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INTRODUCTION 
 

Week by Week: A Year’s Worth of Journaling Prompts & 
Meditations is a collection of journal writing prompts I created 
and published in various blogs, newsletters, and articles during 
the last two years, from April 2009 through mid-2011. 
Although most of these prompts are available online, I felt 
inspired to bring them together in a portable collection—
something journal writers could carry with them wherever they 
might like to write—the coffeehouse, beach, or park. A 
collection that can be used in classrooms and writing groups, 
in print and e-book forms. 

To the weekly prompts, I’ve included additional or revised 
meditations—thoughts and reflections—for each topic that 
will, hopefully, encourage journal writers to think more deeply 
about each subject as they engage in the writing process. 

It is my hope that Week by Week will encourage new writers 
to begin a satisfying journaling practice and, at the same time, 
inspire experienced journalers to broaden and deepen their 
practice—for better understanding of the past, present, and 
future. 
 



 

 

JOURNALING BASICS 
 

What It Is 

Journal writing, put simply, is recording life’s events and 
your responses to them—feelings, reactions, and thoughts. 
Most often, this is accomplished by writing in notebook. Yet 
journaling is versatile; there are no wrong ways to keep a 
journal. You can use pen and paper or keep your journal on the 
computer. You may incorporate writing, art, doodling, 
photography, and audio recordings. The only rule, if there is 
such a thing, is that in order to reap the most benefit from 
journaling, it must be done regularly—daily or several times a 
week, rarely less than once a week. Journaling is a habitual, 
open-ended, and rewarding activity that can be as personal and 
private, or as impersonal and public, as you want it to be.  

 
What You’ll Need 

All you need to journal successfully is paper and a pen or 
pencil. Following is a list of additional possibilities and 
recommendations from which to choose: 

Paper—lined or unlined notebook or bound journal. I 
recommend that beginning journalers stick with something 
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inexpensive and attractive. You want it to be the kind of 
journal that feels just special enough to write in, but not so 
special that you feel intimidated by the clean white pages or 
expensive paper. It should also be comfortable, easily 
accessible, and practical. 

Pens—If you like to write with a pen, find one that feels 
good in your hand. One that glides across the page and feels 
comfortable to hold for extended periods of time. I like to keep 
my pen with my journal and use it only for journaling. 

Lead Pencils—You may choose to write with a pencil. It 
can be a simple, yellow #2 school pencil, or a mechanical 
pencil with a comfortable grip. The main thing, as with the 
pen, is that it be comfortable in your hand for extended 
periods. 

Colored Pencils—I recommend buying a small set of 
inexpensive colored pencils. You can draw and doodle in your 
journal, as well as write. Sometimes I like to write with colors 
that fit or express my mood.  

Crayons—Crayons bring out the playfulness in us, allow us 
to write like children, scrawl across the page, and color and 
shade our writing. I recommend keeping a small set of crayons 
on hand for when the urge to play strikes, or when you feel 
stuck and want to break out of your mental-emotional box. 

Glue stick—Keep a glue stick on hand for those times you 
want to paste a photo, ticket, or some other important 
memorabilia from your day into your journal. I don’t do this 
often myself, but have found it to be helpful to capture a 
memory visually, as well as in words. 
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Computers and Software—I prefer to journal on my 
computer. However, I recommend that beginning journal 
writers stick to pen and paper. It’s more accessible and, until 
you’ve developed a regular journaling habit, the more “organic” 
and portable tools of pen and paper are a better choice. Once 
journaling has become a routine part of your life, you might 
want to try some of the different journaling software programs 
that are available. 
 

Why Journal? 

The number of reasons to journal regularly are as long and 
varied as one’s imagination, and I have a series of articles on 
my website, WritingThroughLife.com, dedicated to answering 
the question, “Why Write?” The following list lays out some 
of the reasons why it’s beneficial. 

 
1. Numerous studies have shown that journaling on a regular 

and consistent basis decreases stress. Journal writing moves 
stress from your body and mind to the page. 

