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Neema and Zawadi Doti, age 15, are twin sisters. 

Their family, originally from Kenya, moved to 

Portland five years ago as refugees from Ethiopia. 

Neema is a freshman at Benson High School. She 

wants to be a surgeon. She also wants to visit Paris 

and The Caribbean and would like to write about her 

travels.  Zawadi attends Cleveland High School 

because it’s right next door to their home so she 

doesn’t have to get up early. She wants to be a 

therapist and a world traveler. Both Neema and 

Zawadi love music. Neema used to play the 

saxophone and can’t wait to start playing again and 

join a jazz band. Zawadi played the tuba for a bit, but 

only because she didn’t want to disappoint her teacher. Now she’d rather listen to music 

than play it. 

 

They both dream of visiting their family in Kenya where they would like to relearn 

Swahili and Oromo, the languages they grew up speaking. They often find things in 

Portland to remind them of Africa—food, people and places. Portland is starting to feel 

like home, though Zawadi can’t get used to the cold or the rain. They participated in our 

workshop at Catholic Charities’ Kateri Park and Esperanza Court for refugees, seniors 

and people with disabilities, immigrant families, formerly homeless individuals and 

families and people living with chronic mental illness.   

 

How did you first hear of the workshop? What inspired you to sign up? 

 

Neema: My dad told me about the workshop. It sounded really interesting. 

 

Zawadi: After the first night, Neema came home from the workshop and talked about 

how fun it was. I looked through her journal and decided it looked great and I wanted to 

join!  

 

What has it been like to be in this writing workshop? 

 

Neema: Mary (the volunteer workshop facilitator) gives us prompts to inspire us. And 

the other people in the group give me ideas I didn’t have on my own. 

 

Zawadi: Mary gives us two titles to choose from, or we can write whatever we want. I 

like to choose from the titles because it gives me more ideas. 
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How did you feel about writing and sharing with other people?  
 

Zawadi: At first I was nervous to share. But I shared the first time and everyone was so 

complimentary it made me want to share again. [Zawadi reaches into her journal and 

shows me the postcards that Mary mailed to her each week.] Mary sent me this card 

that said what she liked about my writing. I wanted to try it again because of the 

postcard. 

 

Neema: I’m usually really shy. My dad started reading [his writing to the group]. He 

was the first one to read and he encouraged me. I feel welcomed here and really 

supported. The other writers say only positive things, nothing negative, and it makes 

you want to share again. 

 

How was it hearing the other workshop participants’ stories? 
 
Neema: Hearing other people’s writing gave me ideas. I would hear their writing on a 

prompt and realize that I didn’t write that way and I got ideas for how I could write. 

 

Zawadi: Hearing other people read was actually amazing. They told their stories 

through writing. I got to know them. And I got to know them differently. Sometimes 

when I would write, I would think “how would I write if I wrote like them.” That gave me 

new ways of writing. 

 

What was your favorite part of the workshop? 
 
Zawadi: When other people shared and when we all read out loud. It became fun and 

then I started wanting to share everything! 

 

Neema: The same for me. Sharing [our writing] made it feel like we were all equal. 

 

You were the youngest people in the group. You were writing with adults, 

and you said you felt equal. That’s great. Why do you think that was? 

 

Neema: Because we were all just telling stories. We greeted each other. We said hi and 

goodbye each week. A lot of the people in the group talked about wanting to know their 

neighbors better. They live in Esperanza Court. [Neema, Zawadi and their father 

Ahmed, live in apartments across the street called Kateri Park.]  

 

They wanted to know their neighbors in Kateri Park better, but if you don’t know 

somebody and you pass them in the street every day, you can have interest in saying “hi” 

to them, but you don’t know them and you don’t know how to talk to them because 
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they’re a stranger. You don’t just walk up to them and ask “hey, what’s going on?” By 

writing together we started to see what each other is like and now we can connect. 

 

You are sisters and you participated in the workshop, along with your 

father. What was it like to take the workshop with your family? 

 

Neema: I learned that my dad—and Zawadi—are great writers. My dad shared a piece 

and I was amazed. It was so interesting and the writing made me connect to the story 

and I could picture what he was talking about. Zawadi writes things really powerfully 

and you can picture it like you were there in her stories. 

 

Zawadi: It was good. Neema and my dad would read out loud and I could connect 

because they’re my family. I would think, “Yeah, I get it.” Because I know the story 

behind their writing. It was less scary to have them in the workshop with me. If I was 

just sitting with people I didn’t know, I would be so nervous to share. It was nice to have 

my family with me. 

 

Mary told me how impressed she was that both of you tried new things in 

your writing. What were you trying to do with your writing? 

 

Neema: I would try to think of new ways to share my stories. I thought of it like reading 

the same book, with the same characters, but how I could keep making it interesting and 

how I could connect with readers. 

 

Zawadi: I didn’t try to do new things. I would write something and then I would read it 

and I would think “Wow! How did I do that?” I think it came from listening to the others 

read. Sometimes I would start to write like that and didn’t even notice I was doing it. 

 

How does it feel to know your writing is about to be published in the Write 

Around Portland anthology? 

 

[Nervous laughter from both Neema and Zawadi.] 

 

Zawadi: When I go back to visit Africa, I want to bring the book. I want to show it to 

my family, my grandmother and my cousins. If I show it to one person in my family, I’ll 

be showing it to everyone!  

 

How do you think your family in Africa would react to seeing your writing 

in the book? 
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Neema: I think if I could translate the piece into Swahili or Oromo my family would 

say, “I see you. I know what you’re talking about.” My writing would speak to them. 

 

Are you inspired to write outside of the workshop? 

 

Neema: I write when I’m angry or frustrated or stressed. I write my emotions and I 

write my day. I’ll start a poem by describing how I’m feeling, like, “My heart is heavy 

with pain…” It helps me get it out. My heart may still be heavy but it takes so much of 

the stress away. It gets the anger and stress out of my heart and onto the book. 

 

Zawadi: Sometimes I get mad or get excited and no one wants to listen. That’s when I 

want to write. Sometimes I’ll write it out and I never knew I felt that way. Writing helps 

me calm down especially when no one is around who can listen to me. 

 

What would you say to someone who was thinking about attending a Write 

Around Portland workshop? 

 

Neema: Go! Experience it because it’s a really good group. It will inspire you and 

connect you with people. Especially if you’re all alone or stuck at home, you can get 

connected to people. 

 

Zawadi: This workshop really helps you become a strong listener, a strong reader and a 

strong writer. You’ll make new friends and get to know more people. It’s really great and 

you’ll want to keep going. 

 

Do you think being in the workshop made a difference for you? Is there 

anything else you would like your readers to know? 

 

Zawadi: This workshop is really helpful. Everyone needs creativity. I feel like I learned 

to be a creative writer. Try something new every day. You don’t know where it will take 

you. 

 

Neema: The workshop helped me know people. I got the courage to share my work. I 

got to share how I was feeling and I was able to connect with other people. You don’t 

have to be a great writer. You can show your emotion in writing. Just write. You don’t 

have to be specific. Just get it out. 

 


