes. Last, there’s my personal favorite: Korean-Chinese fusion, which 
serves tangsuyuk — a glossy, sweet-and-sour orange pork — seafood noodle 
soup, fried rice, and jajangmyeon. 

The food court is the perfect place to people-watch while sucking down salty, 
fatty, black-bean noodles. I think about my family who lived in Korea, before 
most of them died, and how Korean-Chinese food was always the first thing 
we’d eat when my mom and I arrived in Seoul after a fourteen-hour flight from 
America. Twenty minutes after my aunt would phone in our order, the 
apartment ringer would buzz “Für Elise” in MIDI, and up would come a 
helmeted man, fresh off his motorcycle, with a giant steel box. He’d slide open 
the metal door and deliver heaping bowls of noodles and deep-fried battered 
pork with its rich sauce on the side. The Saran wrap on top would be concave 
and sweating. We’d peel it off and dribble black, chunky goodness all over the 
noodles and pour the shiny, sticky, translucent orange sauce over the pork. 
We’d sit cross-legged on the cool marble floor, slurping and reaching over one 
another. My aunts and mom and grandmother would jabber on in Korean, and I 
would eat and listen, unable to comprehend, bothering my mom every so often 
to translate. 

I wonder how many people at H Mart miss their families. How many are thinking 
of them as they bring their trays back from the different stalls. Whether they’re 
eating to feel connected, to celebrate these people through food. Which ones 
weren’t able to fly back home this year, or for the past ten years? Which ones 
are like me, missing the people who are gone from their lives forever? 

At one table is a group of young Chinese students, alone without family at 
schools in America. They have banded together to take the bus forty-five 
minutes outside the city, into the suburbs of a foreign country, for soup 
dumplings. At another table, there are three generations of Korean women 

How does Zauner illustrate the cultural and 
communal aspects of H Mart as a gathering 
place for the Asian community? 



eating three types of stews: daughter, mom, and grandmother dipping their 
spoons into each other’s dolsots, reaching over one another’s trays, arms in one 
another’s faces, pinching at their different banchan with chopsticks. None of 
them pay any notice or give second thought to the concept of personal space. 

There is a young white man and his family. They giggle together as they butcher 
the pronunciation of the menu. The son explains to his parents the different 
dishes they’ve ordered. Maybe he was stationed in Seoul for military service or 
taught English abroad. Maybe he’s the only one in his family with a passport. 
Maybe this will be the moment his family decides it’s time to travel and discover 
these things themselves 

There is an Asian guy blowing his girlfriend’s mind, introducing her to a whole 
new world of flavors and textures. He shows her how to eat mul naengmyeon, a 
cold noodle soup that tastes better if you add vinegar and hot mustard first. He 
tells her about how his parents came to this country, how he’d watch his mom 
make this dish. When she made it, she didn’t add zucchini; she subbed radishes 
instead. An old man hobbles over to a neighboring table to order the chicken-
and-ginseng porridge that he probably eats here every day. Bells go off for 
people to collect their orders. Women in visors work behind the counters 
without stopping. 

It’s a beautiful, holy place. A cafeteria full of people from all over the world who 
have been displaced in a foreign country, each with a different history. Where 
did they come from and how far did they travel? Why are they all here? To find 
the galangal no American supermarket stocks to make the Indonesian curry that 
their father loves? To buy the rice cakes to celebrate Jesa and honor the 
anniversary of their loved one’s passing? To satisfy a craving for tteokbokki on a 
rainy day? Were they moved by a memory of some drunken, late-night snack 
under a pojangmacha tent in Incheon? 

We don’t talk about it. There’s never so much as a knowing look. We sit here in 
silence, eating our lunch. But I know we are all here for the same reason. We’re 
all searching for a piece of home, or a piece of ourselves. We look for a taste of 
it in the food we order and the ingredients we buy. Then we separate. We bring 
the haul back to our dorm rooms or suburban kitchens, and we re-create a dish 
that couldn’t be made without that journey, because what we’re looking for 
isn’t accessible at a Trader Joe’s. H Mart is where you can find your people 
under one odorous roof, where you can have faith that you’ll find something 
you can’t find anywhere else. 

In the H Mart food court, I find myself again, searching for the first chapter of 
the story that I want to tell about my mother. I am sitting next to a Korean 
mother and her son, who have unknowingly taken the table next to ol’ 
waterworks over here. The kid dutifully gets their silverware from the counter 
and places it on paper napkins for the both of them. He’s eating fried rice and 
his mom has seolleongtang, ox-bone soup. He must be in his early twenties, but 
his mother is still instructing him on how to eat, just like my mom used to. “Dip 
the onion in the paste.” “Don’t add too much gochujang or it’ll be too salty.” 
“Why aren’t you eating the mung beans?” Some days, the constant nagging 
would annoy me. Woman, let me eat in peace! But, most days, I knew it was the 
ultimate display of a Korean woman’s tenderness, and I cherished that love. 

