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DESE, Ethiopia – Rumors were spreading up and down the 

narrow streets here, in front of the Noah pharmacy and 

Millennium Café, through the rectangular mosques and 

domed Orthodox churches of this northern Ethiopian city. 

 

 

Muslims were said to be training to attack Christians. 

Christians were said to be stockpiling weapons for an assault 

on Muslims. Fears of an all-out religious melee became so 

rampant last year that the archbishop of the Orthodox 

Church sent spies to a mosque thought to be harboring 

Islamic fighters. 

 

 

“They were saying through the loudspeakers that ‘the soldiers 

of Allah are brave’ and telling Muslims to take action,” the 

archbishop, Abba Athanasium, said recently. 

 

 

But then something unusual happened across the rolling 

green mountains in this part of Africa so defined by its 

volatility: nothing. 

 

 

Since the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, concern about 

Islamic extremism has been rising across the Horn of Africa, 

and notably in Ethiopia, a country where Orthodox 

Christianity is often associated with national identity but 

whose population is nearly half Muslim, according to 

Ethiopian demographers and U.S. officials. 

 

 

Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi cited radicalism 

within an Islamic movement that had taken power in 

neighboring Somalia, and its potential to spread across the 

border, as the main reason Ethiopia invaded that country in 

December. 

 

A mosque is a Muslim place of worship; a 
church is a Christian place of worship. 
What can the reader infer about Dese from 
the first paragraph of the article?    
 a. Dese is home to both Muslims and  
   Christians.  
 b. All the people in Dese like to  
   gossip.  
 c. There is only one pharmacy in Dese.  
 d. Dese is one of the oldest cities in  
   Ethiopia. 

Describe the mood in Dese in the first 3 
paragraphs of this article. 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
What did the residents of Dese think was 
about to happen? 
  
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
What actually happened? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
When the actual outcome of a situation is 
different from the expected outcome, it’s 
called  
 

_________________________________ 

After September 11, 2001, Ethiopians were 

worried about ___________________________ 



  

 
A paraphrase is __________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Read these two excerpts and answer the questions that follow. 
 
Excerpt from an electronic encyclopedia 
Like Jews and Christians, Muslims believe there is only one God. Muslims use the name Allah to refer 
to God. Muslims believe that Moses and Jesus were important holy men; Mohommed was the last in this 
line of holy men sent to deliver God’s message. Many of the stories in the Qu’ran are identical to 
stories in the Christian Bible. Muslims believe that if people do the things Allah wishes, they will 
have good lives on earth and will go to heaven after death.  In addition to recognizing Allah as the 
only God, Muslims are expected to pray five times a day; give charity to the poor; make a trip to 
the holy city, Mecca; and fast, which means refrain from eating during the day, during the holy 
month of Ramadan. 

Excerpt from a speech by President George W. Bush (September 20, 2001) 
The terrorists practice a fringe form of Islamic extremism that has been rejected by Muslim scholars 
and the vast majority of Muslim clerics, a fringe movement that perverts the peaceful teachings of 
Islam. [. . . I want] to speak tonight directly to Muslims throughout the world. We respect your 
faith. It's practiced freely by many millions of Americans, and by millions more in countries that 
America counts as friends. Its teachings are good and peaceful, and those who commit evil in the 
name of Allah blaspheme the name of Allah. The terrorists are traitors to their own faith, trying, 
in effect, to hijack Islam itself. The enemy of America is not our many Muslim friends; it is not 
our many Arab friends. Our enemy is a radical network of terrorists, and every government that 
supports them. 
 
 
1. Which of the following is an accurate paraphrase of the first excerpt appropriate to include in a 
research paper?  
a. Christians and Muslims aren’t that different from one another.  Both religions teach that there  

is only one God.  Many of the stories in the Qu’ran, including stories about Moses and Jesus, 
are similar to stories in the Christian Bible.  Both Christians and Muslims believe it is 
important to pray and to give charity to the poor.   

b. It is important to learn all you can about all religions, not just your own.  I learned a lot  
from my research of Muslims.  For example, I learned that many of the stories in the Qu’ran are 
very similar to stories in the Bible!  I also learned that Muslims go a whole month each year 
without eating during the day.  That must be challenging. 

 
c. Muslims share with Jews and Christians the belief that there is only one God, known by Muslims  

as Allah.  Muslims also believe that Moses, Jesus, and Mohommed were all holy men who delivered 
the word of God.  The Qu’ran contains many stories that are also in the Christian Bible. In 
order to go to heaven and to have a good life on earth, Muslims believe that people have to do 
things that please Allah: acknowledge that Allah is the only God; pray five times daily; help 
the poor; travel to Mecca, the holy city; and, during the month of Ramadan, avoid eating during 
the day. 

 
d. The beliefs of Muslims differ from those of Jews and Christians in several important ways.  For  

example, Muslims believe that Mohommed was the last prophet sent to preach God’s message.  
Muslims also believe that the city of Mecca is holy, and that travelling to Mecca is an 
important part of following Allah, the name Muslims use for God.  Furthermore, each year Muslims 
fast, or avoid eating during the day, for a month. 

