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intercultural storytelling workshop with my new team of researchers: post-doc 
Joan van Geel, whose love for working with young people exudes in all she does, 
and the four PhD students on the MO-TRAYL project, Gladys Akom Ankobrey, 
Sarah Anschütz, Laura Ogden and Onallia Osei. The four students each worked 
in one of the sites of the project – the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany and 
Ghana, respectively – and all have experiences with migration themselves. Each 
spent almost a year and a half living, working and hanging out with their young 
research participants, building the trusting relationships without which this 
workshop would not have succeeded.

While the workshop was conceived of as a way to give something back to our 
research participants, we ourselves were inspired by the experience, which 
showed, again, how much is to be gained when social science research and 
the arts join hands. The joint product is not just the book itself, but the whole 
experience of the workshop. As Franka said, “At the end [of the workshop] there 
was a sense of community amongst the young folk, a strong sense of not being 
alone in the world.  I was so pleased to have been a part of this and even more 
sure of how academia can work hand in hand with creatives to make this world a 
better, happier place for all.”

I want to thank all for having made this such a powerful experience: to the young 
participants, thank you for placing your trust in us; to Franka, my soul sister, 
thank you for the inspiration you gave the young people; to my research team, 
your sensitivity, respect for young people and intelligence make working with 
you a true pleasure; and to the students of the hotel school, your enthusiasm 
helped to create the welcoming atmosphere that characterized the workshop!

Valentina Mazzucato
Maastricht, May 2020

Preface
This book is the outcome of our attempt to ‘give back’ to young people of 
Ghanaian background who participated in an international research project 
entitled ‘Mobility Trajectories of Young Lives—Transnational Youth in Global 
South and North (MO-TRAYL)’. We organized a 3-day intercultural storytelling 
workshop called ‘Finding Your Voice’. The aim of the workshop was to equip 
participants with the skills to share their stories, in their own voice, of growing 
up between Ghana and the country in Europe where they live. The workshop was 
held in June 2019 in Château Bethlehem, a ‘teaching hotel’ in Maastricht, a small 
city in the Dutch province of Limburg. 

The workshop has a history. It builds on my experience in developing a creative 
writing workshop as part of a previous research project called ‘Transnational 
Child Raising Arrangements (TCRA)’. The young people who participated 
in the workshop were living in Ghana but their parents had migrated abroad. 
In some cases, the young people had been overseas themselves, but had been 
sent to Ghana by their Ghanaian parents, to continue their schooling there. For 
that workshop, I worked together with an American literary author of Cuban 
origins, Ana Menéndez, with expertise in designing and conducting creative 
writing workshops, and a Ghanaian author of children’s books, Franka Andoh. 
Together, we developed a 3-day creative writing workshop that was conducted 
by Franka in parallel with one of the project’s academic conferences in Ghana 
in June 2012. At the end of the conference, the young people read their stories 
to the public. After three days with Franka, they produced writing that provided 
alternative narratives to academic portrayals of young people who live in their 
country of origin while their parents migrate. Their stories often described their 
experiences with great nuance. Some have been published on the TCRA project 
website (www.tcra.nl).

During the workshop in Ghana, Franka and I discovered we are like-minded 
souls. We experienced a harmony of ideas and our collaboration seemed 
effortless. I therefore did not hesitate to invite her to collaborate again on this 
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included sessions on writing, interview techniques, audio-recording, reading 
aloud for an audience and making a podcast. In this book, you will read the final 
stories that the young people produced, and, on our website (www.motrayl.com/
stories/youth-workshop), you can hear their voices as they read their stories and 
interview their fellow workshop participants. The stories are in their own names 
as the young people gave us permission to use their first names in this collection.

Although this book started as a way to give voice to our research participants, 
whilst we were composing it, we realized that our experiences might also be 
of use to people who would like to organize a similar workshop. Therefore, in 
addition to young people’s stories, the book includes reflections, lessons learned 
and a guide program that we think might be useful for anyone wanting to do 
something similar. We write the reflections from our standpoint, as researchers 
in a project, but they are written in a way to be helpful to anyone who works with 
young people of migrant background or of non-migrant background, be they 
teachers, camp counselors, project leaders or researchers.

We start the book with interviews of two of the workshop organizers, Valentina 
and Franka, to give the reader contextual information about our motivations for 
the workshop. The researchers took part in the workshop as participants, just to 
shuffle the usual teacher/researcher vs. student roles a bit. So, while the youth 
stories that resulted from the workshop form the core of the book, some of the 
stories included in this book are by us, the researchers, and are about our own 
lives. The stories follow the two opening interviews and are followed in turn 
by three reflection pieces based on our preparations and observations before, 
during and after the workshop. We reflect on the empowering experiences of the 
workshop for both researchers and participants, as well as some of the challenges 
that we faced. The book ends in the same way we ended our workshop: with 
participants’ impressions on what they gained from the workshop. We include 
an appendix containing the workshop schedule and an explanation of program 
activities as a practical guide. We asked two illustrators to add color to our book. 

This book is the product of a collaborative endeavor between researchers, a 
literary author, and young people. It recounts a workshop held in June 2019 in 
Château Bethlehem, in Maastricht, the Netherlands, as one of the activities that 
constitute the ongoing MO-TRAYL research project. MO-TRAYL stands for 
‘Mobility Trajectories of Young Lives—Transnational Youth in Global South and 
North’ and is financed by the European Research Council Consolidator Grant 
scheme. The MO-TRAYL project studies the forms of mobility that young people 
of migrant background continue to engage in after they or their parents have 
migrated and how this mobility impacts their lives. Even though there is much 
research on the impact of migration on young people, their trips to their or 
their parents’ home country are seldom the focus of research. In some European 
countries, schools consider such trips as potentially slowing down the educational 
progress of young people with a migrant background. Is this the case? No one 
really knows because the question has not been investigated. This is why the MO-
TRAYL project set out to investigate these trips. MO-TRAYL focuses on young 
people of Ghanaian background living in three European countries—Belgium, 
Germany and the Netherlands—and in Ghana. It uses a youth-centric approach 
to understand how young people themselves experience their trips to or from 
Ghana, what these trips mean to them, and how these trips affect their personal 
growth. We also accompanied some of the young people during their trips to 
Ghana. We show how both short visits and longer-term stays impact young 
people’s educational pathways, aspirations for the future and their sense of self.

The MO-TRAYL team organized the 2019 workshop as a way to ‘give back’ to 
the research participants with whom they had been working for over a year. But 
it was also, and importantly, a way to help bring out the voices of young people. 
So often, in research, in politics and in public events, adults speak on behalf of 
young people, but young people’s own voices are not heard. At this workshop, 
which we called ‘Finding Your Voice’, young people produced their own stories 
and developed their skills in creative writing, interviewing and public speaking, 
skills which are applicable in various contexts in their lives. The workshop 
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the workshop, when one participant, Jackie, and Valentina, the lead researcher, 
were returning from recording their stories in Jackie’s room, Jackie said, “This 
place is so special. I’ve never been in a castle. But why did you spend all this 
money on us?” Valentina couldn’t help but answer simply, “Because you’re worth 
it!” Jackie was silent for a while as they walked down the hallway and then said, 
“Yeah, I guess you’re right!”

Attesting to the sense of empowerment that young people felt, a participant who 
had said little during the workshop explained, “This workshop was helpful to me. 
It has made me know I have some fire in me and I should let it shine wherever I 
go. And that I shouldn’t underestimate myself.” She ended up producing one of 
the most evocative stories and wrote a second story after the workshop when she 
met with the field researcher at the public library. Other participants continued 
their writing journey as well. One started a blog about young people’s experiences 
growing up between multiple cultures while another shared a newly written story 
on Facebook.

The workshop was not only empowering for the young people but was a great 
inspiration to us all. The fact that we all, participants and researchers, have 
mobility in our biographies, that the workshop helped us to reflect on our 
experiences with being part of various cultures, and that the facilitator, Franka, 
as well as the illustrators come from various cultural backgrounds, made this 
workshop a truly intercultural experience for us all. It showed, once again, how 
much is to be gained, in terms of material and sensory knowledge and experience, 
by combining research and the arts. We hope this book will inspire other such 
projects. 

Chris Opheij, a Dutch illustrator who has lived and worked in Tanzania, has 
evocatively illustrated each of the young person’s stories, and Enoch Yaw Mensah, 
a Ghanaian illustrator working and living in Ghana, has illustrated the different 
sections of the book based on his interpretations of photographs taken during 
the workshop. 

The young people who participated in the workshop were research participants 
in one of the three European field sites of the MO-TRAYL project. We could 
not invite everyone due to the costs and logistics. This meant some research 
participants were left out, but we were not able to find a solution to this. We had 
foreseen that we would encounter some last-minute cancellations, as happened 
when some young people had to start summer jobs, had to attend to duties at 
their church, did not receive parental approval or did not have the appropriate 
documents to be able to travel. We were able to arrange for a complicated travel 
permit for one person who happily did attend. In the end, four young men and 
seven young women, ranging between the ages of 16 and 23, attended. Most 
participants did not know each other before the workshop.

The venue was an important consideration for the atmosphere we wanted to 
create. We chose the Hotel Management School, Maastricht’s Teaching Hotel, 
which is located in Château Bethlehem, surrounded by a beautiful garden and 
terrace. The castle gave us the opportunity to intersperse the workshop with fun 
activities outside, and some ‘walk-and-talk’ sessions around the castle grounds. 
We held the workshop sessions in beautiful, high, stucco-ceilinged rooms and 
enjoyed meals outdoors in the warm summer evenings on the terrace. We were 
catered to by enthusiastic and eager-to-please students of the hotel school, who 
showed flexibility in accommodating our special requests. Each participant had 
their own bedroom, spacious and tastefully decorated. We mention the castle 
because the built environment is so influential in affecting how people feel and 
act. The beauty of the castle and surroundings, and the friendliness of the staff, all 
worked to create an atmosphere of feeling special and valued. At one point during 
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on migration. I think that if you can teach young people to empathize, that becomes a key 
ingredient to making the world a better place. If we as politicians, heads of companies and 
teachers can empathize, we can do our jobs much better and reach a greater good. 

In this particular case with young people of migrant background, I know from research that 
they are facing a lot more hurdles in their educational system than non-migrant children, 
whether due to racism or ineptitude on the part of teachers among other things. In my view, 
these youth are exceptional because they achieve much more against certain odds which 
others do not face. Therefore, instilling the knowledge in them that they are wonderful for 
achieving what they have achieved is very important, because I think they do not hear it often 
from their surroundings. In my small way, as a university professor, I can contribute a little bit 
to what they know and how they do things and that means a lot to me.

What were you hoping to achieve from this workshop?
Working with young people is especially important to me because their voices are often not 
heard. In most research on young people, you will hear their stories through the voices of 
adults. Researchers usually ask their teachers, parents, social workers or health professionals 
how these young people are doing. Young people are also evaluated through tests; rarely do 
we really seek their opinion. We only test their level or ability to do a particular subject like 
Math. With this project, I wanted to listen to the stories of young people and convey these 
stories to a wider public.

The aim of the workshop was to give voice to the young people so that their stories could go 
directly from them to the people who may be interested in these stories, such as teachers 
or parents. I think creative writing is a wonderful way to release creative energies and also 
to realize young people’s talents and abilities, which may not be usually valued in a school 
system where other skills are trained. 

I get a genuine sense of your love and care for these young people. Do you 
think that in your case, because you have been to so many different places, you 
understand what it feels like to be in another space totally different from one’s 
space?
I’m glad that you asked this question. I was reflecting on the way I teach and what I teach 
about, including migration and issues related to globalization and developing countries. I 
realized that no matter what I teach, I am always trying to convey a sense of empathy to 
my students. I want them to be able to step into someone else’s shoes; someone whose 
condition might be extremely different from theirs and to try to understand why people 
think and act the way they do. Over the years, I have developed exercises that can help them 
empathize with others, especially migrants, because in the last few years, I particularly teach 

Interview with Valentina
Franka, a distinguished writer from Ghana and our workshop facilitator, conducted an 
interview with the MO-TRAYL principal investigator Valentina Mazzucato about the ‘Finding 
your voice’ workshop and her work. Franka encourages you to read it all ‘because every word 
counts.’
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The MO-TRAYL research team’s aims for this workshop were to give something back to 
the youth participants, gain a better insight into the lives of transnational youth and 
to share this with a broader audience. As a creative writer, what were your hopes for 
the workshop?
Okay, so you know, I’m into the arts, and I feel like the arts are a great tool for self-expression 
and for building confidence. And one of the things I really wanted out of this workshop was 
that, at the end, the young ones would feel empowered and would feel confident to go out 
into the world and find whatever – and I want to emphasise whatever – their voice will and 
could be. So, I wanted them to walk out feeling a little strengthened, a little empowered, and 
to open up possibilities for them in terms of creative expression, self-expression, and finding 
their own voice, in whatever way they want to. 

How do you feel about the results of the workshop?
Well, I want to use the word ‘humbled’, because I never met any of these young folk, and for 
them to trust you with their truth – and I want to use the word ‘truth’ here, because it’s very 
easy to write a fairy tale or a story that comes out of your imagination. But writing the truth, 
even as a writer, I know it’s very difficult to write the truth, because truth is painful. So I do feel 
humbled and privileged to be here in the first place; and in the second place that they were 
able to dig quite deep into themselves and express feelings and experiences that, you know, 
have brought them to where they are currently. 