2. It gives you time for yourself, away from the demands of 
others. If you feel guilty when you take time for self-
nurturing, remember that taking care of yourself 
translates—in addition to improving your own emotional 
health—to being better able to nurture others.  

3. Journal writing allows you to tap into your emotions and 
open the doors to healing and personal growth. Writing 
about issues and problems on a regular basis can help you 
heal past emotional wounds, prevent new wounds from 
festering and speed healing when they do occur. 
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4. When your mind seems to be a jumble of thoughts, 
impressions, and emotions, writing brings clarity to your 
thinking. It helps you organize your thoughts, brings 
important feelings and priorities to the fore, and improves 
your analytical skills.  

5. Journal writing is empowering. Through journaling you 
are able to express what you would not be comfortable 
saying to others. 

6. When exploring issues from the past or dreams for the 
future, you can allow your imagination to lead the way, 
thus engaging and enhancing your creativity. 

7. Journal writing helps you learn how to communicate better 
with others. You can use journaling to practice writing 
letters and/or craft ways of presenting ideas to others. And 
if you write nonfiction memoir or fiction that others read, 
you will get feedback from your readers about your ability 
to communicate that you can then use for further practice. 

8. It might seem obvious, but sometimes we need to remind 
ourselves that writing teaches us the craft of writing. The 
more you practice, the sharper your skills. 

9. Writing regularly, preferably every day, helps you discover 
your personal writing process—the time of day and kinds 
of activities that work best for you. You will learn how to 
be more productive as a writer and, as a big bonus, you will 
develop a natural and consistent writing voice. 

10. Finally, journal writing will help you become a more 
thoughtful reader. You will naturally approach reading 
from the point of view of a writer, taking in ideas and 
learning how to better express yourself from every book, 
article, and essay you read. 
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Free Writing 

Many prompts instruct you to “free write” about a topic, 
usually for a minimum of ten minutes. Free writing is, as the 
term implies, writing without structure or restriction. It means 
to write whatever comes into your head, even if it is only, “I 
don’t know what to write.” There is no wrong way to free 
write; everything is as it should be. Nothing is too silly, self-
absorbed, whiny, or any other adjective your critical mind 
might find to call it. The only rule is that you continue writing, 
without stopping, for the entire time.  

Keeping your pen moving across the page—or fingers on 
the keyboard—allows you to ignore your inner critic and get 
your thoughts, uncensored, on the page.  

 
Word Association Exercises 

Another prompt you’ll often see is a “word association 
exercise.” Unless otherwise instructed, this means to write the 
prompted word at the top of a fresh journal page. Underneath 
that, write the next word that pops into your mind. Without 
stopping, continue to write words on the page until your mind 
is quiet. It’s important not to censor—every word is as valid as 
any other word. When you’re done listing words, the weekly 
prompt will tell you what to do next. 

 
Now that you understand what journaling is and why to do 

it, get ready. It’s time to begin writing.



 

 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 
 
 

I must learn to love the fool in me, the one who feels too much, talks 
too much, takes too many chances, wins sometimes and loses often, 
lacks self-control, loves and hates, hurts and gets hurt, promises and 
breaks promises, laughs and cries. 

~ Theodore Isaac Rubin 
 
Though you can respond to the journal writing prompts in 

the order presented, Week by Week has been organized to help 
you find prompts that are relevant to your life events and 
interests. Each of the eight general categories—Self-
awareness, Authenticity, Family & Relationships, Obstacles & 
Opportunities, Seasons & Holidays, The World, Spirituality, 
and Moving Forward—are described in detail below, along 
with their related topics. 

Each topic presents a week’s worth of journaling prompts, 
which encourage you to get beneath surface answers, raise self-
awareness, and develop new ways to view the issues you’re 
exploring. The prompts also invite you to engage in a variety of 
exercises to bring your senses and intuition into the writing 
process. 
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One approach to selecting a topic is to slowly scan the 
chapter titles in the Table of Contents. As you do so, notice 
which topics give rise to an emotional response—excitement, 
anger, sadness, or even resistance. Emotional responses often 
indicate unresolved issues or areas that you subconsciously 
want to address; the more intense the emotional response, the 
more important the issue. 