 
2. Which of the following is an accurate analysis of the two excerpts?  

a. Both excerpts explain the differences between the beliefs of Muslims and the beliefs of  
Christians.  

b. Both excerpts clarify that we should not make assumptions about all Muslims based on the  
beliefs and actions of some Muslims.  

c. The first excerpt summarizes the basic beliefs of Muslims, while the second excerpt compares  
these beliefs with the beliefs of Jews and Christians.  

d. The first excerpt discusses the basic beliefs of Muslims, while the second excerpt contrasts  
the practices of terrorists with the practices of most Muslims. 

 



Just two months earlier, an incident near the southern 

Ethiopian town of Jima underlined those fears. Though the 

motive remains a matter of debate, several days of violence 

between Muslims and Christians swept through the area, 

ending with 19 people killed and five churches and 600 

houses burned, according to a government report. 

 

Police eventually contained the violence, but the gruesome 

aftermath of a massacre of several worshipers in a church was 

captured on videotape by an evangelical Christian relief group 

investigating the situation. Soon, bootlegged copies – 

including an edited version superimposed with such phrases 

as “Look what they are doing to us” – began showing up in 

markets across the country, including more than 300 miles 

away in Dese, where vendors began selling them alongside 

Britney Spears videos. 

 

The rumors followed: The next religious battleground would 

be Dese, a long, narrow city of a thousand rusted roofs 

situated in a crevice in the grassy Tossa Mountains.  

 

In many ways, Dese is a hodgepodge of a place, where streets 

are framed by arched doorways built by Arab traders, striped 

awnings hung by Italian occupiers, and boxy lacquered mini-

malls with cafés where large-screen TVs are tuned to al-

Jazeera and Randy Travis songs occasionally drift out of open 

doors. 

 

Above all, though, Dese is a symbol of Ethiopia’s peaceful 

religious intermingling, a characteristic that is found to 

varying degrees across a country where nationalism or 

ethnicity or even devotion to soccer tends to trump religious 

ferver. 

 

For centuries, Muslims and Christians have lived in the same 

neighborhoods, celebrated each other’s holidays, intermarried 

and blended religions with indigenous beliefs. Relationships 

are cemented through such Ethiopian institutions as the idir – 

groups of neighbors, often religiously mixed, that raise money 

to pay for funerals. 

 

In Dese, it is easy to find someone like Zinet Hassen, a 

Muslim woman wearing a long, black burqa who said, 

nonchalantly: “My uncle converted to Christianity but there 

was no stigma.” 

 

 

How did people living in Dese learn about 
the incident in Jima?  
  
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 

What evidence does the author give to 
show that Muslims and Christians in Dese 
generally get along? List at least 3 
things. 
 
 
 1. 
 
 
 
 2. 
 
 
 
 3. 



It’s a kind of coexistence that has endured despite the fact 

that Orthodox Christians have historically had the upper 

hand in Ethiopia, politically and economically. In the 1880s, 

for instance, Muslims in Dese were forced to convert to 

Christianity, an edict the emperor issued as a means of 

consolidating power. 

 

Under the socialist Dergue government of the 1970s and ’80s, 

religious expression was discouraged, and it became difficult 

to acquire land to build churches and mosques. The situation 

changed dramatically when Meles took power in 1991 and 

lifted those sorts of restrictions. 

 

Since then, mosques have been springing up across the 

country, many funded by Saudi or Yemeni financiers, along 

with a kind of competition with the Orthodox church, and to 

some extent, evangelical Christian churches, which receive 

funding from U.S. religious groups. 

 

In Dese, four new mosques have been built in recent years, 

and more are under construction. Orthodox Christians have 

kept pace with five new churches since 1993. “We have plans 

to do more,” the archbishop said. “We’ve now applied to 

build six more churches in Dese in every direction.” 

 

Since the Sept. 11 attacks, the competition has been 

heightened as a strain of more fundamentalist Islam has 

woven through Ethiopian society and, in Dese, taken hold in 

some mosques. One mosque in the city now barricades the 

area at prayer time. Some young men have begun growing 

their beards long, and more young women are wearing 

burqas, sights that were once rare. 

 

Imam Omar Adam, for instance, complained that a man was 

ridiculed by some Muslims for worshiping trees, which is 

forbidden by Islam. 

 

Even some idirs have separated along religious lines. And 

here and there, friendships have fallen apart. 

 

Helen Alebachew, a Christian, said she and a Muslim woman 

grew up playing at each other’s houses but hardly even look 

at each other anymore. 

 

“Out of the blue, suddenly she joins this group of 

extremists,” said Alebachew, 19, using a label Christians here 

often apply to more devout Muslims. “Even in school she 

stopped saying hi.” 

What is the “competition” between the 
Muslims and the Christians in Dese? What 
are they competing to do? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

Fundamentalism emphasizes the importance 
of following all the rules of a religion 
and encourages intolerance of the beliefs 
of others. 
 
List 4 examples the author gives as 
evidence that Islam is becoming more 
fundamentalist in Ethiopia. 
 
 
 1. 
 
 

 
 2. 
 
 
 

 3. 
 
 

 
 4. 