Were there any surprises for you in the workshop?
Yes. You know, I think when you see people for the first time, you have impressions: you have 
impressions that, you know, we’re human, and at the end of the day, when you have someone 
who seems really quiet, and then the day after, they write a story that just makes you burst 
out laughing. I mean, it just tells you that there are all these gifts deep inside people that you 
may not discover on the first meeting. But with a little teasing, a little coaxing, a little support 

Interview with Franka
At the end of the workshop, the MO-TRAYL team spoke with our Finding Your Voice facilitator, 
Franka Maria Andoh, about her objectives for and experience of the workshop. Read on to 
find out more about her reflections on this arts-meets-academia collaboration.

What did Mr. Fletcher do for you that may have started this journey in an 
unconscious way?
Mr. Fletcher is this amazing second grade teacher I had when I was in the United States 
after arriving from Italy. He was the first person of colour I ever saw in my life. He had a 
humongous afro that wiggled every time he shook his head. I remember the first moment he 
saw me, he gave me an enormous hug and this shocked me a lot. Firstly, because I had never 
felt hair like that before. Secondly, I came from a very formal educational system in Italy and 
no teacher had ever expressed themselves that way to me so it was an amazing experience. 
To me, Mr Fletcher symbolizes all that was good about the American school system. Despite 
being a foreigner and hardly speaking the language, he made me feel welcome and special. 
His warmth and acceptance made me open up and dare. I became more outgoing, less 
scared and learned the language in three months. I think this is indeed a great life lesson 
that children need care and love because each of them is born with a gift and we need to care 
enough to provide them with a good foundation for them to blossom. As they grow, they also 
need to be taught hard work and the fact that things do not just come to you. So for me, it is 
love, care and hard work. You need to praise them when they work hard and they produce 
something.

With all that is going on in the world regarding migration, do you think this is the 
right time for the work you are doing?
Absolutely! The way we think about migration needs to be reframed because actually, 
countries that receive migrants are all the richer for it. I believe you can use the talents and 
resources available in your country to make people feel welcome and valued. This in turn 
makes migration a positive force. It contributes to your own country because people who 
feel welcomed will be grateful and want to contribute to a country. On the other hand, if 
you treat people as unwelcome, they will be here only because they have nowhere else to 
go. They’ll feel discriminated against and will develop grudges against the system. They will 
feel like they have no reason to build a life for themselves in that country. Thus for me, being 
welcoming is a win-win situation: the country benefits and migrants benefit.
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and encouragement, they will find something within themselves that they probably didn’t 
even know was there. So they were some of the surprises.

Can you describe how you guided participants through the writing process?
I always feel like when I go into a workshop, when I’m able to share my truth, and I’m able 
to talk about experiences that are not necessarily always happy experiences, I think it puts 
people at ease and it makes people realise that there’s nothing wrong with saying you’ve 
been through a challenging period or you’ve had an experience that’s not very pleasant. And 
so, reading out of my work, which is usually creative non-fiction, I think set a good tone, and 
also encouraged the participants to come out with their truth.
The questions were, I would say, a merging of [my] questions and also questions that the 
academics had put together. And they really worked, because they encouraged creative 
responses without being rigid. But out of the creative responses, the researchers will also 
find some of the answers they’ve been looking for. So I thought it was a beautiful sort of 
marriage of academia and the arts or creative work. And I hope that this will be the beginning 
of many more such collaborative efforts in different, different ways, through film, through 
music, through theatre. 

Any final reflections?
I must admit, I was a little nervous at the beginning, I didn’t know what to expect. But after 
going through the stories and doing one-on-ones with them, I was really, really moved by 
some of the stories. I mean, I was even teary and I had to apologise at some point, because 
I was like, ‘You’re a grown woman, you’re supposed to be strong.’ But, you know, it was just 
humbling and inspiring all at once, because, you know, you look at when I was that age, 
there’s some wisdom and some understanding of life that I honestly didn’t have. And I always 
say, it doesn’t matter how old you are, you can always be inspired by another person, even a 
two-year old can inspire you. So, as you’re giving, you’re also receiving. So as I’m also giving 
them hopefully that encouragement and that empowerment, they’re also inspiring me, and 
they’re also strengthening me, and they’re also making me realise that, there are all these 
stories out there. So how do we bring these stories out in a way that other people can also 
come to an understanding?
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decisions as a kid. There used to be sometimes when my cousins would beat or 
punish me for doing something bad, but my auntie’s husband would always stand 
by me and warned my cousins never to touch or do anything to me. 

Living in Ghana, one has to learn about something that really explains our 
Ghanaian identity. One biggest day that is celebrated by many Ghanaians in 
Ghana or abroad is the Independence Day. Independence Day is the day Ghana 
gained its independence through the toil of some great men who fought for the 
land. One of these great men is Osagyefo Doctor Kwame Nkrumah who was bold 
enough to fight for our rights and declared on the 6th of March 1957 that “Ghana 
our beloved Country is free forever,” which has become a common saying among 
Ghanaians on this particular day. On this day people from all walks of life in 
the country visit the Independence Square, where the occasion mostly takes 
place, and experience a brief history of our country, poems, traditional dance, 
speeches from the President and his Cabinet, and all. Kwame Nkrumah was the 
first President of the Republic of Ghana and a person known worldwide because 
of the impact he had on Sub-Sahara Countries. Childhood memories will never 
be fun without all these stories. Ghana really suffered a lot when the white people 
from Europe came to Ghana to colonise us. They made some people slaves and 
sold them to people in Europe, America and other countries that were developed 
by them. Slavery is never a thing any Ghanaian or African would like to hear 
about, since it creates some strong emotions of how our forefathers were treated 
and the kind of lives they lived. 

After living in Kumasi, I moved to Accra in 2009, where I lived with my mum 
and my auntie in a town called Chorkor Mamprobi. There I met my little sister 
who was then 3 years old. I only saw my sister when she used to visit me with 
my mum. Later that same year, we moved to a house that we rented and there I 
lived with my mother after so many years of staying with my maternal auntie. My 
auntie used to visit me when I left Kumasi. Anytime she visited, she would always 
advise me to be a good girl and don’t misbehave. I later started schooling in Accra. 

Belinda’s story
Home is a place where I feel so comfortable and relaxed. Ghana is my home and 
the best home ever to me. As a young girl born and raised in a small Town in the 
Ahafo Ano-North District, life hasn’t been easy as compared to kids born and 
raised in Europe and America.

Tepa, a small town in the Ashanti Region, is where I was born and raised ‘til I 
was two years of age. I later moved to stay with my aunt in a town called Bohyen, 
a suburb of Kumasi. I felt so welcome and also felt at home since I had a lot of 
family members surrounding me. I have a close relationship with my maternal 
side more than my paternal side. I had lived with a lot of family members almost 
all my life time who had great impacts in my life. 

In Kumasi, I started schooling where I met a lot of friends who really meant a 
lot to me, as young as I was. It was always fun having friends at school who you 
can play and have fun with. I have been to several schools in my life. I actually 
thought changing of schools always wasn’t something right, since I felt I was 
always left behind, since my friends were always promoted in which I had to 
repeat a class because of my age. I sometimes cried about that which actually 
attracted my aunt’s attention. She always says, “Never get worried because I will 
always be there for you.”

My aunt was a baker when I moved to stay with her, but that didn’t take her 
attention from me. She did everything possible to make me feel comfortable and 
good at home. She treated and accepted me as her own child even though my 
parents were alive and they also loved me. My mother used to visit me most of 
the time whilst I was living with my aunt. She never forgot she had a baby girl 
somewhere and she loved me so much more than I could ever imagine. Growing 
up and staying with a busy woman like my aunt was something hard, since she 
sometimes had to leave as early as 2am in the morning to get to her workplace. I 
would sometimes cry when I wake up and find out that she is gone. That wasn’t 
a problem, since her husband was always there for me, loved and supported my 
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out and I passed with good grades. Later the same year, our school placement was 
out. Wow! You can just imagine how everyone was waiting for his or her dream 
Senior High School. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t get the high school I wanted 
to attend, but had a different one. At first, I cried about that, knowing well that 
I never dreamt of going to Mfantsiman Girls Senior High School, since it was a 
school that was tagged with a bad name.

The time came for us to go to school, the most anticipated moment of that time. 
Hahahahahaha!! I packed all my things that a fresher like me will need in Senior 
High School. On the 3rd of October 2013, we travelled all the way to Central 
Region with one of my schoolmates who also had the same school. You thought I 
was alone, right? Sorry, I had a close friend who was like a sister with me. Within 
3 hours, we finally arrived in the school. We went straight to the administration 
block to pay for some bills, and we were later directed to our Assembly Hall. 
When we entered, I saw people packed in the Assembly Hall. They were all 
freshers who had come fresh to the school just like me. I searched for my house 
stand and went there to check my things, after which we had to wait for some 
time before the House prefect directed us to our house. It wasn’t easy for the first 
time because we were actually bullied. Some cried and regretted being there, but 
later most people got used to that and never complained. 

A new life wasn’t easy for me, since you had to live on your own and live without 
your parents around. A lot of challenges came my way, but with God on my side 
and daily prayers, I was able to sail through the four walls of Mfantsiman Girls. 
I spent 2 years in Mfantsiman and later moved to Hamburg. I never thought I 
would one day join my Dad in Hamburg. I had no idea when he was working on 
my documents to pick me up.

I was one day in school and I had a call by our house mistress, who informed me 
my Dad is waiting for me at her office, so I should report myself there. I didn’t 
believe it though, because the last time I spoke with my Dad he didn’t tell me 

The school I first went to wasn’t that easy, since I had difficulties in some parts, 
especially understanding anything that was taught or explained in Ga. Ga is the 
official language of the people of the Greater Accra Region. It wasn’t easy at all 
trying to find my way through, even though Ghanaian language was forbidden in 
the school, but that was one language most students used to speak because they 
felt like they can express themselves better. I tried my best to cooperate with them 
and also tried to learn and speak the language so I could interact with them. They 
sometimes laughed at me when I say something wrong, which sometimes made 
me feel like not speaking it again. As time went on, I became okay with them 
and started speaking and writing it as well. Most people encouraged me to learn 
harder, since I was one of the best students in the class. Education in Ghana is 
mostly about money and if your parents are rich enough, you can get the best and 
good education ever.

After a whole year in that school, my Dad told me he doesn’t want me to learn 
the Ga language, so they should look for another school where I can continue 
learning Twi. So I started searching for a school with my mum, which we found 
one, but I was supposed to repeat my 6th grade again, which I refused to do, 
therefore landing me to be in another school where I will still continue learning 
Ga, since I was in a Ga community. The new school was actually near me, I shared 
the same fence with my school, so I actually had no problem with that. I felt so 
welcomed since we weren’t many in the class and had some strong bond. My 
teachers liked me and my favourite teacher was my Social Studies teacher and my 
favourite subject was also Social Studies. I enjoyed my stay in that school and had 
a lot of fun with my classmates before our final exams, the B.E.C.E. 

B.E.C.E is the Basic Education Certificate Examination that was written by the 
final year students at the end of their Junior High School year. We always had to 
wake up early and go to school and prepare for our final lap. We prepared so hard 
and, at the end, success was our portion. After Junior High School, we had to stay 
at home for about 4 months before our results were released. The results came 
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be leaving the school. I went to my house and packed since we had 2 days to 
vacate. I asked for money from my parents to clear myself before I leave which 
they sent to me, but I kept it for myself without paying it.

Since I had only informed a few friends about that, I didn’t want many people 
to know since, if they see me leaving with all my belongings, they are going to 
suspect something very fishy. I had to hide my things ‘til most people were out 
before I also left. I said goodbye to all my friends who knew about it. Some cried 
which also made me shed tears, because I was going to miss them and might not 
see many of them again. The feeling was mutual and real since my friends were 
going to miss me and the fun we used to have together during class time, dining 
hall time, assembly hall and during church service. I remember one friend telling 
me, “Hmmmm, Belinda is leaving us, so who is going to supply the class with 
school accessories?” It was fun having many friends in my school who became 
like a family to me and now I am going to leave them, without seeing them for 
so long. It wasn’t a good day at all since everyone was sad that I was departing. 
I gave them some hugs and took pics with some of them and also spent some 
time with them before I left. A day before that, some friends and housemates 
collected money and surprised me with a small party in my small dorm. We had 
fun, danced, shared some memories we had since we met, drunk and spent the 
whole night together. I pictured every single moment and didn’t want to let it go 
because it was a great moment for myself and my friends. I wish I had completed 
Senior High School in Ghana to have more fun with my mates, but that wasn’t it.

Few days after we vacated, I had to do my hair and get prepared since my trip was 
3 days after. I did everything and met some friends and after came back home to 
get ready to go to the airport. I went to the airport with my family members and 
my best friend. I said goodbye to them and left to board the plane to Germany. 
I got to Hamburg Airport and my Dad and Uncle were already waiting for me. 
We hugged each other and went home. It was fun meeting my Dad again and this 
time to stay with him forever – the best memory ever.

anything about that. I went and, to my surprise, he was there and he told me he 
was there to take me home. I went in and packed my things and left with him to 
Accra. We didn’t go straight to our house, rather we passed by and went to the 
Passport Office. It was there that I asked the reason and he lied to me saying, “I 
just want you to get yourself a passport in case of anything.” I could actually tell 
the lie from his face. Later, when we were done, we went to the German Embassy. 
That was when I asked again and he told me he was working on my documents 
to pick me up. I was so happy to hear that because finally I was about to move 
and stay with my Dad after a long time of not staying with him. We went and did 
everything that we were asked to do and after, headed home. The next day was 

my birthday, so we went out to have a little fun and after, 
I left for school. In the same month, my Dad paid me a 

visit and informed me about his return to Germany. I 
wasn’t happy about that, but I had nothing to do about 
it. He left and returned back to Germany.