You may also choose to select a topic at random, or by 
relevance to a particular life event, holiday, or season. 

Remember that there are no right or wrong ways to select 
a writing topic, and there are no right or wrong answers to any 
of the writing prompts. They are offered simply as ways to 
help you examine and become more aware of the feelings and 
core beliefs that you hold. Self-knowledge lights the path of 
personal growth. It empowers you to choose who you want to 
be and how you present yourself in the world. 

 
Self-Awareness 

Meditations and prompts in the “Self-Awareness” category 
encourage you to examine your assumptions, belief systems, 
and emotions in order to expand self-knowledge and 
awareness. Topics include how you present yourself to others 
through the stories you tell, how you learn, understanding how 
and why you choose perspectives through which to 
comprehend life, and your underlying attitudes around giving 
and receiving, personal freedom, and fear of failure. You’ll 
identify your natural rhythms, consider how to work with 
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them instead of against them, and learn methods to 
acknowledge and expand your creative expression. 

 
Authenticity 

Recognizing your underlying assumptions and belief 
systems helps you make choices that support living life 
authentically, on your terms. “Authenticity” moves the 
journaling discussion one step deeper. You’ll define what 
authenticity means to you, examine its relationship to 
meaningful action, explore ways to discover and live a 
passionate life, and look at what it means to live life fully 
and/or have a fulfilled life (one is something you do, the other 
is something you have). You will write about speaking your 
truths to yourself and others, and explore what joy and 
happiness each mean to you, as well as how to experience these 
positive emotions more often. 
 
Family & Relationships 

In this section, you have the opportunity to explore and 
write about different aspects of relationship—from family and 
friendship, to how you build community. You’ll take a close 
look at what friendship means to you and the ways in which 
you do and do not include friends in your life. You’ll explore 
your deeper truths about family relationships, crises, and 
emotional vulnerability, as well as attitudes and beliefs about 
money and how they affect your close relationships. Finally, 
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you’ll examine the importance of personal community and how 
you build a support community as a journaler and writer. 
 
Obstacles & Opportunities 

The prompts in this broadly categorized section will help 
you explore how you deal with externally and internally 
imposed limitations, how you do or do not set boundaries, and 
how important control is to your sense of safety and security. 
Topics include the line between desire and reality, ways in 
which you overcome obstacles, setting boundaries through 
saying “yes” and “no,” and different ways to perceive time. 
“Obstacles and Opportunities” topics will help you gain a 
greater understanding of the effects of physical limitations and 
how you deal with them, as well as explore the ways you deal 
with feelings of stress, resistance, helplessness, and lack of 
control. 

 
Seasons & Holidays 

In “Seasons & Holidays,” you’ll look at the effects and 
meanings of seasons and seasonal holidays with prompts on 
endings and beginnings, passing of the seasons, memories 
from your youth, emotional associations with various holidays 
during the year, and how death and loss play into your 
responses to each season. 

 
The World 

“The World” writing prompts encourage you to reflect on 
the larger world outside your personal life events and 



Week by Week 
 

 

experiences, as well as explore your political and social beliefs 
and attitudes. These prompts cover politics, your views on 
human nature, war and peace, consumerism, the economy, 
technology and the Internet. Topics also include how and why 
to record current events in your journal, and what it means to 
be interdependent with others. 

 
Spirituality  

The topics in this section help you take a deeper look at 
your personal motivations, reasons and expressions of 
gratitude, the kinds of metaphor you use to frame your views 
of life, ways to get beneath the surface of easy answers, what it 
means to be present, and ways to see the extraordinary in the 
everyday ordinary. 

 
Moving Forward 

“Moving Forward” will help you discover ways to expand 
your journal writing practice and generate your own writing 
prompts. 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 

SELF-AWARENESS 
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WHAT’S YOUR STORY? 
 
 

The past is not simply the past, but a prism through which the 
subject filters his own changing self-image. 