Given these tensions, some Muslim leaders in Dese say they 

have been accused of encouraging radicalism, a claim they 

tend to dismiss as Christian propaganda. 

 

“Me, I’m not fundamentalist,” said Ahmed Mousa, who runs 

the 80-year-old Showber Islamic school in Dese, where 

children are still taught with the help of whips. “I’m 

Ethiopian.” 

 

But he acknowledged a shift, particularly among young 

Muslims, which he and other leaders described not as 

fundamentalism but as a desire to become more devoted and, 

perhaps, to recover a religion their parents lost. 

 

“They are now detaching themselves from the old culture,” 

Mousa said. “The mixed culture is degenerating.” 

 

And so when the violence erupted in Jima last October, the 

news arrived in Dese amid a changing atmosphere. 

 

With rumors swirling, the mayor – whose first name, Jemal, is 

Muslim and last name, Kassahun, is Christian – called a 

meeting of the city’s religious leaders, including a Muslim 

sheik who has a Christian uncle, and a Christian pastor who 

has a Muslim grandfather. 

 

“There were these confused people, Christian-to-Muslim 

converts, who tried to instigate people,” the sheik, Hadji 

Mustafa Mohammed, said about the rumormongers. “But we 

took measures and brought it to a halt.” 

 

The leaders agreed that the violence in Jima must have been 

the fault of outsiders, or motivated by an Ethiopian political 

group trying to use religion to destabilize the area, which a 

government investigation also concluded. 

 

The reaction has been similar elsewhere in Ethiopia, where 

the notion that the violence could have been instigated by 

Ethiopian Muslims and Christians has remained somehow 

unthinkable. 

 

“When I first saw the tape, I couldn’t finish it,” said Aissetu 

Barry, a Christian and director of the Interfaith Peace-

Building Initiative in Addis Ababa, referring to the scenes of 

carnage on the Jima video. 

 

What does Ahmed Mousa say is happening to 
the relationships between Christians and 
Muslims in Dese? How is the culture 
changing? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 

What are the “rumors” that city leaders 
were concerned about? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
Why were they concerned about these 
rumors?  
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 



“I thought it must be external people, because there is no way 

we could have done this to ourselves. I saw the tape with a 

Muslim friend, and she cried, too,” Barry said. 

 

As they tried to understand what had happened, people in 

Dese considered their own families, friendships and 

neighborhoods. 

 

“We Christians and Muslims have been together in good 

times and bad times,” said Endris Ahmed of the local Islamic 

Affairs Council. “We decided that this is not going to be 

spoiled.” 

 

The tensions subsided, and life went on in Dese, where the 

tinny, amplified Muslim calls to prayer and rhythmic readings 

from the Orthodox Bible float across each dawn and dusk. 

 

One recent evening, Nurye Seid commented that the speakers 

seemed to have become louder lately, a sign, he figured, of 

the kind of low-level religious competition that he is 

beginning to feel within his own family. 

 

The high school geography teacher, a Muslim, married a 

Christian woman in a civil ceremony last year, and now they 

have a son nearly a year old. 

 

So far, however, they have been unable to decide whether to 

raise him as a Muslim or Christian. In fact, they have not 

even given the child a name. 

 

Seid’s parents are hoping for Abubakr. His wife’s parents are 

pulling for Abel. 

 

For the time being, though, they are calling the child Abush, 

which, roughly translated, means baby. 

 

“We have arguments sometimes,” said Seid, adding that 

neither he nor his wife is particularly religious. “I think 

different cultures are more difficult to resolve, but this 

religious issue can be solved through discussions.” 
 

 

 

 

 

Look back to the title of this article. 
What is an oasis? (Hint: use a dictionary 
if you need to.)  
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
 
What does it mean that Dese is an 
“interfaith oasis”? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
 
What makes Nurye Seid’s family different 
from many other families? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
 
Nurye Seid compares his family to Dese in 
general. In what ways is his family like 
Dese? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 



What Language Is That? 
 

Uwem Akpan 

 
Best Friend said she liked your little eyes and lean face and 

walk and the way you spoke your English. Her name was 

Selam. You said you liked her dimples and long legs and 

handwriting. You both liked to eat Smiling Cow toffees. She 

was the last child in her family; you were an only child. The 

world was only big enough for the two of you, and your 

secret language was an endless giggle, which made the other 

kids jealous. Selam lived in a flat in a red two-story building in 

Bahminya. You lived in a brown two-story building across the 

street. 

 

Some days, after school, you and Selam stood together on the 

balcony of one of the buildings and watched Selam’s two 

brothers and their friends on the hilly streets with their 

homemade kites, running and screaming until their heels 

kicked up puffs of Ethiopian dust. The boys ran into traders 

hawking CDs they carried in wide metal trays on their heads, 

or into horse-drawn buggies and donkeys burdened by goods, 

slowing down traffic. They avoided the next street, which had 

a mosque, because the imam would curse them if the kites 

entangled the minaret. He had already made it known to their 

parents that flying kites was foreign, blaming them for 

exposing their children to strange ways.  But Best Friend’s 

parents told your parents that they had told the imam that he 

should not try to tell them how to raise their children in a free 

Ethiopia. So, many afternoons, you watched the kites rising 

against the distant coffee fields, then the beautiful hills, and 

then cupped your hands over your eyes as the kites climbed 

into the wide, low blue skies. 
 