I continued my process and sometimes had to quit 
[skip] classes and go to the Embassy to work on my 
documents, go for interviews and other things. With 
the grace of God, everything went on well and I was 
granted the permission to come to Germany on the 
29th of July, 2015. On that very day, I had exams 
to write but had to miss those exams and go to the 
Embassy for my visa. It was some few days to vacation, 
so you could feel how happy I was because I knew I 
would be travelling abroad during the vacation and 
never return to Mfantsiman Girls. After I was given 
my visa I returned back to school and informed my 
house mistress, who was also happy for me. I wanted 
to write the exams I missed, but my teacher refused 
by telling me it is of no importance to me since I will 
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I’m sitting next to the window and start seeing the bright lights of Accra. As we’re 
about to land, a feeling of excitement begins to rumble in my stomach. I notice 
me thinking about all the things I’m going to do as soon as we touch the ground. 
Of course, hugging every bit of love out of my grandmother is on top of my list. I 
only get to see her once every two years, so reuniting with her always makes me 
feel like I have to hold on to her as much as I can. In a way, I think this love is the 
reason for me to keep going to Ghana. It is a type of love that can make you feel 
full and not longing for a dessert. After my stay in Ghana, I always feel ready to 
tackle every challenge and face every problem I have. I don’t know what it is that 
makes her let other people feel that way. I guess it is because she is so naturally 
caring. Being a mom of six daughters and having to raise them on your own must 
force you to have a big heart for everyone. 

All of a sudden, I feel my stomach really rumbling. The feeling of excitement turns 
into a feeling of hunger. The KLM airplane food did not really satisfy me and I 
start to think about my grandma’s food. I already know what her first question 
is going to be: ‘What do you want to eat?’ I can almost taste her delicious meals. 
The sugar bread with egg in the morning. Or the sweet jollof rice with chicken in 
the afternoon. Let’s not forget about the freshly pounded fufu in the evening. Her 
meals fill me up enough to be longing for the next one. 

And I think that’s how seeing her feels like in general. And I know I will be filled 
with her love and desiring for more. The love that leaves me good memories, 
encouragement and strength for the next two years to come, but also make me 
miss it before I even land. All of a sudden, I feel the plane descending and this 
feeling of excitement pops up again. I can’t wait to see my grandmother. 

Berty’s story
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‘Okay dad’, I politely answered as I wondered why he hammered on being so 
precise. So I started making up scenarios of what could go wrong. Will I end up 
in prison if I give them the wrong address? Luckily, everything went just fine, I 
over-exaggerated it in my head, like always. 

As I was preparing to take a bath I reflected some more. I passed a mirror and 
looked at my beautiful skin glow. ‘You look fine girl’, I smirked while looking in 
the mirror. ‘There is no place like home’, I chuckled. But was this home though? A 
place where I get teased with obroni (white woman)1 because I am from abroad. 
A place in which people chuckle when I can’t seem to twist my tongue in the right 
directions to say ‘me saadje (I’m learning).’ Was this home if people turned their 
head on the street like Europe was painted on my forehead with big fat letters. A 
place in where I tried to reduce my European standards in order to fit in like a 
complete Ghana baa. I replaced my normal broom with a twig made broom. My 
fake curls with my beautiful kinky natural 4c hair. And my hot water with cold. 
Then realization hit me. I do feel at home. Because home is a subjective feeling. 
Something you feel in a particular time and place. A feeling no one can take 
from you, even after that 5th obroni hits. Home is that tingly feeling you feel, 
that warmth that takes over your heart, that joy and inner peace (you feel). That 
friendliness you experience, those little moments of complete joy where you feel 
nothing but… pure happy. 

Flying down from the Netherlands in search for a home made me realize I had no 
home but I had homes. The Netherlands with its prejudices towards my skin and 
Ghana with its curiousness towards my behavior, both felt like home and no one 
could take that feeling from me, on where I belong. Even though it’s nowhere, I’m 
at home everywhere – home is where the heart is.

1 ‘Translations in parentheses (...) are by the young people themselves. Translations and clari-
fications added during editing are in square brackets [...] and explanations of terms are included 
as notes at the end of each story.’

‘Kuu kuu’, as I open my eyes, I hear a cock doing his daily morning routine that 
only seems new to me. ‘kuu kuu’, time to wake up, no need for an alarm when in 
Ghana. I check the time, 06:45, however I wasn’t feeling tired. As I slowly try to 
sit up in bed, positioning myself in the bed that still feels a bit unfamiliar, I reflect 
on the evening before. On how I stepped out of the plane and that heatwave hit 
me, you’re in Ghana. On how I waited for a mini-bus to take me from the plane to 
the baggage reclaim; you’re in Ghana. As I walked through the busy halls, people 
pushing to stand in line and get through first, I look around me: Akwaabaa. A 
word I saw everywhere, it meant welcome, one of the few Twi words I knew.

I felt welcome and at home, until airport staff members with neat green suits, 
pushed me back to reality: ‘passport’, she said unamused, unbothered and very 
unwelcome! I obeyed her commands and gave her what she needed. None of the 
scenarios in my head that I imagined happened. I travelled alone with my brother 
for the first time, I was 17. My dad gave us strict orders before we left ‘make sure 
you give them this number if they ask. If they ask an address give them this one.’ 

Crystalina’s story

On where I belong – even though that’s nowhere
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The Netherlands made me someone who is very independent and opinionated. 
Someone who isn’t scared to express herself and someone who can stand up for 
herself. It gave me the memories I will forever remember and the people I will 
forever cherish and love. It gave me opportunities, options and ways of bettering 
myself. It also opened my eyes and made me wise, seeing and understanding 
things I wouldn’t have been able to comprehend earlier. My Nigerian identity 
makes me disciplined and fierce and strong. It makes me resilient and confident. 
My Ghanaian identity makes me warm and loving. It makes me dependable and 
caring. It shows me humanity and servitude. 

There is no such thing as home-home. Home is whatever you make it. Home 
is where you are loved and at peace. Home is where you feel safe. Home is the 
people you surround yourself with who make you feel happy, loved, secure and 
safe. Home is where you feel connected and a sense of belonging. Home is life. 
Life is home.  

deBoraw’s story
Life is a joke. That is what I keep reminding myself every day. Within one second 
your whole life can be changed in an instant. Which can be a good or bad thing 
depending on the situation of course. Life can be beautiful. For instance, when 
I think about primary school and the beauty and simplicity of those days. I 
remember the only worries I had was getting home in time so I could watch one 
of my favorite shows, winx club. Life can be happiness. Happiness for such things 
like being surrounded by amazing friends in the middle of the summer with 
some cold drinks and food underneath a tree. Enjoying each other’s company 
with laughter and sharing tips and jokes. Happiness and simplicity. That’s when I 
feel good, happy, loved and at home. That’s part of my identity. 

Life is an ongoing process. You live, you learn. Trying to find yourself. Making 
mistakes as you go. Big ones and little ones. Making mistakes as you go. Big ones 
and little ones. Finding my true identity. I’m never going to be enough. I’m never 
going to be Ghanaian enough because I’m partially Ghanaian. I’m never going 
to be Nigerian enough for the exact same reason. I’m never going to be Dutch 
enough. And honestly that’s completely fine. I am all the above but all at once, all 
at the same time. Sometimes I am more than the rest. I have 
a lot of values and morals that could be considered 
something I picked up from The Netherlands 
and which are more Western. But I know 
for instance that my future wedding 
will be very West African. I wouldn’t 
be able to stop eating West African 
food or ignore where my ancestors 
come from and the history. I don’t 
need to choose between any of 
them. I owe all three countries the 
person that I am today. 

3332



A long story being cut short, my dad came for me and I am living a whole different 
life now, a better life in Amsterdam.

All that I want to say is that there is no sparkling golden ring that has not passed 
through fire. Better the end of a matter than the beginning. Whatever you are 
going through now is preparing you for the future. And keep in mind that life is 
in phases. Whatever you are looking for in life, someone has it in abundance but 
what you don’t know is that the person was once looking for it like you. There is 
no ENOUGH so keep PUSHING.

desmond’s story
Birthing water into wine
Three months after I was born, my dad got arrested and was released some 
months later. He then decided to travel to Amsterdam after his release. After 
some years, my mum also travelled to the UK, leaving my brother and I with 
her friend. After both parents travelled, was when we started experiencing life 
without our parents. We started moving from house to house. We relocated more 
than five times. It got to a point I had to walk to school which meant that I had 
to wake up very early in the morning and do my house chores and set off early 
because I had no money for transportation. I have gone through a whole lot, 
through maltreatment and suffering. I wasn’t allowed to go out, I was always at 
home. I remember one day, I mistakenly did something wrong and the woman I 
was living with began to rain insults on me; insulting my parents and a whole lot. 
That day it felt as if my parents were dead, but they were alive. Some situations in 
life can make you think you are an orphan, but you are not. 

One day I was at home when someone knocked on the door and I ran quickly 
to the door. When I opened, guess who? It was my dad. I remember jumping 
on him with a big smile and he asked me if I knew him and I said, “YES OF 
COURSE”. He asked me that because I was two years old when he travelled to 
Amsterdam. That day was an exciting day in my life, and he promised me he will 
come and take me to Amsterdam. 

My mum used to come to Ghana once in a while and go back. I remember one 
evening my brother told me that we were going to visit a friend of my mum not 
knowing we were going to the airport to pick up my mum after so many years of 
living in the UK. It’s a day I will never forget in my life, I was so much excited. I 
have gone through so many things in life that I cannot write down. There were 
times in my life that I would cry going to bed and wake up with tears in my eyes, 
but I never gave up. It is the word of God that kept me.
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The D-day, time was up. Time to board the plane. The plane was moving 
at 8 o’clock. I could not sleep the whole night. “I can’t wait to see my mom”, I 
whispered to myself. All my dreams will come to pass some day. “Krokrokoo”, 
the cock crowed, it was morning. Before anyone had woken up, I had done all my 
house chores, taken a shower and packed all my stuff and my belongings. “When 
will we be leaving for the airport?”, I asked my grandmum with a very big smile. 
“Very soon”, she replied. “We will miss you. We will really miss you and hope 
you will call us when you get there.” “I will, don’t worry.” And all my friends also 
said, “call us, we will all miss you”. “I will, don’t worry”, I said, “I will also miss 
you all”. My grandmum replied “Wo ne onyame enk] [May God take you to your 
destination safely, in Twi]. Bye.” 

FeliCia’s story

Tafo, a big city in Kumasi, in the Ashanti region of Ghana, where I grew up with 
my grandmum and my auntie. My auntie had four kids, three boys and a girl. 

Tafo was a very open community: open to different backgrounds, different 
religions, different cultures and different ethnicities. It felt like we were one 
family. Tafo, they say, was a typical example of ghetto, but we were nice people. 
Even when some call it zongo1, we were welcoming and we had hospitality. I 
remember as kids we used to play some games, like police and thieves, hide and 
seek, Ampe where we clap our hands and throw our legs like footballers, Pilolo 
and the greatest of them all: Maame Ene Paapa [mother and father game, in Twi]. 
It was the greatest because children shouldn’t be playing such games: I remember 
at the end of the game our ground ginger would be waiting for us. My auntie 
would call us and say “Enε meε tua wo”2 and all the kids in the neighborhood 
would start singing “Yε beε tua wo, yε beε tua wo” – such an embarrassment. It 
would make you start crying but we would go back to it anyways. It was very fun. 

But I didn’t fit in. I didn’t fit in anymore when growing up. It felt different, very 
different. I said to myself “I don’t belong here. I want my parents, just like every 
other normal kid, just like my friends.” I felt lonely and distant. My grandmum 
said to me, “then, I will take you to your mother”, which she never did. Later my 
mum called. “How are you?”, she asked. “I’m very fine”, I replied. “I miss you”, she 
said and started telling me how it is was abroad. “If you miss me, then come and 
take me out of here”, I said with a loud voice. “I will dear”, she replied. “Mmm 
okay, I can’t wait to get out of here”, I said and whispered to myself it must be very 
fun over there. 

1 In Ghana, Zongo means “traveler’s camp” or “stop-over” in Hausa and refers to a congested 
urban area mostly occupied by socially marginalized families with internal and international 
migration backgrounds.
2 A now hardly used threat of punishment in Twi that parents or guardians used to deter chil-
dren from doing something they deemed inappropriate.

Part I
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At home you get to eat breakfast like hausa koko and kose (corn porridge and 
bean flour fritters) and in the afternoon you will hear “Diehuo wora ne baa ooo” 
(the tuo zaafi seller is coming) and every one will get his or her money ready for 
tuo zaafi. 

In the evening, even if you don’t 
want to eat that particular food, 
you don’t have any other 
option. You eat whatever we 
prepare, and you have to take 
part in the preparation, or you 
won’t eat unless you have some 
money for chillbom (fried egg) 
or some kelewele. And last but 
not least, how the family comes 
together every night to watch 
TV. Hmm.

