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How to Write the Three Scenes of a House on Mango Street

Reflection

The outline for a sixth grade, five—hundred—word reflection on The House on Mango
Street names three scenes: Mango Street, the little house, and the girl growing up.
These three scenes are exactly the three levels of the book: where she lives, what

she wants, and how she changes. A reading reflection is not a retelling of the plot.
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The right shape is one scene plus one thought, one paragraph from the book and one

paragraph about yourself for each of the three.

Scene one, Mango Street. When you write the scene, do not retell the whole book.
Pick one or two details. For example: the family says they are moving to a real
house, the house on Mango Street turns out small and cramped with crooked front
steps, and Esperanza cries. Then the reflection asks yourself one question: have 1
ever been let down like that? Most people have. You want something for a long time,
and when it finally arrives it is not the thing you wanted. Write that experience in
two or three sentences, and the reflection stops being empty. A reflection with a

real memory inside it can never look like a model essay.

Scene two, the little house. This is the most important scene in the book, and
the easiest one to quote. The original words are beautiful and short: a house quiet
as snow, airy as a bird. There is also the piece where Esperanza says she will invite
the bums in from the street to drink ginger ale when she has her own house. The key
to the reflection is to see what the house really stands for. Esperanza is not asking
for a big house. She is asking for a place of her own that she can leave and come
back to. Connect this to yourself: do you want a room of your own? What would you do
in it? Who would you invite to sit down? The more concrete your answers, the better

the paragraph.

Scene three, the girl growing up. Two women in this scene are worth writing
about. The great—grandmother cried by the window her whole life. Sally married early
and could not get out. Esperanza sees both lives and makes her own decision: she will
leave, and she will come back. The reflection can go one layer deeper here. Growing
up means understanding that some things must be built by your own hands. Leaving is
not forgetting where you came from, and coming back is what makes her different from

people who simply forget.

Three cautions. First, keep the ratio of scene to thought around one to one. If
your retelling runs past half the essay, the teacher will circle it. Second, quote at
least one or two sentences from the book, and put quotation marks around what you
quote; a reflection with no quotation at all looks like a book report. Third, the I
in your reflection must be a concrete I. Do not write that we should all learn from

her. Write what you did, what you want, and which part you cannot manage yet.

A plain habit while reading also helps a lot. Keep an index card beside the book.
Every time a sentence makes you stop, copy it onto the card with the name of the
piece next to it. When you sit down to write, choose the three cards that match the
three scenes, and the scene paragraphs grow out of real reading instead of out of the

back cover of the book.

For the five—hundred-word plan, a good split is: two or three opening lines to
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introduce the book and the writer, about one hundred fifty words for each of the
three scenes, and one or two closing lines for the overall thought. The title can be
written in the style of I Want That House. Do not use Reflection on Reading The House

on Mango Street as your title; the title should already show where you stand.

One final check. Read your reflection aloud to a classmate who never read the
book, and ask whether he can tell which pages moved you. If he can, the reflection

works. If he cannot, go back to the weakest scene and add one more detail from the

book and one more sentence about yourself.
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