 
 
 
Some days, there was no need to go to one or the other’s 

house to be together. No, you and Best Friend stood on your 

own balconies and screamed your kindergarten rhymes to 

each other across the street, over the brown birds sitting on 

the electric and phone wires. The wires were cluttered with 

dead kites, trapped like butterflies in giant cobwebs. Your 

mommy didn’t mind your loud recitations because she said 

you were only children. Your daddy was OK with it but 

didn’t want you to shout when he was taking his siesta, after 

which he would sometimes drive you around in his white car. 

Selam’s parents weren’t very OK with the shouts, but what 

could they do? 

A mosque is a place of worship for 
Muslims. An imam is the worship leader of 
a mosque. 
 

Complete the analogical statement below: 

Imam is to mosque 

as 

____________________ is to church. 

 
Draw a picture of this scene. 

List 3 things the protagonist has in 
common with her Best Friend, Selam: 
 
 1. 
 

 2. 
 

 3. 
 

List 2 things that make them different: 
 
 1. 
 

 2. 
 

As you read this story, continue noticing 
these similarities and differences. 

 
The protagonist of a story is the story’s 

________________________________________. 

___________________________ point of view 

is when an author uses the pronoun 

____________ to refer to the protagonist. 



 
Some Saturdays, your mommy or Emaye Selam would walk 
both of you two streets down, behind the church, for your 
hair to be braided. Like twins, you always chose the same 
style. Some days, you went to her place and watched the 
Disney channel, and sometimes she came over to your place 
and you played Snakes and Ladders and ate doro wot and 
spaghetti. 
 
One Sunday, after church, which Selam attended with your 
family because her parents traveled, Daddy drove you two to 
Hoteela Federalawi to eat. You read out all the billboards on 
the long, beautiful Haile Selassie Arada: Selam the ones on 
the right, you the ones on the left. In Hoteela Federalawi, 
Daddy picked a table outside, under a big canopy, and you sat 
down. You read to each other from the menu while he 
looked on proudly. You both ordered pizza, while Daddy got 
a big dish of mahberawi. 
 
“Is hamburger pork?” Selam asked, and tossed a piece of 
mushroom into her mouth. 
 
“Hey, who said so?” Daddy said. 
 
“Hadiya,” she said. 
 
“I told you not to talk to Hadiya!” you said, dropping your 
fork. “She’s not our friend.” 
 
“I didn’t talk to her.” 
 
“I won’t talk to you again.” 
 
“I’m sorry.” 
 
You stood up and moved your chair away from hers. 
 
“Oh no, ai,” Daddy said, pushing your chair back toward Best 
Friend’s. “Come on, ai, ladies. Best friends don’t quarrel, 
eshie?” 
 
“Yes, Daddy,” you said. “But she spoke to Hadiya. She 
promised me never to speak to Hadiya, Daddy.” 
 
“I did not speak to her. She just came up to me and said I 
follow Christians and eat pork at Hoteela Federalawi, and ran 
away. I say I’m sorry. I am sorry, OK?” Tears came into her 
eyes. “I won’t talk to you again either!” Selam shouted at you. 
“And I won’t even hug you.” 
 
“Oh no, Selam,” Daddy said, coming in between the two of 
you. “She’s kidding. She’ll talk with you, she’ll sit with you.” 
He turned to you: “Sweetheart, don’t be mean to Best 
Friend.” 

 

 

 

What else do the protagonist and Selam 
have in common? List 2 more things. 
 
1. 

 

2. 
 
 
Why does the protagonist’s Daddy look on 
“proudly”? What is he proud of? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 

What starts the fight between the 
protagonist and Selam? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 

Hadiya and Selam have something in common 
that the protagonist does not share. What 
is it? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 



Other people stared at you, and children celebrating 

someone’s birthday under a canopy giggled. Selam heaved 

with sobs. Daddy loosened his tie and held her and dabbed 

her tears with a handkerchief. Your waitress, a lady with a 

silver nose ring, came over and taunted you, saying that such 

sweet sisters should not be quarreling and embarrassing their 

dad in public, after church. 

 

Daddy said to you, “You must make up with Selam or we go 
home now. . .tolo!” 

 

“OK, Selam, I’m sorry,” you said. “I’ll speak to you. Best 

friends. . .hugzee.” 
 
You hugged. The waitress clapped and cheered and pushed 
your chairs back together. 
 
“Well, my Selam, I want to say this before we continue 
eating,” Daddy said apologetically. “You’re always free to eat 
what you’re comfortable with, aw?” 
 
“Yes. Already, my daddy said I could eat pork if I wanted.” 
 
“Did he?” he asked, sounding relieved. 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Because this evening I was going to ask your dad to talk to 
you. I’m going with him to Cinima Bahminya to watch 
Premiereship football.” 
 
“I was just trying to tell Best Friend what Hadiya said.” 
 
“That’s why I like your dad,” he said, and rubbed her head. 
“Open-minded. . .nice man.” 
 