But I look at my present 
condition and wake up from my 
dream. I become sad but it tells 
me about how much the little 
things in life matter. These little 
things make living in Ghana so 
wonderful. 

Part II
Home, a place where people find rest, comfort, peace and more peace. There 
is no place like home, they say with a big smile. Home is where you can feel an 
indescribable joy.

The place I call home is very far away from me. “Eii nti dabεn na mek) Ghana? 
Hmmm, m’ani begye oo.” (“So, when will I go to Ghana? Hmmm, I will be very 
happy.”) I see my friends on social media travelling in and out of Ghana and I 
wish it was me. “nti dabεn paa na mek) Ghana?”, [So when exactly will I go to 
Ghana?, in Twi] I said to myself and started to fantasize what it will be like when 
I go to Ghana just for a vacation. 

When I go to Ghana, I’m going to eat all kinds of food, like banku and tilapia, 
fufu with abunubunu (light soup), waakye with some moist gari, eto with boiled 
eggs, and omotuo with some groundnut soup. Even when they make some here 
in Europe, it is never the same as the ones we make at home. It tastes different. 
Perhaps it is missing the taste of home. At this time, I am still thinking about 
home, what it will be like when I get a chance to visit home. I am still wondering 
how my family will receive me, still wondering what they even look like right 
now. 

How joyful it will be when I get to see my grandmother and my aunty again and 
how joyful it will be when I get to hear the sound of rain fall down on the roofing 
street which gives sound sleep. The sound of the Muslims going to the mosque to 
pray which will wake you up even when you don’t want to. And when you wake 
up, you hear the birds singing and dogs barking. 
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Once in Accra I missed my mom as reality hits me that she wasn’t around and 
I was in another country. Auntie Maggie happily rushed me to the house, our 
family house in Abeka. There I met my grandparents, aunties and cousins whom 
I had never met before or remember. I was warmly welcomed and pampered. 
Maggie spoiled me with gifts and so many things. She made me feel happy, 
comfortable, safe and mostly loved. She was a hairdresser and had her own 
hairsalon in our house in Abeka. As expected, she used me as her younger self 
and braided and styled my hair almost every day. People in the neighborhood 
were sometimes jealous of the love we shared. Some people will sometimes ask 
my hand in marriage for their sons for when they grow up. I was like the little 
fair princess of our area. Every year on my birthday on the 3th of May, she would 
throw me a big party. 

She would buy me a beautiful gown, do my hair, buy me shoes and even put a 
little make-up on my face. My paternal aunty Afua who also lived in Accra at 
the time baked my birthday cake and cupcakes. All my kindergarten mates and 
area kids would come to my big and rich party. I literally got all I wanted on that 
day. But yet, I was never satisfied. My cousin Priscilla who was 3 years older than 
me did not like me much. She felt all left alone because Jackie always gets all the 
attention. I noticed it and I wanted to do everything possible to make her like me. 
So I decided to cut my hair short because she was forced to do so. I decided to be 
naughty so I would get punished as she was also punished. But still she disliked 
me. It made me realise how some people get treated unfairly. I promised myself 
to always treat people good.

Fast forward, Maggie got a visa to Holland to join my other aunties and uncles. 
I went back to Lomé with a broken heart. I was happy to see my parents but 
unhappy to have to leave my home Ghana after 5 years. Also because no one 
wanted to hear me out about my feelings and opinion about the change. It made 
me promise myself to always voice my heart when I grow up and do the same for 
others. But it also made me very insecure because I thought I was not much of a 

Being Jackie comes with a whole lot. Just like any other person, my life comes 
with happy and sad moments. I was born in Lomé in the room of my cousin. 
My mother’s paternal aunty help me bring into this world whiles others were 
looking for a taxi to take my mom and I to the hospital. My mum sat in the taxi 
with her aunty and cousin with me wrapped in Kente cloth in her arms with the 
cord covered in plastic and cloth covers. That is how adventurous and exciting I 
came into this world. I was loved by many 
people because I was a girl and survived 
in my mother’s womb, because her first 
child did not. 

There was a particular auntie who came 
to visit us in Lomé all the time. She was 
my mom’s younger sister who lives in 
Accra. Her name is Maggie and she 
really loved me so much as if I was her 
own. In return I loved her also. In fact, 
I felt really connected to her in a way I 
couldn’t imagine. When I was around 2 
or 3 years, she was leaving us to go back 
to Ghana after a short visit. Together with 
my mom, we went to the border to wave 
her goodbye. But to everyone’s surprise, 
I refused to follow my mom back home. 
My mum tried everything possible to take 
me back home, but I refused and cried out 
loud as if she was kidnapping me. I told 
her I wanted to follow ‘Tatita’ (sister Maggie as everyone calls her). Bystanders 
criticized my mom and she felt horrible. Because of that she let me go, thinking 
she will come back for me in a few days as Lomé is not too far from Accra. She left 
us behind crying and I was happy and unbothered waving her goodbye. 

JaCkie’s story
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remember walking the stairs 1 by 1. My body feeling like it has been pound like 
fufu. My eyes all red like the inside of a grapefruit. The disappointment I felt like 
someone just poured hot water on my whole body from top to toe. I was calling 
my mother’s name in my head and was hoping she will come like a super woman 
to save me from the bad guys. Once I got in the room I shared with Jasmine, I 
climbed the staple bed like a sick leopard with bruises all over its body. I lay down 
with my body facing the wall, covering my cold feet with the covers. Covering 
my whole body and leaving just a little breathing space close to my nose and 
adjusting myself in the bed. 

There and then it felt like the whole world had just come to a stop. The noisy 
clock in the room suddenly stopped and a cool breeze finding its way to my eyes 
and dry my tears. Why me? Was the first question I asked myself. There and 
then I remembered the lesson my mom [taught] me. I remembered how I used 
to defend Renaud in Lomé. I remembered 
the sincere love my dad had for me. I closed 
my eyes to shed tears, but they never came. 
It was as if I was a dried well in the Sahara. 
But in a way I felt peaceful, and in my own 
space. Wow so I can actually feel this way? It 
felt so new as if I was reborn. Just me alone 
in my bed covered with my cover. I started 
smiling and feeling cosy. I started having 
conversations with myself until I fell asleep. 

After that whenever I felt alone, I would go 
in my bed and have me time. In order not 
to lose myself in the midst of the storm, I 
will remember my bed and go back in it. 
Freedom was my portion whenever I lay in 
bed.

person who fights for what she believes in. Togo was similar to Ghana in a way. 
I loved my immediate family and little brother Renaud. We fought a lot but had 
tough love for each other. My parents made education easy for us. Compared to 
other families, we had a good home and good education. Other family members 
bullied Renaud and I whenever my mom was not around. This toughened me up 
to protect Renaud. I had to learn to be his mother in the absence of our mom. 
This made my family members angry and they made sure I got punished all the 
time. But because I knew that my mom would always come back at the right 
moment, I was never shaken. I still loved all of them as my mom always taught 
me. Of course there were good times as well as bad times. 

Fast forward to Holland. I travelled with my aunty Maggie’s son. And we lived 
together with her, my aunty Fanny and her 2 kids. Life was really hard as I missed 
the love and warmth of my mom and dad at the age of 11. I became like a slave 
in the house. I was beaten every day and belittled. I had no voice, no choice and 
it felt like I was losing myself. 

They would often tease me and call me all sorts of names. Happiness was far-
fetched and hope was nowhere to be found. I would often get threatened to be 
sent back to Ghana. I would plead and cry because I felt I will disappoint my 
parents. I would cry myself to sleep every night. Sing songs my mom used to 
sing for me back home. That way, I felt her warm embrace in that moment. I felt 
worthless because I was told by my new family. Maggie would hurt me day in 
and day out. But I still loved her and was making excuses for her. I would fight 
my thoughts and defend her. How can she change and hate me so much? What 
about the beautiful promises she made to my parents? What about the love and 
affection she once upon a time gave me? Where is my ‘Tatita’? These were the 
thoughts rumbling in my head day in and day out! 

And then on one evening after a physical fight with my girl cousin Jasmine 
and beatings from her mother auntie Fanny, I was sent to bed immediately. I 
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After her death, my biological mother came to pick me to Germany, where my 
three siblings were born. I had to adapt to their style of living and change my 
definition of home.  The first two years in Germany were difficult for me because 
of the language barrier. But I was determined to establish a good life in Germany, 
become successful and help my family back in Ghana. 

But I feel sometimes not like a Ghanaian because my memories and ideas about 
Ghana are fading out slowly. Also, because Ghana is fast developing, some 
Ghanaian identities are also improving, and me being in Germany is not giving 
me the chance to match up and practise these. But by the way, I do not mean me 
being in Germany has made me feel like a German, but because I am integrating 
slowly into the German culture and my Ghanaian identity is fading away slowly, 
that’s where the problem lies.

I feel that one day, if I am not really careful, I will be lost between two identities: 
the Ghanaian identity and the German identity. The German identity because 
I will never be proud - no matter how I integrate myself - to boldly say I am 
German (in black skin). 

But living in Europe has really, really opened my mind and helped me view things 
differently. For example, when I was in Ghana, I just insulted lesbians and gays 
because I thought that it [homosexuality] was completely absurd. But during my 
life in Germany (or Europe), I learnt one’s genes can naturally be destined in 
a way which will make him act different from what people expect. Honestly, I 
do not have bad impressions of gays and lesbians anymore. Like, I just accept 
everyone as who they are.

Living in Germany has introduced me to so many things about life and made me 
a different person, I must confess.

kelvin’s story
Many people grow up and also live with their biological parents right from birth, 
but I didn’t. My grandmother, who acted as my father and mother, was the most 
important person in my life. I didn’t know she wasn’t my real mother because she 
never showed any signs. She pampered me and was always on my side 24/7. 

I quite remember one day I went to Sunday school and, as usual, was running 
around and having fun with my mates. Unfortunately, I got into a fight with a 
friend of mine because I mistakenly stepped on his toes. I quickly apologised to 
the extent that I could, but this boy was not pleased with whatever I was telling 
him. He decided to fight me, and I slapped him very hard with the last energy in 
me and the end result was very bad. My fingers drew on his cheeks and it looked 
as if my fingers were tattooed on his face. He began to cry in a way that one would 
think he has lost his mum. I was like, “What mess have I caused?”

I became frightened when our Sunday school teacher was approaching us, and 
my heart was jumping up and down. I, together with the teacher and the boy, 
went to our house, which was not far from the church. My teacher wanted my 
grandmother to see how naughty I had become and punish me. After my teacher 
had explained everything to my grandmother, she went like, “He really deserves 
to be slapped.” What?! I was so enthusiastic because I thought she would whoop 
me mercilessly. I said to myself, “My mum is the best ever.” I already knew my 
biological mother when I was around 7 years old when she came to Ghana, but I 
didn’t really have that motherly love for her. My grandmother was my everything. 
Me living with her gave me comfort, joy, and happiness, and personally, I feel me 
living with her is my home. 

She died, unfortunately, after three months of me being in Senior High School. 
I could not get the chance to say goodbye because I was always on campus. I 
usually did not listen to her advice and I would sometimes do whatever I wanted. 
She was always like, “One day, you will miss me but by that time I will be gone.” 
These days, I always become sad whenever I remember this statement of hers.
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After some period of time I heard my family members shouting, “Awurade 
yeda wase, se wode no ak] duro b]k]] asundue mu.” Within some few seconds, 
the news spread everywhere. I tried to ask my grandmother, “Grandmother, 
please can you tell me what’s going on?” She told me, “Your mother has arrived 
safely in Germany.” At that moment, I was really happy about the situation. But 
later, I regretted it. Since the day my mother left me, I had been living with my 
grandmother. 

At the age of 15, or 10 years after my mother left me alone with my grandmother, 
I was informed my mother was processing everything to bring me to Germany. 
There I could see my new siblings and enjoy the life in Europe. My expectations 
were really high. I knew when I get to Europe my life will change forever. I 
will get to eat healthy foods, be with my family (my mother and siblings), and 
attend a great school. I knew the economy there is 
different as compared to Ghana; there is 
no littering of rubbish on the street; 
police are working hard, protecting 
their citizens; life is enjoyable 
over there, and many more.

king’s story
It was a great and a blessed day. I was welcomed early in the morning with the 
morning sunshine. I heard Abena Serwaa greeting sister Akos on our compound 
house. “Sister Akos, Afrihyie paa. Na wo ho te sen?” [Sister Akos, Merry Christmas. 
How are you?, in Twi] Hmmm. 

It was a Christmas Day. On the 24th of December, almost everybody went to 
church. On my way to church, I saw my community being decorated, the people 
dressing decently. And I also heard the crying of some cocks which were being 
killed.  The Pastor shouted happily, “Hallelujah, our Saviour is born!” He preached 
about the birth of Jesus Christ, the three wise men, and how King Herod was 
planning to kill Jesus Christ, our Saviour.
  
After the church services, I searched everywhere looking for my mother. But 
she was nowhere to be found. I went back home and asked my grandmother 
where my mother could be. She said, “King, don’t worry, your mother will be 
back sooner or later.” I had to wait patiently and hold fast ‘til she comes. However, 
I was bored and went to play football with some friends. I came back in the 
evening and still realised my mother was not at home. I was confused and really 
angry at that moment for the fact that I hadn’t eaten since the previous morning. 
My uncles were playing Play Station. They were really enjoying it, so I couldn’t 
distract them. The kids in my house were eating fried rice and chicken. But I was 
a vegetarian, so I couldn’t eat such food.

