Journaling

Tracy Henderson
Counseling




Journaling is an effective tool because it creates a structured space for people to slow down,
observe their inner world, and make sense of their experiences. By putting thoughts and emotions
into words, individuals shift vague or overwhelming feelings into something concrete and
manageable.

This process increases self-awareness, strengthens emotional regulation, and helps uncover
patterns, beliefs, and triggers that might otherwise go unnoticed. Journaling also supports problem-
solving and decision-making by clarifying priorities and separating facts from assumptions. Over
time, it becomes a personal record of growth helping individuals track progress, reinforce coping
skills, and cultivate a deeper, more intentional relationship with themselves.

While journaling can be done in many formats — typing, dictation, visual art, musically, etc.
Handwriting is a sweet spot.

Handwriting can be a more effective reflective tool than typing and other formats because it
naturally slows the mind down, creating space for deeper processing. Writing by hand engages
motor, sensory, and cognitive systems simultaneously, which strengthens memory, emotional
integration, and clarity of thought. The slower pace encourages individuals to sit with their feelings
rather than rush through them, leading to more intentional and mindful reflection.

Additionally, handwriting tends to be more expressive and personal, variations in pressure, speed,
and style often mirror emotional states, helping people connect more authentically with their
internal experience.

The tactile act of writing can also feel grounding, reducing emotional intensity and promoting a
sense of calm. In contrast, typing while efficient can encourage speed, distraction, or surface-level
processing.

Journaling: Variations

Different forms of journaling offer unique benefits that support emotional, cognitive, and personal
growth in diverse ways. Reflective and emotional processing journals help individuals make sense
of their experiences and regulate feelings, while gratitude journaling boosts mood and cultivates a
more balanced perspective. Goal or productivity journaling enhances focus, motivation, and
follow-through, whereas prompt-based and narrative journaling provides structure for exploring
deeper themes, shaping identity, and reframing experiences.

Free writing encourages creativity and uncovers insights that may be hidden beneath surface
thoughts, and bullet journaling blends organization with reflection to build consistent routines.

Together, these styles allow individuals to choose the method that best fits their needs in the
moment, making journaling a flexible and powerful tool for well-being.



Free Writing: Write whatever comes to mind without censoring or editing. This can help
clear your mind, express emotions, and generate ideas.

Gratitude: Write down things you are grateful for each day. Focusing on gratitude can
promote positivity, reduce stress, and enhance well-being.

Reflective: Reflect on experiences, thoughts, and emotions. Explore how events have
impacted you and what you've learned from them.

Goal Setting: Set goals, break down goals into smaller, actionable steps and track your
progress over time.

Morning Pages: Write three pages of stream-of-consciousness writing first thing in the
morning. Popularized by Julia Cameron in "The Artist's Way," helps clear mental clutter and
boost creativity.

Emotional Release: Express and process emotions. Write about your feelings without
judgment or inhibition.

Problem-Solving: Brainstorm solutions to challenges or problems. Explore different
perspectives and potential actions.

Creative Expression: Use for creative expression through drawing, doodling, or collage. Let
your imagination flow.

Brain Dump: Write down all your thoughts, worries, and to-dos to clear your mind and
reduce mental clutter. This can help improve focus and productivity.

Daily Reflection: Reflect on your day. Write about what went well, what you could improve,
and any insights gained.

Tracking Habits: Track habits, such as exercise, sleep, or mood. This can help you identify
patterns and progress toward your goals.

Letter Writing: Write letters to yourself, others, or even fictional characters. This can
provide a sense of closure, clarity, or connection.

Grade the Day: At the end of each day, give yourself a grade (e.g., A, B, C) based on how
you feel about your overall performance or mood.

Future Self: Write as if you are your future self, reflecting on achievements, experiences,
and advice for your present self.

Mindfulness: Write about your present-moment experiences, sensations, and
observations.



Gratitude: Why?

Gratitude journaling works because it intentionally shifts attention toward what is stable,
supportive, or meaningfulin a person’s life.

The brain has a natural negativity bias meaning it pays more attention to threats, stressors, and
problems. Writing down moments of appreciation disrupts this bias by training the mind to notice
positive experiences that might otherwise be overlooked.

Over time, this repeated practice strengthens neural pathways associated with optimism,
emotional balance, and overall well-being.

e Cognitive Reframing:
Writing helps people reinterpret daily experiences, highlighting what went right instead of
what went wrong. This creates a more balanced, grounded narrative.

e Emotional Regulation:
Reflecting on meaningful moments activates calming emotional states, which can reduce
stress, anxiety, and rumination.

o Attentional Training:
The act of recording gratitude increases awareness of subtle positive events during the day,
creating a habit of “looking for the good.”

e Embodied Processing:
Handwriting or typing engages the brain’s encoding systems, making grateful reflections
more memorable and impactful.

e Values Alighment:
Gratitude naturally draws attention toward relationships, strengths, and priorities,
reinforcing what matters most.