~ Doris Kearns Goodwin 
 

It happens all the time. Someone says, “Tell me a little 
about yourself,” asks, “What do you do?” or I have to introduce 
myself to a group, so I grab a piece of my history, mix it with a 
bit of now, and spin a tale for my audience. The protagonist is 
always me and, depending on time, may be the only character 
in my story.  

How do we choose what to tell someone or a group when 
our time is limited? Perhaps the larger question is, how do we 
choose to define ourselves to others? Does this telling reflect 
what we see in the mirror, or is it a piece of fiction designed to 
make a good impression? What are the differences between 
our private and public stories, and our reasons for telling them? 
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This Week’s Writing Prompts 
1. When someone asks, “What do you do?” what do you say? 

And do you begin with, “I am …” or “I work …” or some 
other verb? In what ways do you identify yourself with the 
work or the things you do on a daily basis? And, in what 
ways do you separate who you are from what you do? 

2. How is what you say to a professional group or individual 
different than what you say to an informal group (such as a 
club) or individual? Write about the differences in the 
ways you present yourself and the reasons for the 
differences. Do you try to make yourself sound “better” 
than you believe yourself to be when introducing yourself 
in the professional realm? Why or why not?  

3. What would you prefer that no one know about you, and 
why? 

4. What would you like everyone to know about you, and 
why? 

5. If you could be truly vulnerable, let down your guard, and 
tell your true story to someone you’ve just met, without 
fear of judgment, what would you say?  

6. How do you define your life? Do you consider your true 
story to be primarily one of pain or happiness? Do you 
think of your life as mostly easy or mostly difficult? Is it 
possible to see the events in your life from another 
perspective? For example, if you’ve viewed your life as 
mostly difficult and/or painful, how would your life be 
perceived from the point of view of someone in extreme 
poverty, or from a continually war-torn country? And if 
you think of your life as mostly easy, what kind of person 
might consider your life difficult? How does viewing your 
life from these other perspectives inform your story telling? 
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7. Complete the following sentences: 

I am ... 
I love ... 
I grew up ... 
I live ... 
I want to ... 

 
Free write for ten minutes about the answers you gave 
and how they contribute to your life story. 
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THE ROAD TO LEARNING 
 
 
We write before knowing what to say and how to say it, and in 
order to find out, if possible.” 

~ Jean-Francois Lyotard 
 

I forget what keyed the idea, but I started thinking about 
the act of learning and how different it is for each of us. By 
learning, I mean the process through which we acquire skills 
and knowledge—learning because something interests us, 
because acquiring those skills or that knowledge moves us 
farther down the path of life we want to walk, not because the 
subject is forced upon us as in high school, and some 
workplaces. 

As human beings, we are constantly learning and growing. 
It’s part of who we are by definition. Over the years, there’s 
been a lot of talk about learning styles. Right vs. left-brain 
learning, holistic vs. serial, dependent vs. independent, 
reflective vs. impulsive, visual vs. auditory or kinesthetic. And, 
of course, none of us learn in only one of these ways, but in 
unique combination of them.  
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What do you do when you want to learn something new? 
Some people enjoy structure and go about learning in a linear 
fashion. For example, when I was eight years old, my mother 
gave me an old Royal typewriter and a dog-eared college 
typing text that she’d picked up at a garage sale. I fantasized 
about being a writer and, on my own, worked my way lesson 
by lesson through that text. When I was done, I typed an 
accurate 35 or 40 words per minute. (Pretty good for an eight-
year-old, huh?)  

When I want to know how to do something, I investigate 
my topic, decide on a path of action, and then move through it 
step by step. For knowledge-based learning, I do well in 
traditional schools. If it’s something that requires practice, I’ll 
set up a schedule and pretty much stick to it. I thrive on goals 
and schedules and learn well on my own, but always appreciate 
a mentor or teacher—someone who can guide and push me to 
excel. 

Others approach it in a roundabout fashion, circling their 
subject as though it is prey and they are its predators. They 
pick aspects of the skill and learn those as they have time. 
They might be socially oriented and surround themselves with 
people who are involved in their chosen skill—clubs, social 
groups, etc. 