Later I collected money from my grandmother to buy banana and some oranges. 
After I finished eating the fruit which I just bought, I was still willing to know 
where my mother was. So I asked my grandmother once more, “Grandmother, 
please can you tell me where my mother is?” She said, “Your mother will be back 
in some few minutes.” I could see through her eyes that she was lying. But who 
was I – like, a five-year-old child – to challenge a whole grown woman that she 
was telling lies. 
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On the 18th of May 2016, I finally arrived safely in Germany. The temperature 
was under 30 degrees and it was a hot day. The sun was shining beautifully and 
the atmosphere was quiet. Oh, the blowing of the flowers, the rivers in the city, the 
giant buildings! Everything was perfect. Seeing my mother again made my day. I 
saw differences in her: she became a little bit fat, short and fair in complexion. In 
the afternoon, she brought me home and I was welcomed with the scent of jollof 
rice and the vegetarian sauce. Later, I joined my mother to pick up my siblings, 
whom I have never seen before. They were really excited to see me and they told 
me, “King, we’ve missed you a lot and we were willing to see you physically.” 

In the sum of all what I said, Ghana remains my beloved country. Country of my 
great ancestors, I will like to love you best. Being my only home, wherever I go. 
All over the four cardinals. Be it good or bad, home must I return. East, West, 
North, South, they say home is home. And Germany, on the other hand, remains 
in my heart. It is a great place to have comfort and peace, a great place to have 
better education and better economy. 

Thank you very much. 
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It was my dream of becoming an artist in the future. But then, my grandmum 
tried several times to terminate this dream. She preferred that I’d become a 
doctor by profession. She said to me frequently, “I need a doctor in my house 
and woe betide you when I hear you say that you’d like to be an artist. You would 
have to pack your belongings and leave my house!” She said this often to get me 
frightened. I grew the passion of becoming an architect, because I was passionate 
in Arts. 

Few months after my education, I had the chance to travel abroad through a rich 
friend of mine whom I helped in school in order for him to excel in his education. 
His father took interest in helping me travel abroad since I dedicated myself by 
helping his son succeed in the examinations. I moved into Europe through this 
friend of mine and through that, I had the opportunity to join my mum. 

Everything appeared new to me. I actually arrived in the 
month of December and the weather was very cold, as 
I expected it to be. The streets were designed with 
beautiful Christmas lights and it really looked 
adorable and felt like paradise. I really admired 
the city and could sometimes just stand at a 
junction, just watching how the vehicles and 
trains moved. I felt I was in Heaven because 
there was a vast difference in comparing this 
city to where I came from. 

miChael’s story

I am from the Eastern Region of Ghana. I was born and raised in the Greater 
Accra. I resided with my grandmum who served as my guardian during my stay in 
Ghana. I began schooling when I was 9 months old. This sounds unbelievable, but 
due to the busy schedule of my grandmum, I was  handed over to a headmistress 
to be taken care of. My mum was then in Europe. I grew up seeing education as my 
only means of becoming successful in life. It sounds quite exaggerated, but it was 
actually made to seem so by my grandmum. My grandmum is a very important 
personality in my life because she played an important role by managing me 
while I was a kid and also being a strong anchor to my education. She is a teacher 
by profession and everything about education appeared to her as a deity. She 
was very popular in her vicinity and also very energetic in nature. There was no 
blessed day I would see her at home without her spectacles, preparing lessons 
for her students during her free time. She is a woman of fashion and style. She 
often tells me, “Medeε mepε life papa.” [I like to look good, in Twi] She is very 
strict in nature and attracted the attention of everyone wherever she went. She 
assured always that I took my studies seriously. I was known for winning quiz 
competitions and I was one of the friends of every teacher.

My grandmum once said to me, “My grandson, you have to make me proud by 
turning out first in every examination or else, there will be no Ourday for you.” 
Ourday was the last day of every academic term and I could not afford to be 
present at school on this noble day without a chicken or a soft drink. So I actually 
had to learn hard and give out my best. I partook in the B.E.C.E.1 and I came out 
with one of the most outstanding aggregates. My grandmum was proud to hear 
my name all over and I normally heard people say, “Teacher Nana no deε, waben 
papa.” [Teacher’s grandson is very intelligent, in Twi] I had to learn in order to 
achieve such amazing grades.

1 The B.E.C.E is the Basic Education Certificate Examination, the major exams at the end of 
Junior High School in Ghana.

Great Things Never Come from Comfort Zones 
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My mum played a very important role by assisting me in adapting to the new 
environment I found myself in. She also enrolled me into a school in order for 
me to continue my pursuit after education. I learnt the German language in a 
year and later partook in the Middle School Examinations, of which I later came 
out with outstanding results. I now have the chance to further my education. 
My dreams are gradually coming to pass through. It required a whole lot of self-
dedication and determination to achieve whatever results I have. There’s always 
light at the end of every tunnel. I am very grateful for the presence of these two 
women in my life, who gave massive contributions in order for me to continue 
my search after education. It is my wish to someday complete the University and 
work professionally as an architect in order to put up a wonderful dwelling place 
for my grandmum. I feel she might be disappointed I couldn’t become a doctor 
as she wished, but I know at least she would be proud when she gets to realise I 
succeeded in becoming an educated individual. 

Thank you.
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they sold food and other activities were played. It was different than in Germany: 
all people were black and everything was big. Big trampoline, big jumping castle, 
and many, many children of my age group. I was very excited and wanted to go on 
every trampoline and every jumping castle. Food wasn’t important for me. After 
the dance battle, they served food and had other activities. As always, they played 
music and some people started to battle again.

When I watched the battle, I made three new friends. I can’t 
remember their names, but they were very kind to me. 
I had so much fun with them. After I had fun with 
my friends, I had to leave the place because it was 
getting dark. After that day, I have never seen 
my vacation friends again. On another day, we 
(my sisters and my cousin) went to a hotel 
to swim, but we were not alone. We had a 
weird situation. My sister stood in front 
of the swimming pool and one strange 
boy pushed her into the pool. We were 
very shocked and she started crying. My 
cousin talked to him and his excuse was 
that he wanted to impress her. Suddenly, 
because of a boy who couldn’t 
approach a girl in a nice 
way, we had to leave 
the hotel. 

remolia’s story

My first time I flew to Ghana was October 2002. I turned on September 29 three 
years old. I can’t really remember how Ghana was. When I always look at my old 
pictures in Ghana, I can see that I had always been happy. My mother told me 
that I was always took my clothes off because it was too hot for me. I always said, 
“Mama heiß, Mama heiß!” It means, ‘Mum hot, mum hot!’ The end result was 
that I was always wearing underwear. I had a lot of fun with my sister and my 
cousins when I look at the pictures. Small Remolia had the confidence to play 
with the children in the neighbourhood. All in all, I didn’t realise that I have been 
in Ghana. 

Some years later I got a little sister called La-liza. After 6 years, when I was nine 
and La-liza five to six (she turned six in Ghana), we flew the second time to 
Ghana. It was the first time for La-liza. My sister and I didn’t realise that we were 
flying to Ghana. We arrived in Accra and slept in a hotel for one night. The next 
day we took the VIP Bus to Kumasi. My Mum doesn’t like Accra so she was very 
happy to be in Kumasi. When we arrived in Kumasi, my sister started crying. She 
said, “Ghana ist hässlich, Ghana ist schmutzig, ich will nach Hause.” It means, 
‘Ghana is ugly, Ghana is dirty, I want to go home.’ So we called our father in 
Germany and he said that he will pick her up tomorrow. But this was a big lie. I 
asked my mother if he’s really coming to pick her up. She said no, but I shouldn’t 
tell her. She was always asking when our father will come to pick her up and my 
mother was always saying ‘tomorrow’ ‘til we really flew back, and she believed it. 

A few days later my big sister and my cousins came. It was weird because I haven’t 
seen her for a long time. My sister La-liza had never seen our big sister before. 
During the day we were so close that it didn’t feel that we were separated for 
years. We did a lot of activities in Ghana. One thing that will always remind me 
of Ghana 2009 was the Hotel Golden Tulip. I went there with my auntie, cousins 
and sisters. They had a special day with many kids’ activities. They had a dance 
battle and my sister and auntie said that I should be part of it. I said no because 
I was scared and I wasn’t comfortable with the language. After the dance battle 
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My auntie got married so we had to drive to Kumasi where the wedding location 
was. When we arrived there at my auntie’s place, I saw so many family members. 
I always got introduced or they were shocked to see me because I grew too 
fast. Some family members remembered one thing I did in the past when I was 
in Ghana. They were so friendly to me and very open. They asked me a lot of 
questions, for example, how Germany is or how the school system in Germany 
is. I also saw many grandmas. I have one grandma that is living with her sisters 
together. They are like a squad. 

At the party location we ate and danced a lot. Generally it was very fun and it felt 
like I fit in. It felt like home. I was accepted by everyone and I was not excluded. 
For example, when they were eating something they always said, “you are invited” 
but I always said, “no thank you”. This is not common in Germany. Sharing food 
is something caring and beautiful to me. Everybody enjoyed their time and we 
were very tired. We wanted to go to church but we overslept. We all could not 
stand up. The food and the dancing from the party was too much. I had more 
good memories about Ghana, but this one had a special connection with myself, 
who I am and where I came from. One person helped me to make my story, my 
big sister. Without her, I don’t know if I would enjoy Ghana. She did a lot of things 
for me and I am very grateful for that. God will bless her. To sum my story up, 
Ghana will always be a big part of my life. It was in the past, in the present and 
will be in the future. Amen.

After days and weeks were over, we had to fly back to Germany, but I didn’t want 
to go back. I had so much fun and I wanted to stay there. At least I wanted my 
big sister to come with us to Germany. The day we should say goodbye was very 
stressful, because we were not on time, as always, and some family member had 
a disagreement. All in all I couldn’t hug my family members, especially my big 
sister. It was very sad, but we had to get our flight. Thank God we were on time to 
take our flight, if not my mum would be very angry.

Nine years later in the year 2018, we flew back to Ghana again. I was so excited 
and happy to be there again. The first breath when I stepped out of the plane, it 
was like something thick, hot was getting into my nose. It was very hot, but wow, 
it wasn’t negative, it was positive. But I got used to it in a short period of time. 
My cousins and my auntie’s driver picked us up from the airport. (I saw them for 
the first time.) When we arrived at my auntie’s place, my big sister opened the 
door for us. It was a surprise. We were happy to see her again, but we were tired 
and were very hungry. So we ate a typical Ghanaian dish, jollof rice with salad, 
all together.

After we ate and bathed we went straight to bed and put our “AC’s” on. On the 
next day, when me and my younger sister woke up, my mother was not there. 
For about two hours later, she took her things and went to Kumasi. Like I said, 
my mother doesn’t like Accra. We were alone with my auntie, my cousins and 
my auntie’s housekeeper. My sister lives near my auntie’s place. During the week 
she was working, but after work she came to my auntie’s place and asked us if we 
want something or if we like to eat something. We did a lot of activities together. 

But there were a couple of challenges that I had to deal with. I was very shy to 
eat in front of my family members, but for them it was not a big problem. So we 
ate together. Another problem is that I am left handed, that means in the Ghana 
community that this hand is dirty. I tried to do everything with the right hand. It 
was a challenge for me. 
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Joan’s story

“Auch!” I try not to shout, but damn this hurts. How is this supposed to be fun? “Hahaha!” 
Joyce laughs out loud. She pushes my head back into a 90 degrees angle, not in any way 
trying to ease my discomfort. This woman is merciless, I think. I try to push back the 
tears that I feel burning. Don’t cry, don’t cry! It will be over soon, I promise myself. 

Joyce continues chatting in a loud voice to her sister, my friend’s mother, who is preparing 
a dish in the kitchen. The door to the garden where I am seated in a plastic chair is open. 
A warm, spicy smell is spreading through the air. The garden is small, nothing like our 
own. They do not have an apple tree to climb, and also not the small boat that my brother 
and I use to explore the animal kingdom in and around the small creek behind our 
house. Their ‘garden’ is paved with unequal, broken tiles, and except for some weeds in 
between the tiles, I cannot see any green. I can see and hear the neighbors on both sides. 
From the left, strange smelling smoke and reggae tunes sweep into ‘our’ garden, on the 
left they are preparing a barbeque. Soon a friendly Indian face with a full black mustache 
pops up above the fence bordering the gardens.
 “Any cry for meat ladies?” 
 “Of course!!! You know we ‘Anties’ love our meat!” Joyce answers with a big 
smile while pulling my hair as if she wants me to end up bald. My friend Precilla is 
entering the garden with a pile of laundry, which she hangs on the squeaky drying rack 
in the back corner. I realize I never did that before. Is an eight year old supposed to do 
tasks like this? I ask myself. But why not? Precilla doesn’t seem overburdened. And she 
is the smartest in our class anyways, so it’s not that she cannot attend to her homework. 
I think about the baby in my mommy’s tummy, and then I make another promise to 
myself I will help out with the chores. 

Finally, after what feels like hours later, Joyce lifts my head straight and prompts a mirror 
in front of my face. I feel dizzy, but I did not cry. Slowly and dazzled I move my head 
from left to right. In admiration of the beautiful purple cornrows she fabricated, I almost 
forget the pain. Precilla’s head appears in the mirror behind me. She smiles widely. 
 “Look at you! So beautiful!!! I knew it would look great on you!” I turn back, 
with a great smile, looking into her gorgeous round face with identical purple cornrows 
tightly knot to her scalp. A catching giggle bubbles up from our stomachs. 
 “Purple Sisters!” Precilla says.