You sat down and began to eat, sipping fresh pomegranate 
juice with long red and white straws. You talked about the 
games you would play together when you got home and how 
much you looked forward to school the next day. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The waitress makes an assumption about 
the protagonist and Selam that turns out 
to be wrong. What is it? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
Based on this (wrong) assumption, what 
can the reader infer? 
a. Nose rings are common in Ethiopia. 
b. It is especially embarrassing to fight  

right after church. 
c. The two girls look enough alike that  

they could be sisters. 
d. Only sisters fight in public. 

How does the protagonist’s Daddy feel 
about Selam’s dad? 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
Circle 2 sentences in the text that you 
could use to support your answer. 

  
Hugzee probably means __________________. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What is the difference between a fact and an opinion?  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

  
Read these two excerpts and answer the questions that follow. 
 
Excerpt from an electronic encyclopedia 
Many religions have special laws about the consumption of pork.  Jewish dietary laws and Muslim 
dietary laws prohibit followers from eating pork.  Some Christians, including Seventh-day 
Adventists, also consider pork taboo.  These prohibitions originate from the Hebrew Bible and are 
also commanded in the Muslim holy book, the Qu’ran. 
 
Excerpt from a letter to the editor 
Many Jews, Muslims, and some Christians do not eat pork for religious reasons, but there are 
health considerations too.  The high levels of cholesterol and saturated fat in pig meat can lead 
to gallstones and obesity.  Pig meat also contains hormones and chemicals that cause itching, 
swelling, and deposits of mucus in tendons and cartilage. Pigs carry many germs, diseases, and 
bacteria, and are the main carriers of a tapeworm called the taenia solium worm.  These worms are 
not killed by salting or smoking pork, and are found in human intestines with greater frequency in 
nations where pigs are eaten.  For these reasons, people should stop consuming pork. 
 
 
 
 
 1. Reread these statements from the letter to the editor. 
 
   Statement 1: The high levels of cholesterol and saturated fat in pig meat can lead to  
             gallstones and obesity. 
  
   Statement 2:  Pigs carry many germs, diseases, and bacteria, and are the main carriers of a  
             tapeworm called the taenia solium worm. 
  
   Statement 3:  These worms are not killed by salting or smoking pork, and are found in human  
             intestines with greater frequency in nations where pigs are eaten. 
  
   Statement 4:  For these reasons, people should stop consuming pork. 
 
   Which statement expresses an opinion? 

    a. Statement 1 

    b. Statement 2 

    c. Statement 3 

    d. Statement 4 

 
 
 
 
 2. Which statement accurately evaluates the use of fact and opinion in the both excerpts?   
    a. Both excerpts use facts to support the opinion that people should not eat pork.      
    b. Both excerpts use facts to explain why some people do not eat pork, but only the letter to  
      the editor expresses an opinion.      
    c. The electronic encyclopedia includes both fact and opinions about religious dietary laws,  
      while the letter to the editor includes only facts about the health risks of pork.  
    d. The idea that eating pork can be a health risk is supported by facts in both excerpts. 

 



∼ 
Then one day, after you and your family and Best Friend’s 
family had gone to watch the Jimma Bicycle Race in the next 
town, you didn’t wake up in your bed but in Mommy and 
Daddy’s bed. The flat was full of a burning smell. The streets 
were almost empty. Daddy said there was no school that day. 
 
All morning, your parents didn’t leave your side. Their 
bedroom didn’t have windows that faced Selam’s flat. They 
sat with you and watched cartoons and later told you about 
their childhood and the Yelijoch Gizay TV show they watched 
long ago in Addis Ababa. Daddy, acting the part of Ababa 
Tesfaye, told you many children’s stories; Mommy played 
Tirufeet, assisting and fleshing out the stories. 
 
Mommy allowed you to spend a lot of time in the bath and 
brought your clothes to their room. Daddy made you read all 
your books aloud for him and recited church prayers. They 
didn’t hurry to go to work; they didn’t hurry to go anywhere. 
The house help didn’t show up. 
 
You yawned and jumped out of bed. 
 
“I’m going to see Best Friend.” 
 
“Come and sit down for a minute,” Mommy said, patting the 
space on the bed between her and Daddy. You went and sat 
down. She looked at Daddy, who was looking at the wall. 
 
He cleared his throat and said, “Honey, we don’t want you to 
play with that girl anymore.” 
 
“What girl?” 
 
“That Muslim girl,” Mommy said, moving her huge body 
close to you. 
 
“Best Friend?” 
 
 
Silence. 
 
You looked at Mommy, then Daddy. They couldn’t be 
serious, you thought, and waited for them to say it was a joke. 
“No big deal,” Daddy said, shrugging. “There were riots last 
night. Houses were burned in our neighborhood.” 
 
“Selam’s flat?” 
 
“No,” he said. 
 
 
 

How is this day different from other 
days? List 3 ways. 
 
1. 

 

2. 
 

3. 

Why do the protagonist’s parents want her 
to stay away from Selam? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

Complete the analogical statement below: 
 

Muslim is to ____________________________ 

as 

_____________________ is to Christianity. 



“Could I go talk with her. . .?” 
 
“We say ai,” Mommy said, looking you straight in the face. 
 