Sentence Stem Technique: SST

Sentence Stem Technique involves beginning a sentence with a specific prompt such as “I
feel...,” “What | need is...,” or “A belief I’'m questioning is...” and then completing it quickly without
overthinking.

This strategy helps bypass internal filters and access more honest, spontaneous thoughts. In
journaling, sentence stems provide structure while still allowing freedom of expression, making it
easier to explore emotions, uncover beliefs, and clarify needs.



Because the prompt directs attention to a particular theme, the technique can deepen insight,
reveal patterns, and support emotional processing, especially for individuals who feel stuck,
overwhelmed, or unsure where to begin writing.

SST can be just as powerful for couples as itis for individuals. When partners use guided stems
either together or separately, they gain clearer insight into their emotions, needs, and
interpretations, which helps reduce assumptions and improve communication. Sharing selected
responses can create deeper understanding, empathy, and connection, making it a useful tool in
relationship work as well.

The spirit of the exercise is to be open to self and/or others. Cultivate curiosity and build
insight into learning and growth opportunities for self and w/ others.

Exercise:

e Brainstorm a series of prompts or "stems" that you or a partner can respond to.
oThe more each prompt or "stem" connects or can link with each other the
deeper/broader you can explore. Not a requirement - they can also be
independent of each other as well.
= For example:
= "What activities do | enjoy most often..."
= "How do you participate in those activities with me..."
= "Of those activities, which ones do you enjoy the most..."
» "If you could do something new with me - what would you like to do..."
= "If we could stop doing activities - which ones, would they be..."
o Write the prompts or "stems" at the top of a sheet of paper.
oOne per sheet.
e Review and respond to 1 per day. (Individual or partner)
oWhen reviewing - quickly respond/write whatever comes up first.
e Limit the exercise/activity to 5-10 minutes.
oDon't think - remember to quickly respond/write what comes to mind.
oThe underlying objective is to discover our automatic or unfiltered responses.
e Shoot for 5-10 responses to the prompt or "stem."
olf you absolutely draw a blank - then let it be.
e Once completed, let it sit. Don't immediately review. Let it simmer.
oAfter a day or the next week - follow up.
e Follow up with a curious mindset to discover insights, learnings, or takeaways to grow,
develop, and take action...



Prompts: Journaling Starters to Consider...

Being Curious..
o | feel most alive when |...
e | lose track of time when | am focused on...
e | often find myself curious about...
e The topics | can’t stop reading, watching, or learning about are...
e | would spend my days...

Motivation...
o | feel energized when |...
o | feel drained when I...
e | envy what my friends or colleagues are doing when | see or hear about...
e | could talk for hours about...
e The moments I’ve felt “flow” have been when...
e | often surprise myself by getting excited when...

Values (what matters to me) ...
e What matters most to meiis...
e The problems in the world | most want to help solve are...
e | admire people who...
e A cause orissue | deeply care about is...
o | get agitated and pissed off about...
e When | imagine the legacy, | want to leave, | see...

Who | am (Identity)...
e People often come to me for help with...
o | feel proud of myself when I...
e My superpowers show up when ...
o | feel safe when lam...
e The people in my life who had the biggest impact on me taught me...
e Ayounger version of me would be excited to know that...
o | feel like my truest self when I am...

My obstacles...
e Fear holds me back when I...
e | often avoid...
e If | knew | couldn’t fail, | would try...
o If | could create or invent something that would impact others, it would be...
e At my funeral, | want to be known for...



Attunement in a relationship...
e When I’min arelationship, | tend to focus on...
o |feel most connected to my partner when we...
e Whenlfeelinsecure in a relationship, | usually...
e My superpowers in a relationship are...
e Mychallenges in arelationship are...

Wants and Needs in a relationship...
o |feelcared for when my partner...
e |tendto shut down or pull away when...
e | getangry when my partner...
e When | feel hurt, | often...
e |express love by...
e Connection with my partner involves...
e | struggle to express love when...

Communication in a relationship...
e Inconflict, l usually respond by...
o |feel defensive when my partner...
e |tendto use harsh language that sounds like...
e |findit hard to say...
e |feel heard and understood when my partner...
e A healthy communication habit I’d like to practice is...

Boundaries in a relationship...
e Aboundary thatis important to me in relationshipsiis...
o | feel safe when my partner...
e |oftendon’t say what| need because...
o |feelvalued when...
e One thing | want to be more honest about with my partner is...
e |cansay"no" more when my partner asks for...

Patterns in a relationship...
e Inotice | repeat the pattern of...
e | am confused by my partner's actions when they...
e |learned about relationships from...
e When I reflect on past relationships, | see that | tend to...
e |wantto make a difference in my relationship by doing...
e Ifl showed up in my relationship, | would...