Purple Sisters

gladys’ story
While living in Utrecht with my mother as a young girl, it felt like I entered a different 
world whenever I visited my father in Amsterdam: I was exposed to spicy soups that 
made my eyes watery, a language that somehow reminded me of Mandarin, loud voices 
that made me think my father frequently quarreled with this friends, and was constantly 
introduced to people who told me to call them uncle and auntie. It didn’t actually matter 
whether they were my father’s ‘real’ brother and sister or not. ‘’I don’t speak English’’ was 
my standard response when they started talking to me, which saved me from having 
awkward conversations with people who I saw as strangers. Although I missed my 
mother’s bed time rituals, I generally liked being part of my dad’s life in Amsterdam.

To me, my father represented Ghana: the way he talked, the things he ate, the music 
he listened to, the TV shows he watched, everything screamed GHANA to me. I was 
longing to get to know Ghana better. How was it like to grow up there? Based on my 
interpretation of the little information I had gathered, I constructed an image of my 
father’s birthplace. In my imagination, the town became an idyllic village, surrounded 
by lush green hills, flowing rivers and spectacular waterfalls that would take your breath 
away. Most of my questions, however, remained unanswered: my father was simply not 
willing to talk about his past life in Ghana. I didn’t give up, though. On the contrary, I kept 
requesting further details like a journalist on a mission. After begging my dad to teach 
me some words in his language - for what felt like ages - the first and also only word my 
father taught me was ‘akwaaba’, which means ‘welcome’ in Twi. This temporarily stilled 
my hunger for knowledge about this country that kept appearing in my day dreams. I 
couldn’t wait for the day when my dad would bring me and my sister along on one of his 
trips to Ghana and introduce me to my grandmother – who I had exchanged letters with 
- and other family members. They would welcome me by saying ‘akwabaa’, with warm 
smiles on their faces and twinkling eyes. 

Around twenty years later, I finally set foot on Ghanaian soil. Although my dad’s ‘village’ 
was much bigger in reality, the environment looked close to how I imagined. Eager to 
teach me the local language, my uncle encouraged me to say ‘’ni bo oma’’ (‘’I’ve come 
home’’) when meeting the rest of the family. My efforts were met with good-natured 
laughter and praise. There I was – one of the daughters of the youngest child in the 
family; finally part of their world.  
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onallia’s story
I consider myself privileged and vulnerable at different times comparing my experiences 
as a new mum, wife and child of a migrant mother in the USA with my life back then, in 
Ghana. Ghana is my homeland whiles The Netherlands is my current place of residence. 
I am living here with my baby while my husband and the father of my son, lives, 
works and schools in Ghana. While in Ghana, I longed for international post-graduate 
education. In that regard, I was and still am happy to be having such an experience in 
The Netherlands. But, whenever I cannot do something or defend myself due to my 
lack of command of the Dutch language, whether verbally or written, I become sad and 
worried. 

It feels shameful that I have lived inThe Netherlands for 3 years now, but, I cannot speak 
Dutch as fluidly as I want to do. You will not understand this situation better if I do not 
explain it. Upon my arrival at Schiphol airport for the first time, the immigration officer 
asked me what I knew about The Netherlands. I said many beautiful things. Moreso, 
I emphasised my strongest desire to learn Dutch during my stay in my host country. 
I told him that although I know the language is a tough one, I would like to learn as 
much as I could for ease of interaction. All too soon, it is 3 years, and I have not had the 
opportunity to join the formal lessons to know the foundations of the Dutch language 
as I had planned before my trip. First, I have had a tight schedule since I started working 
right upon arrival. I learned some essential Dutch words and phrases from my Dutch 
and non-Dutch networks to impress them and some people in Ghana. However, English 
is currently my main lingua franca in The Netherlands. Since I came to The Netherlands, 
some friends and family members sometimes call to ask me about the Dutch that I 
have learned. Based on my initial desire and motivation, I have learned a few Dutch 
words and phrases. Some of which are “hallo or hoi” (meaning hey, hello or hi), “doei” 
(meaning bye), the greetings like “goedemorgen” (i.e., good morning), prima (meaning 
fine), among a few others. Although I am not really into food, I honestly like to hang 
out at Friday night parties and say “eet smakelijk” (meaning enjoy your meal). I will try 
more in the coming days to take some time out of my busy schedule for Dutch lessons 
in formal and informal settings. By so doing, I will acquire enough vocabulary to initiate 
conversations in Dutch as I long to do. This, I hope that I can do really soon as I had 
desired during my first entry into The Netherlands.  

laura’s story
I woke up – ping! – and it was pitch black in the room. My mum stirred, and we 
whispered to each other: “Are you awake?” We had arrived in the UK on a 24-hour flight 
from Sydney, Australia and we were awake in the middle of the night thanks to jetlag. 
“Let’s get up and do something,” mum said. We pulled back the curtain to look into my 
grandfather’s garden: black sky, dark shadowy hedges, the outline of the pebble-dash 
garage, and … fat, white flakes floating to the ground – it was snowing! Excitedly, we 
dressed and went downstairs. We quietly closed the door behind us, so as not to wake 
Grandad, and stepped out onto the pavement, softly crunching the snow beneath our 
boots. 

The next day, my uncle John picked up my mum, grandfather, and me and drove us to 
his house a few hours north. Out the window: pebbledash houses, fish-n-chip shops, old 
men in flat caps, sparrows darting among the hedges. On the way, we suddenly pulled 
off to the edge of the road. Uncle John parked the car facing a low stone wall in front of 
an empty field. We got out of the car. Crunch, crunch, crunch went the snow under my 
boots. “What are we doing here?” I asked. SOCK! A cold, hard snowball hit my shoulder 
and fell apart. I turned quickly and saw my uncle’s bald head poking out from behind 
the stone wall. I crouched behind the corner of the car, quickly squeezed together a 
snowball, and sprang up to launch it in the direction of the bald head. 

Just days before, I had been wearing shorts and a t-shirt, feeling the relentless Australian 
sun burn into my pale skin. Now, I was rugged up in boots, long-johns under my jeans, 
several layers under my thick jacket, and a knitted beanie. And I was happy: we were in 
England to spend Christmas with my mum’s family, and I couldn’t wait to indulge in the 
exotic pleasures of this bi-annual tradition: building snowmen with my cousins, eating 
my aunt’s famous Bakewell tart, and getting rock-n-roll dance lessons from my uncle in 
the living room. I looked at mum and she was smiling contentedly, too: she was home.
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But having lived with my stepfather for five years, there was a lot of familiarity as well, 
even though I had never been to Morocco before. I knew the singsong of the Koran my 
stepfather would listen to on our cassette player at home and the taste of some of the 
Moroccan dishes we shared in Germany, like kofta or tagine. I was also very familiar 
with the sound of the Moroccan language from the many phone calls my stepfather 
made to speak with his family in Morocco. When I was younger, it always sounded too 
loud and too intrusive, but now in Morocco I liked how it filled up a room with liveliness 
and enthusiasm in an instant. 

valentina’s story

I was so nervous: my first day of school in the United States and I didn’t speak a word of 
English despite the fact that my mom and I had sat in front of our record player in Italy, 
one hour a day for a few months, repeating the words that a man in a very British accent 
was asking us to repeat.

I walked into the classroom that was assigned to me holding tightly onto my mother’s 
hand. I could not believe my eyes. My teacher, Mr. Fletcher, had the most amazing hair 
I had ever seen. It was the 1970’s and his afro was massive, extending a good 20 cm 
from his face. This was the first person of color that I had ever seen. He walked up to 
me and gave me a big bear-hug, his afro prickling my face. I was a bit scared but very 
intrigued. This was so different from anything I had ever experienced in school in Italy 
where teachers would sit behind their big desks with very strict faces and expect us to 
sit still the whole day. I came to learn that Mr. Fletcher’s bear hugs were his signature 
trademark… and I loved them so much that I would conveniently place myself close 
enough to him, pretending not to notice, hoping that he would come by and give me 
one…. And he always did!

Aside from language, various codes of conduct and forms of socialisation are a few 
of the things that put me in vulnerable positions, at times, in my host country. For 
instance, when I greet someone in my neighbourhood and other places, and they do 
not respond. I wonder if I did the wrong thing, or need not do so. I try to be brief or 
detailed, reserved or open, (un)compromising, depending on the context, based on what 
I have read in books. However, it does not always work out as I expected; resulting in 
unpleasant encounters. Sometimes, my vulnerabilities in my host country bother me so 
much. I only get better after calling to speak to my loved ones, especially my husband, 
in my home country. During such conversations, we sometimes imaginatively relate my 
experiences to that of our parents in Germany and the USA - wondering how their lives 
abroad have shaped them into who they have become. We often discuss these things 
based on the imaginations of our parents because they hardly open up to share their 
experiences abroad with us. I adjust daily to living in The Netherlands through the 
support of my ever-growing network in this country. Also, I have learned many things 
within this period. As a result, I also share and guide other people who are visiting and 
come to The Netherlands to stay. 

sarah’s story
There was excited chatter and a lot of kisses on the cheek. One, two, three, four, five…I 
stopped counting and endured it a little confused before the next person showed up in 
front of my face and repeated the same kissing routine: left, right, left, right, left... We 
finally arrived in Morocco after a long three-day journey with my two younger brothers, 
my mum and my stepfather in a tiny Volkswagen from Germany. This was the first time 
visiting my stepfather’s family in Morocco and I would learn later that the more kisses 
you give, the happier you are to see someone. There were a lot of new and exciting things 
for the 8-year old me to see and learn: the feeling of wearing a Kaftan – a long airy 
garment, sharing a huge bowl of couscous with the whole family and eating with my 
hands, seeing how tall palm trees actually were, the business of a bazaar that seemed to 
sell every possible item there was, and the tingly feeling of the hot sun on my skin.
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Reflections

What went on ‘behind the scenes’ to realize this storytelling workshop? The 
researchers reflect on the experience and identify three aspects that are crucial for 
making such a workshop a success, including things to look out for. 
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did not know. Although this was a great start of a jovial evening full of laughter and 
fun, we would later reconsider this ‘mix and mingle’ strategy after noticing that 
two participants appeared to be uncomfortable. These participants had shared 
with one of the researchers that they felt slightly intimidated by the other group 
members. What seemed to work better on the first evening, when people still had 
not gotten a chance to get to know each other, was a walking tour after dinner to 
explore the city. This unstructured activity (as opposed to icebreaker games that 
have rules and can make people feel pushed into acting a certain way) created a 
more natural atmosphere and encouraged some participants to overcome their 
initial shyness. Consequently, workshop participants were more comfortable 
with each other and at ease before they engaged in the various exercises over the 
following days. 

The responsibilities of researchers in the field include protecting the well-being, 
safety and privacy of participants. At all times, researchers need to be sensitive to 
participants’ feelings and concerns in order to prevent doing any harm. Despite 
researchers’ commitments, this can be particularly challenging when bringing 
participants together for research activities such as focus group discussions or, in 
our case, a creative writing workshop. Rather than being a homogenous group, 
participants may be diverse in terms of socio-economic background, educational 
level and linguistic resources, among other things (see the reflection ‘Valuing  
diversity’). In order for everyone to feel safe, a space needs to be created where 
both the researchers and the participants commit to the principles of inclusivity 
and mutual respect. 

So far, the concept of ‘safe space’ has featured much in debates on exclusionary 
practices in education. It has become a buzzword, but it assumes that everyone 
shares the same meaning of the concept and agrees on how a space can be 
made safe. But how can a safe space be created? Can this ‘space’ be made safe 
for everyone at all times? These are open questions that need to be considered 
for every event that is organized, in relation to the context, the people, and the 
nature of the event. Drawing on our experience of managing group dynamics 
and trying to create an inclusive atmosphere during the workshop, we reflect on 
these questions. Our examples illustrate the value of striving to create a space 
in which all participants feel that their voices and opinions are listened to and 
valued. That is why we prefer the term ‘inclusive space’ to ‘safe space’. This space 
does not magically appear but should be seen as something to be created in an 
ongoing process. 

In order to establish an open and welcoming atmosphere, our workshop program 
started with activities that allowed the participants to get to know each other better. 
We initially encouraged participants from the different countries to mix so that 
they would not stick with those they already knew. For example, the group played 
icebreaker games, and at dinner, everyone was asked to sit next to someone they 

Making a safe space an inclusive space
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• Make clear and regularly repeat the rules of engagement. We learned the 
importance of not taking the ‘inclusive space’ for granted and that it is essential to 
remind participants of the value of a ‘listening culture’. Furthermore, while sharing 
and listening were crucial factors in young people’s positive experiences of the 
workshop, in future workshops we would more explicitly express that participants 
should not feel obliged to share things they would rather keep private. We would also 
integrate some deep-listening exercises before the sharing sessions. This might have 
prevented the listeners from asking too many personal questions and helped them 
to become more attuned to their peers’ discomfort. In any case, as a facilitator of a 
sharing session, one must be aware of signs of discomfort and step in when necessary.  