“No? I just want to hug her. Please?” 
 
“We understand how you feel,” Daddy said. “We really do. . . 
At six you’re a bit too young to understand these things.” 
 
“Listen up, sweetie,” she said, “you’re our only child. . .our 
only child.” 
 
“But I really miss her.” 
 
“Do you know her parents have also told her to keep away 
from you?” she said. 
 
“They did? Emaye Selam? Abaye Selam said that? Who’ll play 
with me?” 
 
“We’ll play with you,” Mommy said. 
 
Daddy rubbed your back and translated what Mommy said: 
“Kanchi gara mechawet iwedallehu.” 

 
“Who’ll play with Selam?” 
 
“Hadiya,” he said. 
 
“Hadiya?” 
 
“Her brothers, then,” he said. “You don’t worry about that.” 
 
“But I don’t want Hadiya to play with her. I don’t like her.” 
 
You threw the remote control on the floor and ran to your 

room before they could hold you back. You opened the big 

window’s blinds and looked at Selam’s house. A part of her 

building was burned, but not Selam’s flat. The building was 

now red and black because of the fire. Some of the burned 

flats looked like empty black shells, the rock-hewn blocks as 

solid as ever. With the blinds and windows gone, you saw 

inner walls and parts of singed furniture. 
 
But Selam’s flat was fine, and the blinds were closed. It 

looked lonely because of the fire. Looking around, you saw 

black smoke still rising from other houses. The sky was dirty. 

The donkeys and horses were gone, and a cluster of damaged 

buggies stood by the street corner like unwashed dishes in a 

sink. Even the birds were absent from the wires. 
 
 
 
 

 
Ai probably means _______________________ 

What is the protagonist concerned about? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
Circle 1 sentence that shows how she is 
feeling. 
 
 
 
What are the protagonist’s parents 
primarily concerned about? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
Underline 2 sentences that show how they 
are feeling. 
 

 

Do you agree with Daddy’s statement that 
he understands how the protagonist feels?  
Why or why not?  
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 



You wanted Selam to come out onto the balcony. You 
wanted to see her face. Your heart began to beat faster 
because you imagined her standing there behind the blinds, 
waiting for you. You imagined her being told she would now 
have to pick a new best friend. You saw her playing with 
Hadiya. You saw them going to braid their hair and heard 
them giggling. Hearing them addressing each other as Best 
Friend, you balled your fists and wanted Selam to run onto 
the balcony. 
 
“A part of our house has been burned too,” Daddy said, 
squatting behind you, holding your shoulders. “If you open 
the window, the smoke will come in. . .It’s bad out there.” 
 
“Your daddy’s Peugeot has been vandalized,” Mommy said, 
sitting on your bed. 
 
“Where’s Selam?” 
 
“They’re fine, dehna nachew,” she said, and Daddy pulled you 
away from the window back to your bed. “Your daddy and 
her daddy spoke this morning about you two. There’s tension 
between us and them.” 
 
“Did you quarrel with Emaye Selam?” 
 
“Ai, no, she’s a sweet woman,” she said. 
 
Daddy was quiet, fidgeting with the broken remote and the 
batteries. On the wall of your room, you saw the world map 
your teacher, Etiye Mulu, had taught you to trace in school. 
Your eyes came to “Africa, Our Continent,” which Best 
Friend had penned on the map in her sweet handwriting, and 
you fought back tears. 
 
Mommy hugged you. 
 
“Daddy, did you quarrel with Abaye Selam?” 
 
“Not ‘us’ as in us,” Daddy said. 
 
“It’s not personal,” Mommy said. “You know they’re 
Muslims?” 
 
“Yes.” 
 
“Faith differences,” he said. “Just faith differences.” 
 
“Faith?” 
 
“It’s complex,” she said. 
 
“It’s a difficult time,” he said, nodding. 
 
 
 
 

 
Quarrel means ___________________________ 
 
What does Daddy mean when he says, “Not 
‘us’ as in us”?  Who is ‘us’ and who is 
us?  Who is it that’s quarreling? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
What emotion does the protagonist feel 
when she thinks about Hadiya? 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 



“Are they bad people?” 
 
“No, not really,” she said. 
 
“OK,” you said, though you understood nothing. “Are we 
going to school tomorrow?” 
 
“Not tomorrow, nega atihedjeem,” Daddy said. 
 
“Soon, baby, soon,” Mommy said. 
 
That evening, lights came on in Selam’s flat. You rushed and 
opened your blinds and looked. Her blinds were also open, 
but nobody was there. You pinched yourself for not being 
there when the blinds parted. You waited there in silence, 
hoping for someone, a shadow, to walk by the window. 
Nothing. 
 
For the next two days, when Mommy left the house, Daddy 
stayed with you. When Daddy left the house, Mommy stayed 
with you. Though the streets were filling up again, and the 
birds had returned to the wires, your house help didn’t return. 
 
