Writing Prompts Inspired By

AB(SOLUTELY) NORMAL

Creative writing can be healing and a form of self-care, as it was for the contributing authors in this
anthology. Below you will find a robust menu of possible writing prompts generated from the stories in
AB(SOLUTELY) NORMAL to help you get started on your own creative expressions.

(You may recognize some of the language from those 16 stories.)
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A prompt is an invitation to be curious. It can open new possibilities
for insights and shifts in perspective. Think of this writing
opportunity as a conversation with yourself, in your own space,
time, and style. Or like a painting, only with words instead of paint.
Research has shown that reflective writing can also lower blood
pressure and boost our immune systems, particularly when it’s not
just a venting session but used as a time and space to reflect and
explore wusing evocative details rather than sweeping
generalizations.

Choose a prompt that appeals to you or intrigues you. Then copy it
down at the top of a blank page, set a timer for four or five minutes,
and see what flows. Keep your hand moving, even if it’s to say, “I
don’t know what to write.” (If you are going strong, feel free to
continue writing). Having a time constraint can help get ideas
flowing and reduce any pressure to edit or polish. Experiment to see
how it feels different to hand write using your favorite pen or
pencil versus writing on a screen.

Please keep in mind that there are no direct matches to the stories.
In fact, each of us may have different ideas about which stories
evoke any of the themes below. There are no correct prompts, nor
correct answers for them. There is no right or wrong response. This
is for you to explore and listen to yourself. Feel free to adapt or
create your own prompt!
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BODIES AND BEING SEEN

* Write about being perfectly imperfect.

* Make a list of three things you appreciate about your body. Choose one and write
about it.

* Write a letter to a friend who is having trouble believing in their “good enough”
body.

x* Write about a time when you wanted to be seen but weren'’t.

* Write about a time you didn’t want to be seen but were seen.

* Write about a time when you both wanted to be seen and not to be seen.
+ Write about the wish to be invisible.

* Write about the face people see or don’t see.

x Write about a side of yourself that people don’t see.

SEEING THROUGH THE NOISE

* Go through advertisements on social media and magazines. Look for the
objectification and artificial “editing” of bodies done through air brush filters,
lighting, and make up. Choose one image and write about it.

* Some possible questions to consider:

* Who created this message and why are they sending it?”
*  What lifestyles, values, and points of view are represented in this message?
* What is omitted from this message? Why do you think it was left out?

» What mood does the image evoke in you?
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SUPPORT AND CONNECTION

* Make a list of who supports you. It might be different people for different
situations or different kinds of support. Then create a written plan for spending
time together.

* Who are the people you can reach out to? What are the ways you can let them
know you want their support?

Write about being connected to someone or something by an invisible thread.

SUPPORT MAP

* Make a written or drawn map of your social supports, the person or people you
can reach out to when various needs arise. Given that it’s harder for any of us to
think of these options when we are in a dark place, keep the map or list available
and refer to it when you are facing challenging times.

GRATITUDE

* Create a gratitude list by listing three things, even tiny things, that you are
grateful for in this moment. Write about one, two, or three of those things for four
minutes. (Note: Given that we are “wired” to remember negative experiences
because remembering those negative experiences helped humans survive, it’s
harder to remember the positive. Developing the habit of remembering the
positive will take practice.)

« Write about an unexpected gift.
Write about the most memorable or special gift you ever received.
* Write about a kindness you experienced or witnessed.

x Write about a time you felt appreciated.
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SELF-COMPASSION, COMFORT, CALM, SANCTUARY,
REFVELING

* What are the ways you are kind to yourself?
* Write your own recipe for forgiving yourself.
* How do you comfort yourself?

*x How do you like to be comforted by others?
*x What sounds are soothing to you?

x* Make a list of 10 things you can do and that appeal to you, to bring calm and
bring relief.

+« When you feel “the weight of the world” on your shoulders, what are some things
you can do to help reduce that feeling? Try to think of all five senses as you
write.

* Write about a time you protected yourself from hurt.

¥ Write about an image that brings you calm in the chaos.

« Write about a sanctuary. What makes a place or activity a sanctuary for you?

.. Describe your i'deal afternoon / day / activity with your parent / guardian /
trusted authority figure.
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IMAGERY

* Sit comfortably on a chair. Place your feet on the floor in front of you, your head opening
to the sky. Invite an image of a place where you feel safe and a sense of calm. When you
see it, take a mental walk around in it. Take a good look from every perspective. Allow as
many senses as you can to be involved as you write about it for five minutes.

* Place your feet on the floor in front of you. Imagine the top of your head reaching to the

sky.
How did you interact with nature this week?
* Write about what nourishes you.

