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Finding Your Story Theme  

 

1. Identifying Themes in Your Family Story 
Exercise 1: Finding Your Family’s Theme 

1. Think of a pivotal moment in your family history. 
o A migration story, an economic hardship, a war experience, an unexpected 

opportunity. 
2. Ask yourself: 

o What values or lessons did this moment highlight? (e.g., perseverance, sacrifice, 
hope). 

o How did this experience shape future generations? 
3. Write a one-sentence theme statement summarizing the deeper meaning of this event. 

Example: 
"My grandmother’s journey across the Atlantic, with nothing but a suitcase and a dream, 
represents the theme of courage in the face of uncertainty." 

 

2. The Theme of Resilience in Family Narratives 
Resilience is a common theme in family histories, often emerging from hardships like war, 
financial struggles, or personal losses. 

Real-World Example: 

• The Story of Elie Wiesel (Holocaust Survivor & Writer) 
o Wiesel’s memoir Night recounts his survival in Nazi concentration camps. 
o His story is not just about suffering but about resilience, faith, and the enduring 

power of memory. 
o Theme: The human spirit’s ability to endure and rebuild after trauma. 

Exercise 2: Writing Resilience 

• Write a short paragraph about a moment of resilience in your family’s history. 
• Use sensory details (What did they see, hear, feel?) and emotion (What fears did they 

overcome?). 
• Example Prompt: 

"Write about an ancestor who faced a major challenge—how did they overcome it, and 
what impact did it have on the next generation?" 
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3. The Theme of Migration and Displacement 
Migration stories often explore themes of loss, adaptation, hope, and cultural identity. 

Real-World Example: 

• The Story of Isabel Allende’s Family (Chilean Author & Political Exile) 
o After her uncle, Chilean President Salvador Allende, was overthrown, Isabel’s 

family fled into exile. 
o Her novels, like The House of the Spirits, reflect themes of migration, loss, and 

the longing for home. 

Exercise 3: Mapping Migration in Your Family 

1. Draw a simple migration map of your family’s journey. 
o Where did they start? Where did they go? What were their reasons for leaving? 

2. Write a 5-sentence summary of one ancestor’s migration experience. 
3. Reflect: 

o How did their journey shape their identity? 
o What traditions or stories have survived because of them? 

Example Sentence Starter: 
"When my great-grandfather left Italy for America in 1902, he carried only a small suitcase and 
a loaf of bread, stepping onto a ship that would take him to an unknown future." 

 

4. Connecting Personal Themes to Larger History 
Family themes are often part of bigger historical movements. 

Real-World Example: 

• The Dust Bowl Migrations (1930s) 
o Thousands of families fled drought-stricken farms in the U.S., heading west for 

survival. 
o Literature Connection: John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath captures 

resilience, displacement, and the American Dream. 
o If your family experienced economic hardship, the theme of survival in difficult 

times might resonate with these larger narratives. 
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Exercise 4: Family Story in Historical Context 

• Research a major historical event during your ancestor’s time (war, economic crisis, 
cultural shift). 

• Write a short passage placing your ancestor within that historical backdrop. 
• Reflect: 

o How did their decisions align with or go against the times? 
o How does this connect to today’s world? 

Example Prompt: 
"Write about a family member’s experience during a historical event—how did it shape their 
choices and the legacy they left behind?" 

 

5. Weaving Themes into Your Writing 
A good story doesn’t just state a theme—it lets it emerge naturally. 

Techniques for Subtle Thematic Writing: 

✔ Use symbolism – An old trunk, a train ticket, a family recipe can represent heritage and 
migration. 
✔ Show rather than tell – Instead of saying “My grandfather was resilient,” describe his daily 
struggle to build a new life. 
✔ Use recurring images or phrases – A lullaby sung across generations, a letter that keeps 
resurfacing, a family saying that defines perseverance. 

Exercise 5: Thematic Storytelling Prompt 

Write a short passage (150-300 words) based on one of these prompts: 

• An heirloom passed down generations—what does it symbolize? 
• A family meal that represents cultural identity. 
• A moment when an ancestor had to make a difficult decision that defined their future. 
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6. Reflection and Discussion Questions 
• Which theme stands out the most in your family’s history? 
• What emotions arise when thinking about these themes in your own life? 
• How can themes help bridge generational gaps in storytelling? 
• How do we ensure our storytelling stays authentic rather than overly dramatized? 

 

Final Thoughts: The Legacy of Thematic Storytelling 
Themes turn family history into timeless, meaningful narratives. They help us: 
✔ Understand where we come from. 
✔ Find patterns and connections across generations. 
✔ Pass down lessons that shape future identities. 

By incorporating themes into storytelling, we don’t just record history—we give it depth, 
significance, and a voice that lasts beyond the written word. 
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