
To help you complete your story project, Mawi Inc. has put together a few ideas to show you the steps Mawi took in writing his memoir. 

Before Mawi began to write, he interviewed everyone he knew that could help him find out more about his story.  That sounds funny because he should know his own story, right? One thing Mawi realized is that his story was much bigger than him, and it was very connected to the experiences of others. So in order to get a more powerful, well-rounded version of what really happened; he talked to a whole bunch of people.  

Mawi’s partial interviewee list:  

-Mama Tsege (for his family history) 

-Beth Raney

-Getacho, a family friend 



-Mrs. M (a teacher from Longfellow)

-Our American “grandmothers”

-Friends of Mama Tsege and Father Haileab from Ethiopia

-Mrs. Martin (who, by the is married to Mr. Martin, his track coach)

1.  What kind of questions do you think would be appropriate for an interview?  Take a look at a few that Mawi asked.  

-Mama – “Can you please tell me how we fled from Ethiopia to Sudan?” 

 -Beth Raney and Mrs. Benson– “Can you please tell me what you remember about my family the first year or two you knew us in The United States.”

 -Jim – “Can you tell about how you helped Tewolde start the cleaning business?”

 

Here are a couple of examples that Mawi calls “a great question” for an interview:  

1.  “Can you tell me how X happened?”   

2.  “Can you tell me what you remember about Y person in Z situation?”

2.  Who is on your interview list? (6 or more)   

On a separate sheet of paper, write down examples of 1 or 2  “great” questions you can ask each person you want to interview.  

3.  Set up appointments for your interviews.   Write the dates and times below.  

Now it’s time to focus on settings.  Settings are important components of storytelling.  For example, the settings Mawi chose were the desert, the Sudanese refugee camp, the Longfellow playground, the house on Howard Street, Triangle Park, the tunnel, Wheaton Public Library, and don’t forget the courtroom scene!  It was these places, and more that really helped his story come to life.  

4.  Use your memories and the information you discovered from your interviews to think of 10 settings you might use in your story.  

5.  Characters are another important element of a successful story.  Just ask yourself, would Of Beetles & Angels be any good without the characters Father Haileab, Jake, Tewolde, Kiros and Mama Tsege? Or even mischievous Mawi himself?  List 5-6 characters that play an important part of your story.  Next to their names, write a short sentence telling why you want to include them.  

a.  

b.  

c.  

d.  

e.  

f.   

6.  Like Mawi’s memoir, your story should include a final section resembling the chapter “Eyeing the Mountain-Top”.  Reread this chapter of the book to help you, and then use your story and your characters to relate to the reader the life lessons you have learned and the goals you look forward to accomplishing.  Share one or two sentences that summarize your thoughts for this section below:  

7.  Finally, Choosing the correct order for events can make or break a story.  Mawi chose to use the literary device of “flashback” to relate his story.  That’s when the author goes back and forth in time.  Before you begin to write your memoir, take your list of all the places you want to include in your story and put them in order of which one you want to share first. Put the new list below.  

8.  Using effective time words is the final piece.  Time words are words the author uses to indicate change or pace in the time that passes.  These words help the reader not get confused when reading the story, especially when the author uses flashback as a device.  One third grade class of Longfellow ESL students came up with about 15 time words in 3 minutes.  How many can your class think of?  

Now you can begin to piece together your first draft!  (You would cry if you knew how many drafts it took Mawi to finally finish his story.)  Using all your “Getting Started” information will make the process much less threatening.  

Remember, a sign of a truly good writer is not that he or she can write a story with no problems the first time they try, but one who is willing to make mistakes and then go back to fix them.   To inspire you to finish well, here’s a true horror story that happened to Mawi while he was writing OBAA.  After completing 80% of the story, someone decided that they wanted to rob Mawi’s apartment.  They took a bunch of Mawi’s stuff including his computer, which had the only copy of the book on it.  What if Mawi had decided to give up?  It would have been very easy, right?  Thank goodness he pressed on and decided to finish.  Now his story is read in schools all over the nation.  When you get frustrated with the writing process, just remember, nothing is impossible if you decide ahead of time that you will refuse to give up!  