The boy’s mom places pieces of beef from her spoon onto his spoon. He is quiet 
and looks tired and doesn’t talk to her much. I want to tell him how much I miss 
my mother. How he should be kind to his mom, remember that life is fragile and 

How does Zauner describe the interactions 
among customers at H Mart, and what do 
these interactions reveal about shared 
experiences? 



she could be gone at any moment. Tell her to go to the doctor and make sure 
there isn’t a small tumor growing inside her. 

Within the past five years, I lost both my aunt and mother to cancer. So, when I 
go to H Mart, I’m not just on the hunt for cuttlefish and three bunches of 
scallions for a buck; I’m searching for their memory. I’m collecting the evidence 
that the Korean half of my identity didn’t die when they did. In moments like 
this, H Mart is the bridge that guides me away from the memories that haunt 
me, of chemo head and skeletal bodies and logging milligrams of hydrocodone. 
It reminds me of who they were before: beautiful and full of life, wiggling Chang 
Gu honey-cracker rings on all ten of their fingers, showing me how to suck a 
Korean grape from its skin and spit out the seeds. 

How does Zauner describe the interactions 
among customers at H Mart, and what do 
these interactions reveal about shared 
experiences? 



Exploring Identity and 
Culture through Memoirs

꿈

Crying in H-Mart

ㅎ

신원

내 이야기

ㅎ



Turn & Talk
Think of a book, show, or movie about a person’s life that you enjoyed. 

Why did you enjoy it so much?  

Memoir Writing

“A memoir forces me to stop and remember 
carefully. It is an exercise in truth. In a 

memoir, I look at myself, my life, and the 
people I love the most in the mirror of the 

blank screen. In a memoir, feelings are more 
important than facts, and to write honestly, I 

have to confront my demons.” 

Based on the quotation, what are 

three traits of a memoir?

Write a one to two sentence working 

definition for memoir based on your 

answer above.



Watch: 5:10-8:09

★ Why does Shapiro (the first speaker in this clip) call 
memoir writing “a discovery”?

★ What does Laymon’s response reveal about 
possible motivations for memoir writing?

사랑

사랑

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-hhxo4LNxr4


Clint Smith - Reframing the narrative (Tell Your 
Truth) 

4:35-5:23

★ The speakers in this clip talk 
about the impact of a memoir. 

Why might it be especially 
important for young people to 

write memoirs?

★ What is an aspect of yourself 
that you might be able to show 

people by telling your story?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LHM5zCE5Rdk


Korean Culture

★ Importance of Family Ties:  Family is the cornerstone of 
Korean society, where strong bonds shape individual 
identities and social roles.

★ Filial Piety: This central value highlights the deep respect 
and loyalty owed to parents and ancestors, influencing 
behavior and decision-making.

★ Respect for Elders: Elders are revered figures in families, 
with their wisdom guiding family matters and cultural 
traditions, reinforcing a hierarchy based on age.

★ Collective vs. Individual Identity: Personal choices often 
prioritize the family’s well-being over individual desires, 
fostering a sense of community and interdependence. ㅈ



Korean Food Culture in Modern Day 
Society

Watch and reflect:

In what ways do the chefs' 
interpretations of Korean dishes in 
"Culinary Chef Wars" challenge or 

reinforce cultural stereotypes about 
Korean food, and how does this reflect 

the evolving nature of culinary identity?Currently, Netflix has featured a new show called “Culinary 
Class Wars,” featuring Korean chefs and cuisines. This is  a 

competitive cooking show where chefs, including those 
specializing in Korean cuisine, showcase their culinary skills 

in a series of challenges to win the title of top chef.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YXmE5ASDyrs


Intro to: Crying in H-Mart
고마워요

Watch and reflect:

What makes H-Mart a unique grocery 
store? 

What personal experiences or cultural 
connections do you think might arise when 

visiting a grocery store that represents your 
heritage? How might these experiences 

shape your understanding of identity and 
family?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Z_v7Uv8v84


Excerpt from “Crying in H-Mart”
Let’s read our excerpt together. As we are reading, please be sure to take notes on the significance of  Korean food for the author. 

Please note that the rest of the passage is on a separate PDF assignment.
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