• Variety is key. We observed the value of integrating different types of activities 
before and during the program in creating an inclusive space. In order to establish a 
supportive environment for interaction between participants, it proved important to 
start with a variety of ice-breaker games. These set the tone for the program and helped 

Lessons learned

find out details about his life, which soon transformed the sharing session into 
an unexpected question and answer session. The participant felt obliged to 
answer uncomfortable questions and later regretted sharing so much personal 
information. This all became clearer to us after the session was over when one 
of the researchers checked up on him and learned of his discomfort. We then 
offered him the opportunity to edit his written story to ensure he felt protected. 
And in the next session, we reaffirmed the importance of not discussing the 
details of what we learn about other participants outside the workshop setting, 
in order to ensure their privacy. This experience reminded us of the fact that the 
workshop space might not be completely safe and inclusive for all participants at 
all times. Rather than fixed, an inclusive space is a work-in-progress and requires 
continuous efforts to cultivate feelings of safety and inclusiveness. 

The workshop facilitator, Franka, further enhanced the confidence of the young 
people in the workshop and their willingness to participate. Throughout the 
workshop, she affirmed young people’s thoughts and perspectives, as reflected 
in her comment in one of the participant’s notebooks: ‘’You can do it! Whatever 
you want you can do it. You might feel nervous and a little afraid but you can 
still do it. Your story made me laugh! Keep writing […]. Find your voice and 
use it.’’ In doing so, Franka acknowledged their experiences and thereby instilled 
confidence in them. All this positively influenced the sharing sessions as 
workshop participants – including the organizers – willingly read their stories 
out loud.  

Although sharing written work is a vulnerable act, it proved to be empowering 
for participants to have their unique voices listened to. In fact, patient and active 
listening proved to be a crucial ingredient for building an ‘inclusive’ space: it 
allowed participants to share their stories without judgement from others. No one 
was interrupted while speaking, and the audience was visibly engaged. Through 
these stories, young people reflected on their own life circumstances. They drew 
similarities and differences between each other’s lives and connected with each 
other in the process. Being surrounded by participants who all related to the 
theme of growing up between two countries, albeit in different ways, contributed 
to a sense of unity and served as a source of inspiration. Some young people also 
shared that they felt more aware of how privileged they were upon learning about 
the struggles of others. This inspired follow-up informal conversations among 
them, even outside of the official program, which were characterized by young 
people’s newfound respect for their peers. 

Even with these positive experiences, it is important to be aware that an ‘inclusive 
space’ is something to be worked at, at all times. In our workshop, young people 
seemed to draw strength from each other’s stories. Yet in one case, in the flow 
and enthusiasm of the moment, they encouraged a participant to reveal elements 
of his story which later made him feel over-exposed. His peers were curious to 
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valuing Diversity

Qualitative researchers in the field of migration inevitably come into contact with 
people who have ties to different parts of the world. Researchers may regularly 
engage with diverse groups when conducting focus group interviews, doing field 
research, or organizing a workshop, as we did. From our research, we knew that 
being Ghanaian was an important component of the lives of workshop participants. 
This was reflected in the workshop design: many of the writing prompts focused 
on young people’s relationship with Ghana and their significant others in Ghana. 
Even though being Ghanaian took on a special role, it is important to highlight 
that being Ghanaian is not a homogenous category but can and does mean many 
things. Moreover, being Ghanaian was by far not the only important defining 
aspect in the lives of the participants. They differed in terms of linguistic resources, 
aspirations for the future, educational and socioeconomic background, and role 
models, to name just a few. It is important to reflect on commonalities among 
participants as well as their individual diversity to be able to create a space in 
which everyone feels valued and recognized (see also reflection on ‘Making a safe 
space an inclusive space’).

Participants joined us from three different European countries and also had ties to 
different parts of Ghana. They spoke many languages, including German, Dutch, 
English, Twi and Ewe. During the workshop, the lingua franca was English, but 
we invited the participants to make use of all their linguistic skills and write in the 
language they were most comfortable with. This way we were hoping to facilitate 
the writing process, make exercises more fun and allow young people to describe 
their memories with more richness and creativity. Despite our invitation, we 
noticed that participants had a tendency to use English in their writing, probably 
because English was the language in which we communicated at the workshop, 
since English was the only language that all people present shared. Yet this meant 
a potential loss of richness and detail for those who are better versed in languages 
other than English. For future workshops, we would try to be more explicitly 
inclusive. We could, for example, build in exercises that require young people to 
make use of their various language skills to warm them up to the idea of using 
these skills throughout the workshop.

participants to feel comfortable in each other’s company before the program officially 
started. To get the most out of the workshop itself, we planned time for short games to 
energize participants and smaller-group activities outside the main exercises. These 
helped participants socialize and relax during an intensive program and ensured 
that everyone had a chance to be heard in their own ways. Furthermore, the different 
exercises together created a sense of community and thereby an ‘inclusive space’.   

• Carefully select an appropriate facilitator. It was beneficial for us to have Franka 
as a facilitator. Aside from her skills as a literary author, we selected Franka because 
we had worked with her before and knew of her ability to relate to young people’s 
experiences and to contribute to an atmosphere of inclusivity among participants 
(see the reflection ‘Valuing the individual’). Furthermore, having a facilitator meant 
that we researchers could participate as members of the workshop, taking part in 
the games, writing and sharing our own texts and exposing our own vulnerabilities. 
This also contributed to an inclusive space by helping to reduce (albeit not 
eliminate) power imbalances (see the reflection ‘Enriching our understanding’).   

• Do not forget your duty of care and support. Although we participated in the 
workshop alongside the young people, this did not remove our responsibility as 
organizers and researchers for their well-being. On the contrary, we checked-up on 
and supported young people who we felt may have been affected by/during the 
workshop process. When participants appeared to be struggling in any way, they 
would receive extra attention from one of the researchers. We also encouraged them 
to share their feelings in private if they wished to do so. 
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reflected in peer interviews during and after the workshop (you can listen to the 
peer interviews on www.motrayl.com/stories/youth-workshop). For example, 
some participants reflected on how, before their arrival at the workshop, they 
were concerned about the differences between young people born in Ghana and 
in Europe, but that these concerns were proven wrong by their shared knowledge 
of Twi.

The fact that the researchers acknowledged young people’s linguistic repertoires, 
even though most researchers did not understand Twi conversations or inside 
jokes between participants, allowed participants to feel more comfortable in 
the workshop setting and to describe their memories in richer detail. But it also 
highlighted the importance of having a workshop facilitator who speaks the main 
languages of the group, both to potentially intervene and adjust relationships 
within the group, but also to appreciate and give feedback on participants’ stories 
that included these languages.

To acknowledge the importance of Ghana in young people’s lives but also the 
diversity that being Ghanaian entails, we included an activity that addressed 
the various backgrounds and societal contributions of well-known people of 
Ghanaian background. During the workshop, the facilitator, Franka, handed out 
a booklet on “25 inspiring famous Ghanaians who found their voice – through 
arts, sports, business, politics, and otherwise”. The booklet introduced people who 
were potential role models for participants and their unique ways of expressing 
their voice (the booklet can be found on www.motrayl.com/stories/youth-
workshop). As a Ghanaian author and entrepreneur (among other things), Franka 
herself was a “real life” role model who young people could interact with during 
the workshop to both get inspiration and encouragement (see also reflection 
on ‘Making a safe space an inclusive space’). It was also important to us that all 
the people introduced in the booklet had a Ghanaian background because the 
participants, as young people growing up in Europe, do not frequently see people 
of Ghanaian background in positions they aspire to. The role model exercise 

Even though most of the participants’ written stories were in English, young 
people made use of Twi (the most-widely spoken language in Ghana) on several 
occasions. First, Twi was often used in written stories when describing more 
sensory or familiar details of their lives, such as specific dishes, or important (and 
recurring) phrases used by close family members in their childhood. And second, 
Twi was used in young people’s verbal interactions with each other, both when 
they read their stories out loud and in conversation. Although young people’s 
communicative ability in the language varied, it nevertheless helped to create 
a sense of community among the workshop participants, some of which was 
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enriching our unDerstanDing

Qualitative research, in particular ethnography, develops understanding and 
knowledge through gathering information about people and their lives ‘in the real 
world’. By engaging over long periods of time in the everyday contexts of people’s 
lives, qualitative researchers aim to build rich and nuanced understandings – 
or ‘thick’ descriptions – of a relatively small group of research participants, as 
opposed to the ‘thin’ knowledge generated by the much bigger samples common 
to quantitative research (e.g., survey research). But the ethnographic data we 
gather is also highly contextualized: what a participant tells us today might differ 
from what they would say tomorrow, depending on their mood, the location, and 
the social setting. And what a participant tells one researcher might differ from 
what she would tell another. Qualitative research relies on relationship-building, 
and as with all relationships, some people ‘click’ better than others. Depending 
on our ages, ethnic and national backgrounds, and various other factors – in 
other words, our ‘positionality’ – we experienced a range of relationships with 
young people in the field. To some young people, the member of our research 
team they interacted with was an interviewer; for others, a teacher’s assistant or 
homework tutor; for yet others, a friend. Furthermore, participants always saw 
the researcher as a solo character who had entered their lives, full of questions 
and curiosity, but detached from the broader context of the research team they 
represented. 

Although the workshop’s objectives were to give back to our participants and 
later to share their stories with a broader audience, we discovered that the 
workshop was also a unique opportunity to enrich our ethnographic research. 
Attending the workshop with our participants, away from our field sites and 
usual research locations (like participants’ homes, schools and local hang-outs), 
exposed us to new topics, perspectives and sides of each other. Stepping outside 
of one’s usual interactions with young people, as we did, may also be relevant for 
others, including teachers, coaches and youth workers, whose interactions with 
young people are often restricted to the classroom, sports field or youth center, 
and whose relationships are determined by the professional hats they wear. For 

• Create an environment open to diversity. An atmosphere that acknowledges the 
individual and encourages the use of diverse skills can, for example, be created through 
exercises that require the use of multiple languages or that emphasize other people’s 
diverse backgrounds and aspirations, as we did with our booklet on Ghanaian role models. 

• Embrace the unfamiliar. Opening up a space to value diversity meant that most of 
us researchers did not understand participants’ conversations or inside jokes in Twi. 
This was okay because it helped to create a sense of community among young people 
(see also the reflection on ‘Making a safe space an inclusive space’). Furthermore, 
it put young people in the position of experts, which impacted the researcher-
participant dynamic (see also the reflection on ‘enriching our understanding’).  

• Have a facilitator that participants can identify with. Embracing the unfamiliar 
is important, but we realized time and again during the workshop how valuable it 
was to have a facilitator who shared the participants’ Ghanaian background. Franka 
herself was a source of inspiration, she was able to appreciate stories in Twi, and she 
could have intervened in group dynamics in critical situations, had it been necessary.

Lessons learned 

was popular among participants, as can be seen from a young man’s reflection 
on his favorite memory of the workshop: “Oh, there are a lot of memories that 
I’ve gotten through the workshop. The first one was, let me say, where Franka 
introduced those popular people who have really found their voice, and they are 
from Ghana. And I was really inspired there.”
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Second, some of our relationships with participants shifted in the workshop 
setting. In cases where a researcher had established a peer-like relationship with 
participants during the fieldwork, meeting other MO-TRAYL researchers at 
the workshop and learning more about what the project – and doing research – 
involves led some young people to better understand the academic relevance of 
the researcher’s work with them. In cases where a researcher had a more formal 
relationship with participants, these relationships became more casual and 
personal. This was because researchers and young people all participated in the 
workshop together, doing the same activities, in contrast to the clearly distinct 
roles we often had in the field (for example, as interviewer and interviewee). 
Now we all sat down to write stories; young people tried their hat at being the 
‘interviewer’ with their peers; and everyone let their hair down together in 
energizer games and free-time activities like cycling trips and walking tours of 
Maastricht. While not eliminating power dynamics and hierarchies completely, 
these shared activities in a new environment did establish a level of closeness and 
comfort that had previously been difficult to achieve with some participants. 

us, the unusual environment of the workshop had two main impacts: it deepened 
our understanding of our participants’ lives, and, in some cases, it shifted our 
relationships with them. 

First, by stepping out of our usual research environments, the workshop generated 
new insights about our participants. The workshop gave us concentrated periods 
of time together, with plenty of space for informal chats, hanging out and 
reflection that allowed previously unexplored topics or memories to surface. Fresh 
perspectives and new information were also made possible by the format of the 
workshop. Because our questions were posed in a new setting, in a different way, 
and by different people, young people responded with new ideas. By changing 
the format of our routine activities, from mostly interviews and observations in 
the field to interactive and creative exercises in the workshop, we encouraged 
participants to access new memories and reveal different impressions, including 
the more emotional and sensory details of their experiences.

For example, one participant shared a beautiful story about his mother’s move 
from Ghana to Germany when he was a small boy, which had previously featured 
as a mere date in a life-history interview. In the workshop setting, guided by 
writing prompts and with the time and space to set his own storytelling priorities, 
he described this event with a depth of detail and emotion that had previously 
not surfaced, revealing how confused and upset he had been about his mother’s 
departure and how it had shaped other relationships in his life. In other cases, 
participants gave accounts of family compositions, life histories and feelings 
about certain events and relationships that contradicted stories researchers had 
heard in the field. Such contradictions may have emerged because of a lapse in 
memory, because of the context in which a sensitive topic was being discussed, 
or because a question was asked in a particular way and prompted a particular 
response. Noticing these contradictions, researchers were able to check-in with 
participants back ‘in the field’ to try to understand where the contradictions 
came from and what they meant for the participants.
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• Use different activities to access new perspectives. Stepping outside the 
box of our usual interactions with young people – in interviews and participant 
observation – and instead using creative formats – like writing, games, 
and audio recordings – allowed new information to emerge, enriching our 
understanding of our participants’ lives, experiences and perspectives. By doing 
these activities in the company of other young people, participants reflected 
differently on their own experiences in comparison with those – both similar and 
different – of others. And by allocating time for private reflection and informal 
conversations, we allowed new types of stories and memories to emerge. 