* Write about a moment of silence.

»« Write about landing on your “safe shore.”

LIGHT AND DARKNESS

* Write about a time when you were deciding between staying bright or giving in
to darkness.

#* Write about the dark and the light inside of you.
Write about reaching for the light or a time when you reached for the light.
» Write about the smoke that gets in the way of seeing clearly.

* Write about how the light gets in.
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STRENGTH AND COURAGE

* What is your superpower or greatest strength? What is something that people
turn to you for?

* Write your own recipe for being brave.

+« Write about a time when you were brave.

* Write about putting the pieces together.

* Write about a time you became aware of your strength.

« Write about a challenge overcome.

COMMUNICATING AND SHARING

* Write about a time of connection or disconnection.
* Write about the power of being listened to.
* Write about a message that never got said.

* What have you found to be helpful in explaining a complex or very emotional
situation?

x* Think of a bully character in a film, TV show, or book who is hiding insecurities
and doubts underneath their exterior. What short message would you like that
person’s brain to receive?

» How do you know when and with whom to share a confidence?
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HELPING AND BEING HELPED

* Write about a time when you learned to ask for help.
* Write about a time someone helped you.

Write about a time when the truth hurt AND helped.
* Write about a time when you got rid of a bad habit.

* Write about a habit you want to develop or improve. How can you help others
grow?

»« Write about a time you helped someone else hold on to hope.

Think of someone you know who has been to therapy. Write about how you found
out.

* Who do you admire? Describe that person and why you idolize them. What are
some of their weaknesses?

= Write about belonging.
+« What would you do if your friend or sibling was getting manipulated into an

unsafe situation? What are some steps you could take? What are the obstacles?
Who are the potential helpers?
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TAKING ACTION, LEARNING AND GROWING,
FINDING MEANING

* What are some ways you have turned a painful or difficult experience into a
positive call to action?

»* Write your own recipe for “moving from hoping...to making it happen.”
Write about taking first steps.
* Write about a second chance.

x Write about a story you remember hearing from one of your parents or
grandparents and any lessons you learned from it.

« What do you want to learn?
How do you want to grow?
* What would help you grow?
x List three things that matter to you. Choose one and write about it.

+« What gives you a sense of wonder?
CREATIVITY AND NATURE

* What are your creative outlets?

* Think about the lyrics to your favorite song. Then write about three ways they
connect to your life.

Where do you like to walk or look at nature?
* What are five things you noticed on a recent walk outside?

x List five things you love in nature. Choose one and write about it as if it is your
friend. This could be in the form of a letter or a description.

» Write about a moment of unexpected beauty.
Write about a moment of beauty you experienced this week.

x What’s the most creative thing you’ve done this month?
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ABOUVT THE CONTRIBVT ORS

Donna Gaffney, PMHCNS-BC, FAAN, is an advanced practice psychiatric-mental
health clinical nurse specialist, psychotherapist, and educator who has long
addressed trauma, loss, and grief in the lives of young people and adults affected
by individual and national crises—9/11, Hurricane Katrina, and the coronavirus
pandemic. She integrates child and young adult literature into her practice and
educational programs, curating suitable materials and writing discussion guides
for children’s and young adult books. She has taught and directed graduate
programs at the International Trauma Studies Program, Columbia and Seton
Hall Universities. She holds master’s degrees from Teachers College at Columbia
University and Rutgers University and a doctorate from the University of
Pennsylvania. Her postgraduate work includes the Children and the News
Fellowship at Columbia Journalism School. She is the author of THE SEASONS OF
GRIEF: HELPING CHILDREN GROW THROUGH LOSS AND COURAGEOUS WELL-
BEING FOR NURSES and received the 2021 APNA Award for Excellence in Practice—
PMH-APRN.

Carole Geithner, LCSW, has more than twenty-five years of experience as a clinical
social worker in schools, hospitals, counseling agencies, and private practice with
children, teens, and adults, many of whom had childhoods shaped by significant
loss. Most recently, she has been providing individual counseling to healthcare
providers affected by the COVID-19 crisis through the Emotional PPE program. She
facilitates reflective writing workshops for groups of caregivers, people living with
illness, people grieving a loss, and refugees. She was an assistant clinical professor
of psychiatry and behavioral sciences at George Washington University School of
Medicine, where she was a mentor in the Practice of Medicine course focusing on
listening skills. She received her MSW from Smith College School for Social Work in
1988 and completed the Columbia University certificate program in narrative
medicine. IF ONLY, her novel about grief and resilience, was first published by
Scholastic Press. Learn more at www.carolegeithner.com.
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