Learning is an active process. You need to practice to learn 
a physical skill, such as typing or dancing or driving. Even 
learning a piece of knowledge requires some practice in 
reading, repetition, and memory. Still, we each have our own 
unique ways of acquiring skills that are important to us. 
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What are your ways, and how do yours fit into standard 
learning models? 
 

This Week’s Writing Prompts 

1. Define what learning something new means to you. 

2. Write about your relationship to the process of learning. 
Do you enjoy it? Look forward to it? Dread it? Feel that 
it’s necessary or unnecessary?  

3. Write about your first experience with school, perhaps 
when you entered kindergarten or first grade. What were 
your expectations, and what happened? 

4. Write about your high school experience. How did you 
feel about attending high school? Were you still learning? 
Was it mostly a social experience? What would you have 
done if you could have changed your experience in any 
way? 

5. If you went to college, write about what you hoped to 
learn at that time. Did you change your major? Did you 
learn what you wanted to learn? Was it a meaningful 
experience? If you didn’t go to college, write about the 
factors that influenced your decision not to go and what 
that means to you now. 

6. Write your response to the following quote by Lloyd 
Alexander: We learn more by looking for the answer to a 
question and not finding it than we do from learning the 
answer itself. Do you think this is true? Why or why not? 

7. If you could learn anything new right now, what would it 
be? Is there anything holding you back? What is it, and 
what would you need to do to start learning about this 
topic or skill?  
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WHAT’S YOUR PERSPECTIVE? 
 
 

A purely objective viewpoint does not exist in the cosmos or in 
politics. 

~ Howard Fineman 
 
I’ve been thinking a lot about who I am when I write—and 

I don’t mean who I identify myself to be in this life, but who I 
am as a narrator—because when I journal, I can write from so 
many different perspectives.  

Depending on what I’m writing about, I can be the 
wounded victim, the wise grandmother, the young child, all 
three, or someone entirely different. Which perspective serves 
me best depends on the story I want to tell and whether it’s for 
myself, in my journal, or for others, as in memoir or personal 
essay. Each of these perspectives is real and true to me as a 
person, but the way that a story is communicated and 
perceived is a function of who the narrator is. 

This week’s journaling prompts are designed to help you 
be more aware of who you are as the narrator of your own life 
story. 
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This Week’s Writing Prompts 

1. Read a random sampling of seven past journal entries. 
Identify and label who was narrating each journal entry. 
What role were you playing? What perspective did you 
give? 

2. Think of a time in your life when you felt hurt by someone 
else’s actions. Write about that event from the viewpoint 
of the victim. Now, write about the same event from the 
other person’s viewpoint, in effect playing devil’s advocate 
with your victim narrator. Read the two different versions. 
What can you learn from writing about something from 
these two different viewpoints? 

3. Pick a third viewpoint—casual observer, wise older person, 
mature adult, or some other person, and write another 
version of the story, combining the three viewpoints. 

4. Write about a problem you had today, then write about it 
as though you are writing from a distance of five years in 
the future. What is the difference in tone? Does the 
problem seem as important to your future self as your 
today self? 

5. Another way to think about perspective, is to think about 
it in terms of distance. In prompt number 4, you wrote 
from a different time perspective. Pick an event in your life 
and write about it from two different physical perspectives. 
For example, if today I had a conversation with my 
daughter, I could write about the conversation in first 
person present tense, as a participant, or I could write 
about it in third person past tense, as though I were 
someone looking in the window, reporting what I had seen 
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and heard. How might your story be different when told 
from a different physical perspective? 

6. Pick an object. Describe it when viewed up close—
extremely up close—and when seen from across the room. 
What do you notice about the object in each case that you 
didn’t notice in the other? 

7. Select a current emotional issue in your life, either negative 
or positive. Write about that issue from a negative point of 
view (cynical, pessimistic, angry, whatever). Now write 
about the same issue from a positive point of view 
(trusting, optimistic, joyful).  

Do you usually write from the same perspective? If so, 
what is it? What can you learn about yourself through writing 
from different viewpoints? 
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