You dreamed bad dreams of Selam, even in your afternoon 
naps. In one dream she turned her face away from you and 
would not answer your greetings. When she looked at you, 
she wore a scowl, which burst her dimples. On her balcony, 
she recited the multiplication tables with Hadiya and taught 
her the beautiful handwriting and shared her Smiling Cow 
toffees with her. Hadiya’s English became better than yours. 
While Hadiya’s face became leaner and prettier and Selam 
liked her walk, you became ugly and twisted like the old 
coffee trees of Jimma. You felt so bad you sobbed, and 
Hadiya came to hug you. She told you that it wasn’t Selam’s 
fault, that her parents wanted her to avoid you because you 
weren’t one of them. You cried all the more because it was 
Hadiya who was hugging you, not Best Friend. 

∼ 
In the afternoon, you pretended to be reading in your room 
so that you could watch Selam’s flat from behind your blinds, 
in spite of the dreams. You were sure she would not come 
onto the balcony. But you kept vigil because you wanted to 
see if Hadiya would visit her. 
 
  

Based on the protagonist’s nightmares, 
what is her biggest fear? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 



But suddenly, Selam tiptoed onto the balcony. Against the 
burned-out flats, she looked like a ghost. Her face was pale 
against the afternoon sun and seemed to have deep wrinkles, 
like the top of hambasha bread. She looked skinny and even 
shorter in the few days you hadn’t seen her. Her shama, a 
gauzelike white material covering her from head to foot, 
fluttered in the wind. Would she run back if you appeared? If 
you disobeyed Mommy and Daddy and spoke to her, would 
she disobey her mommy and daddy and respond? Or would 
she report you to her parents, who might come to your 
parents? Would she snub you, like in the dreams? Afraid, you 
hid and poured your gaze on her like the sun on a cold day. 
Selam stared at your flat, but you didn’t move. She grabbed 
the balcony rail and looked down into the streets, this way, 
that way, and you tried to follow her gaze, in case she was 
expecting Hadiya. 
 
At dinner Mommy and Daddy told you to cheer up. They 
told you not to nibble your food. They chatted excitedly, like 
Selam and Hadiya did in your dreams, and poured you more 
and more Coke. 
 
“Tomorrow afternoon,” Mommy said, “we’ll travel to Addis, 
to see our relatives.” 
 
“When are we coming back?” 
 
“We’ve not even left yet!” Daddy said. “What’s wrong with 
you these days? You broke the remote the other day. Get 
over it.” 
 
“Darling, it’s OK,” she said, calming him down. Then she 
turned to you: “We’ll be back in a week. Bahminya is too 
tense now. Kezeeh mewtat allebin – ” 
 
“I don’t want to go.” 
 
“Hey, what language is that?” she said, tapping on the mesab, 
our handmade, wicker hourglass-shaped table. “And it’s rude 
to interrupt when another person is speaking!” 
 
You closed your mouth so they would not scold you. You 
started eating up, since they were now waiting for you. You 
cut a big piece of injera and poured the meat sauce and a clot 
of vegetables onto it. You rolled it and turned up one end of 
the flat spongy bread so the vegetables and sauce wouldn’t 
leak, and began to chew from the other end, hurriedly. You 
drank the Coke, drank water, and thanked them. You 
returned to your room, while they talked about how the 
government had kept the complex thing from the news, and 
how it had done the same thing when Muslim radicals 
suddenly slaughtered Christians in Jimma churches two years 
back. 

 

What is a shama and why is Selam wearing 
one? (Hint: You do not need to look up 
the word! Use context clues.) 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 

Draw a picture of this scene. 

How would you describe the protagonist’s 
mood in this part of the story? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
 
Why is she scolded by her parents at 
dinner? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 



The next afternoon you came onto the balcony. Selam also 

appeared, on her balcony. You looked at each other without 

words. You followed each other’s gaze, to the coffee fields, to 

the sun. The sky was cloudy. The streets emitted a low buzz 

below, and two donkeys brayed in the distance. The winds 

came in from the hills, fresh and steady. The birds lined the 

wires, some facing you and others facing her, in silence, as if 

they were awaiting the beginning of the race. 
 

Slowly, Selam lifted her hand and waved to you as if the hand 

belonged to another person. You waved back slowly too. She 

opened her mouth slowly and mimed to you, and you mimed 

back, “I can’t hear you.” She waved with two hands, and you 

waved with two hands. She smiled at you. Her dimples were 

perfect, little dark cups in her cheeks. You opened your 

mouth and smiled, flashing all your teeth. “Hugzee, hugzee,” 

you mimed to her. There was a puzzled look on her face. You 

embraced the wind with both hands and gave an imaginary 

friend a peck. She immediately hugged herself, blowing you a 

kiss. 
 

She looked back furtively, gave you a signal to disappear, and 

rushed inside herself. You retreated too, behind the blinds. 

Emaye Selam surfaced, her angry face framed by a scarf. She 

looked at your flat and scanned the streets, then went back in. 
 

You smiled because you had discovered a new language. You 

went to Mommy and Daddy and asked them when you were 

leaving for Addis. 
 

“Addis will be fun!” Mommy said, and continued packing. 

“You’ll make new friends there.” 
 
“Yes, Mommy.” 
 

Daddy paused from sipping his beer. “Good girl. . .I’ll buy a 

new remote.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The birds in this paragraph are also 

mentioned 3 other times in the story. 