• See each other in a new light. Spending time with our participants in a new setting, 
away from the places, people, and routines of their everyday lives, shifted some of 
our relationships with young people in ways that contributed to the value of our 
research. The workshop also gave participants a glimpse at what is involved in the 
work we do, thereby demystifying our role and allowing them to see us in a new light. 

• But be aware of boundaries. Of course, the responsibilities and duty-of-care 
that come with being the ‘adults in the room’ do not disappear when relationship 
dynamics change. Becoming closer to young people should never make them 
uncomfortable, and you should still regularly check in with young people to make 
sure they feel safe. In some moments where participants felt vulnerable when 
sharing their stories, or intimidated by others’ accomplishments, we needed to put 
the fun aside to problem-solve and ensure our participants felt supported (see the 
reflection ‘Making a safe space an inclusive space’).

Lessons learned 

Overall, the new insights that the workshop revealed about our participants, 
and the new ways in which our relationships with them developed, enriched our 
ethnography by helping us deepen our understanding and build even-richer and 
more-nuanced accounts of their lives – a key goal of ethnography.

These subtle shifts in relationships were beneficial for the research after the 
workshop. In some cases, participants felt more comfortable around, and closer 
to, the researcher they knew. As a consequence, we received more invitations 
to stay with participants and their families on trips to Ghana, and were able to 
spend more time just ‘hanging out’ in our field sites. In other cases, participants 
suggested particular research activities based on their new understanding of the 
project’s objectives. For example, one participant suggested that the researcher 
she knew interview her grandfather and mother in Ghana because it might be 
relevant for the research. 
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Impressions

In the last activity of the workshop, participants were asked to write down one word 
on a small card that captures their experience during the workshop and to explain 
it. Read on to learn more about participants’ experiences, in their own words.
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Appendices

Hours Friday 28 June Saturday 29 June Hours Sunday 30 June Monday 1 July

08:00-09:00 Breakfast 08:00-09:00 Breakfast Breakfast

09:00-10:00 Icebreaker game ‘Six Degrees of Separation’
Brief opening writing workshop

09:00-10:00 Peer feedback session Sharing impressions 
& farewell

10:00-11:15 Writing prompts ‘10 words’
Short break

10:00-11:15 Final private writing block: completing 
your story
Short break

11:15-13:00 ‘Inspiration for finding your voice’
‘Childhood’
Sharing writing excerpts – ‘10 words’ prompt

11:15-13:00 Technical preparation session
Recording session 1

13:00-14:00 Lunch 13:00-14:00 Lunch

14:00-15:30 Sharing writing excerpts – ‘childhood’ prompt
Writing prompt ‘home’
Short break

14:00-15:30 Walk & talk
Interview workshop

15:30-17:30 Private writing blocks: writing prompt ‘rela-
tionship to Ghana’ & private consultation with 
Franka
Energizer ‘This is Who I Am’

15:30-17:30 Interview workshop
Energizer ‘Sound Ball’
Recording session 2

17:30-18:30 Performing With Voice workshop 17:30-18:30 Wrap-up time

18:30-20:00 Welcome
Dinner & ice-breaker game 
‘Two Truths and One Lie’

Dinner 18:30-20:00 Dinner

20:00-22:00 Visit to the city centre Cycling (+ other activities) 20:00-22:00 Sharing Circle: reading out the final 
stories

Please find below a rough schedule of the workshop activities.

Appendix 1: program outline
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As mentioned above, the workshop consists of different types of activities, which 
are described below.

• Two Truths and a Lie: Since participants came from different field sites and 
mostly did not know each other prior to the workshop, we started with this 
classic get-to-know-you game. Each participant wrote down two truths and 
one lie about themselves on a post-it note and shared these with the rest of 
the group. The object of the game is for the other players to determine which 
statement is the false one.

• Six Degrees of Separation: As a way to further break the ice, this game 
encouraged participants to find connections with other people in the group, 
especially those that came from a different field site (Antwerp, Hamburg, and 
The Hague). 

How it works
• Participants move around the space, stopping to talk in pairs.
• Each pair makes a list of five things that they have in common, such as a favorite food, 

spoken languages, sports, etc., before moving on to another new person. 
• The first person to complete five lists (with five new people) ‘wins’ and ends the 

game.

Icebreaker and energizer games

ExercisesAppendix 2: workshop setup

• Space: The workshop was held in a large, light-filled room in the castle that 
provided more than enough space for the group of participants. Due to its size 
and our access to an additional room, participants could break into smaller 
groups and seek their personal space, which proved to be useful during 
writing sessions as they required great focus. The rooms also provided direct 
access to the outside area; a large terrace, garden and a park, which made it 
possible for participants to get some fresh air while and after writing. 

• Time: In order to achieve a ‘pressure-cooker’ effect and give participants 
enough time to create their stories; the program stretched over two full 
days with blocks of writing (please see appendix 1). During these sessions, 
participants drew on various writing exercises, which helped them to write 
their final stories.  We reserved ample time for each of the writing exercises 
(approx. 45 min) and the sharing of excerpts of participants’ work. 

• Writing equipment: We provided notebooks and pens to the participants at 
the start of the program. By doing so, we asked participants were to hand in 
their cell-phones during the writing sessions and exercises, which helped to 
reduce distractions and retrain a sense of a safe and private space. 

Practical considerations

The workshop included writing exercises that explored participants’ experiences 
of growing up transnationally, games to create a relaxed atmosphere and to 
energize participants in-between writing blocks, and moments for discussion 
and reflection. In this appendix, we first list some practical considerations and 
then provide a detailed description of the workshop activities. 
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Writing prompts & inspirations

• 10 Words: In order to get into the writing flow and illustrate the power of 
words, participants were asked to write down 10 words that connect them to 
Ghana. Participants then got 10 minutes to take one word from their list and 
write down how this particular word connected them to Ghana. After this, 
participants were asked to write down 10 words that connect them to where 
they now live and repeated the same next step. Finally, participants got the 
opportunity to read their work out loud, which allowed the group to learn 
more about which words were evocative of places and identify differences and 
commonalities between the stories. 

• Inspiration for ‘Finding Your Voice’: As the theme of the workshop was 
‘finding your voice’, the facilitator (Franka) explained what this meant by 
sharing an African proverb about a lion who remained ‘voiceless’ because 
its hunter was glorified. This story shows the danger of a single story; power 
determines how a story is told. In order to further illustrate the theme, Franka 
guided us through a small booklet which presented examples of famous 
Ghanaians (see our website) who had managed to find and express their 
own voice, through different forms of art (not only writing), sports, or other 
vocations. 

• This is who I am: This exercise aimed at increasing a sense of community 
through developing and sharing participants’ signature moves. Since we did 
this exercise in-between two writing blocks, it was a nice way to get up, move 
around a little and clear one’s head.

• Sound Ball: Since a big part of the second day was dedicated to making 
audio recordings, we used this common theatre exercise to create a good 
atmosphere, get energized and warm up one’s voice. Getting a good rhythm 
going, everyone involved got increasingly creative, giving the ball animal or 
mechanical sounds (among other things), and making everyone laugh in the 
process.

How it works
• Someone throws an imaginary ball to someone else in the circle and acts out its 

characteristics – such as its shape, size, consistency or weight – and gives it a sound. 
• The person receiving the ball catches it, imitating the same characteristics and sound. 

They then throw it to someone else in the circle with a new sound and ‘feel’, which the 
receiver then imitates, and so on.

• The imaginary ball is passed around until everyone in the circle has received and 
thrown it.

How it works
• Standing in a circle, one participant presents a movement or gesture that conveys 

something about who they are (e.g., dancing).
• The rest of the group then repeats the movement or gesture all together.
• Participants take turns until everyone in the circle has presented their own movement 

or gesture.
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• What is home for you? What makes you feel at home most and where do you find this?
• In this place that you call home, do you still feel Ghanaian?  What does it mean to be 

a Ghanaian?  Do you feel that you are more than just Ghanaian? What makes you feel 
this way? 

• Think back to one of your trips to Ghana. What do you think about during the flight? 
What do you do when you get there? What do you hear? What do you smell? What do 
you taste? Who are the people that you most want to see? What do you do with them? 

• Describe a day that you were visiting Ghana that you remember particularly well. Why 
was it memorable (could be for positive or negative reasons)? What does it mean to 
you? How does it make you feel?

• Describe how you feel being a Ghanaian living in Europe. There may be times when 
you do not feel particularly Ghanaian, and other times instead, when you do. Can you 
describe two situations: one in which you feel Ghanaian and one in which you do not?

• Can you describe a situation in which you found it difficult to be far away from family 
and friends in Ghana? How did you deal with it? Did you use social media and other 
technologies to help you? How?  

• Do you ever feel that you are from two places at once? Can you describe a situation, an 
event, a conversation with a friend, or something else where you felt this way? How did 
it make you feel? 

• Describe (with examples) in what ways you feel (dis)connected to Ghana.
• Are there any family members or friends that come to mind when you think of Ghana?  

Who are they? What is so special about your relationship with them? What do you miss 
about them?

• Relationship to Ghana: Before introducing the exercise, Franka explained 
that we would like the book to include stories about participants’ relationships 
to Ghana. She reminded participants to use what they had learned and written 
thus far, and to show rather than tell, by using concrete examples of people, 
places or life events, among other things. To help participants think about 
what they could write about, Franka presented trigger questions. Here, we 
stressed that they should write about something they felt passionate about, 
even if that was not included in the list of trigger questions. 

• Childhood: As a way to inspire participants, Franka read excerpts from her 
memoir ‘Sam: A Life of Service to God and Country’ (2018), which she co-
authored with Sam Okudzeto. The book describes the life journey of Sam, 
starting from his village childhood, through to his education in Europe and 
professional life in Ghana as a prominent lawyer, politician and activist. As an 
introduction to the writing exercise, Franka then shared how her life purpose 
and aspirations changed over time. After this, participants were asked to 
write about their childhood aspirations and dreams. The following trigger 
questions were presented as potentially helpful tools in the writing process:

• What does home mean to you?
• Who or what makes you feel at home? 
• Where do you feel most at home? 
• What is something you’ve learned during one of your trips to or stories about Ghana?
• What motivates you?  
• What is a thing you most want people to remember you for?

• Recall a particular day or event during your childhood. Try to describe the event. 
Follow up by explaining why this event was important. Did something change? Or is it 
an example of how this continued in your life?

• What was your childhood like? Who were the important people in your childhood? Try 
to describe what made these people important.

• What did you want to be when you grew up? Why did you want that?
• What are your dreams and aspirations?

• Home: In order to ‘warm-up’ participants for this exercise, Franka read out 
her short story ‘Mansa’, which was published in the Caine Prize for African 
Writing 2009 edition. The story is an honest reflection of a Ghanaian young 
woman’s life in England and the expectations from home. Following this, 
participants were asked to answer one of the following trigger questions, as 
this could form the building block for their final story:
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Discussion & reflection
• Walk & Talk: in-between activities on the second day, participants got some 

time to unwind and reflect during a walk in nature. They were asked to form 
small groups and look for objects in nature that can be (metaphorically) 
linked to something they wrote or thought about during the workshop. When 
participants returned to the main room, some briefly shared their reflections. 

• Sharing the final stories: Although participants had already shared excerpts of 
their writing during exercises, they got the chance to share (parts) of their final 
stories on the last evening of the workshop. We created a relaxed atmosphere 
by putting inflatable bean bag chairs in the main room and dimming the light 
while sitting in a circle. 

• Impressions of the workshop: We ended the workshop sitting in a circle and 
asking participants to write down one word on a small card that captured their 
experience of participating in the workshop. On the back of the card, they 
explained the word they had chosen. Finally, each participant shared what 
they had written down and what they were taking away from the workshop 
with the group. 

Skills trainings
• Performing with Voice: In preparation for the audio recording of participants’ 

stories, participants received a short workshop in which they were introduced 
to techniques of ‘performing with voice’ and listened to examples of audio 
stories. They also practiced reading their stories out loud in small groups, 
after which they received feedback before finally audio-recording their 
written stories.

• Interviewing: To help participants develop other useful skills, they also 
attended a short interview workshop, in which they listened to examples 
of good interviews and prepared an interview guide to use with another 
participant. These interviews were about their experiences at the workshop, 
including what it was like to write about their own lives and what they had 
learned. Participants then recorded their audio interviews in pairs or small 
groups. Each participant was both an interviewer and interviewee.

9796



First published 2020

Published by
MO-TRAYL team
Maastricht University
The Netherlands
www.motrayl.com

©V. Mazzucato

Illustrations
Enoch Yaw Mensah (Interviews and Reflections)
Christine Opheij (Stories)

Concept & Graphic Design
Sarah Anschütz

Printed by
Die Keure

This work  is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND 4.0. To view 
a copy of this license, visit https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0

ISBN 978-94-6423-028-44 
(electronic version)

Colophon

98