Find and put a  next to all 4 

references to birds. 

What is the protagonist’s mood at the end 
of the story?  Why has it changed? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 

What does it mean that the protagonist 
has “discovered a new language”? What 
language is it? How does she discover it? 
 
_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 

 
There are at least 3 other references to 

language in this story. Find and put a  
next to all the ones you can find. You have already searched for references to birds and 

language in this story. Choose 1 more thing that is 

referenced several times throughout the story (e.g., 

Smiling Cow toffees, the television remote control, 

etc.) and write it on the line below: 

 

________________________________________ 

 

Now go back through the text (yes, again) and put a ♥ 
next to all references to the thing you’ve chosen. 

Draw a picture of this scene. 

 
Symbolism is ____________________________ 

_________________________________________

_________________________________________

_________________________________________ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

“What Language Is That?” is set in an Ethiopian city torn apart by violence between Christians 
and Muslims. But for the six-year-old protagonist and her Best Friend, Selam, the things they 
have in common are more important than the things that make them different. What do you think 
the author of this story, Uwem Akpan, is trying to tell readers about friendship? How does he 
use symbolism to convey this message? 
 
Your response must contain a topic sentence, and you must use at least 2 quotations from the 
text to support your answer. 
 



__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fill in the guided notes about each of the following text features. 

 

table of contents – a list of __________________________ or _________________________ 

in a book _________________________________________________________________ in the book; 

chapter titles usually indicate the _____________________________________ of the chapter 

 
heading – a ____________________________________________________ that briefly describes 

the topic of material coming after it; usually _____________________________________ and 

___________________________________________________________ 

 
introduction – a passage that appears _______________________________________________; 

a ________________________________________________ is an introduction written by 

_________________________________________________________________________________, while 

an introduction written by __________________________________________ is called a 

___________________________________________ or a _______________________________________ 

 
bibliography – an ____________________________________________________________ list of 

____________________________________________________________________ used in an article, 

essay, research paper, or book 

 
graphic – a _________________________________, __________________________________, or 

__________________________________ of information in the form of a _____________________ 

or __________________________ 

 
footnote – a _____________________________ or _________________________________ placed 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 
afterword – a passage that appears _______________________________________________ and 

is designed to give a reader ___________________________________________________, 

______________________________________________________ a reader might have after reading 

the text, or point the reader to ___________________________________________________ for 

_________________________________________________________ 

 
sidebar – a ___________________________________________ written in addition to a main 

article that ___________________________________________________________________________ 

in the article 

Which of these text features would be MOST helpful to a reader of “Ethiopians Fear for Their 
Interfaith Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” and “What 
Language Is That?”? Write 2-3 sentences explaining your answer. 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
It is your responsibility to create text features to help future readers of “Ethiopians Fear for 
Their Interfaith Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” 
and “What Language Is That?”  You may choose what kind of text feature to create from the list 
below, but be sure you CAREFULLY follow the instructions for the one you choose.  

 
 

introduction – Write an introduction for either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith 

Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What 

Language Is That?”  Your introduction must be at least 2 paragraphs long, and it should 

tell the reader why the text they’re about to read is important. 
 

graphics – Create 5 graphics to go with either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith 

Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What 

Language Is That?” or BOTH.  You may draw pictures or graphs or use pictures or graphs from 

the Internet, but you MUST write your own captions explaining what each graphic shows and 

what it has to do with the article or the short story. 

 

footnotes – Write 8 footnotes to go with either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith 

Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What 

Language Is That?” or BOTH.  Each footnote must be at least 1 complete sentence and should 

explain terms that would be unfamiliar to the average reader or tell the reader where to go 

for additional information. 

 

sidebars – Create 2 sidebars for either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith Oasis; 

Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What Language Is 

That?” or BOTH.  Each sidebar must be at least 1 paragraph long and must contain TRUE 

information not contained in the article or the short story. 

 
It is your responsibility to create text features to help future readers of “Ethiopians Fear for 
Their Interfaith Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” 
and “What Language Is That?”  You may choose what kind of text feature to create from the list 
below, but be sure you CAREFULLY follow the instructions for the one you choose.  

 
 

introduction – Write an introduction for either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith 

Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What 

Language Is That?”  Your introduction must be at least 2 paragraphs long, and it should 

tell the reader why the text they’re about to read is important. 
 

graphics – Create 5 graphics to go with either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith 

Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What 

Language Is That?” or BOTH.  You may draw pictures or graphs or use pictures or graphs from 

the Internet, but you MUST write your own captions explaining what each graphic shows and 

what it has to do with the article or the short story. 

 

footnotes – Write 8 footnotes to go with either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith 

Oasis; Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What 

Language Is That?” or BOTH.  Each footnote must be at least 1 complete sentence and should 

explain terms that would be unfamiliar to the average reader or tell the reader where to go 

for additional information. 

 

sidebars – Create 2 sidebars for either “Ethiopians Fear for Their Interfaith Oasis; 

Cherished Interweaving of Christians, Muslims Shows Signs of Fraying” or “What Language Is 

That?” or BOTH.  Each sidebar must be at least 1 paragraph long and must contain TRUE 

information not contained in the article or the short story. 


