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Hoping they'd been inspired by the examples of Anne Frank and other teens who had turned 
negative experiences into something positive by writing about them, I handed out notebooks 
for my students to journal about their lives. There was some initial resistance. But then the 
stories poured out of them, full of anger and sadness. 
Erin Gruwell 
 

Since 2004, Women Writing for (a) Change has partnered with local Cincinnati organization 

Project Connect to facilitate weekly writing groups in public high schools during the school 

year.  I have been fortunate to facilitate these groups for the last five years.  This past school 

year was my last year in the program.  It has been such an honor and an inspiration to 

facilitate these young women on their journeys through high school and toward a better life.  

Though it was not always easy, it was always rewarding.         

Each year, at the start of the program, young women chosen specifically for these groups 

gather in a circle, full of uncertainty, unsure of what to expect.  For those new to the group, 

the circle seems strange.  Many pull their chairs farther back out of the circle.  Some turn 

sideways or sit just outside of the circle.  While others jump right in, asking questions.   

As we do at Women Writing for (a) Change, the circle begins with the lighting of the candle, 

reading an opening poem, and passing the stone.  The practices are new and different to the 

young women and are met with skepticism.  But it doesn’t take long before they look for the 

candle, ask to read the poem, and remind each other of the correct use of the stone.   

Then the writing begins, tentatively, at first.  These young women, at risk for or experiencing 

homelessness, have been through a lot in their short lives.  They have stories to tell.  But 

these stories are not always easy to write and even harder to share.  As the facilitator, I try 

to provide them a safe and confidential space, inspiring prompts, and guidance in writing 

and sharing their stories.  Often it only takes one girl to share something sad or difficult or 

particularly revealing before each young women discovers that she is not alone.  Then the 

deeper writing begins and they slowly begin to share, provide supportive feedback, and 

start forming common bonds. 

The tears flow often and there are many heartbreaking and difficult stories shared in group.  

But there is also laughter, there is also joy.  And throughout, their notebooks are there to 

provide them the space to express what’s on their minds and in their hearts. 
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These young women, many of whom did not know each other before the program began, 

soon form friendships, create strong bonds, and often look at each other as sisters by the 

end of the program.   

On the last session each year, the groups from different high schools in Cincinnati come 

together at Women Writing for (a) Change for a readaround.  Standing at a podium with a 

microphone, 40 or more nervous young women read a piece they’ve written during the year.  

These powerful writings tell the stories of homelessness, sexual assault, teen pregnancy, 

abuse, abandonment, but also love, hope, achievement, family, and friendship.  On this day 

they also receive a copy of an anthology of their writing created specifically for them.  

Excitedly, they wander around the room asking each other to sign their books, taking a small 

part of each other with them as we say good-bye.   

The final readaround is always a powerful experience for me.  Remembering how we began 

the group – quiet, tentative, unsure of what to expect – and seeing where we end – vibrant, 

empowered, bonded – I feel an enormous sense of pride.  I hope that I, and the groups I 

facilitated each week, were one small part of the transformations I see at the end of the 

year.   

This year I watched with tears in my eyes as young women of all ages, in grades 7-12, from 

three different public schools, gathered around the piano and sang together.  It was a 

moment I won’t soon forget; my experience leading these groups will be with me for a long, 

long time.  It has been such an honor to be a part of this program.  I will miss it.  But the 

group will continue with another Women Writing for (a) Change facilitator.  And how lucky 

she will be to be a part of it.   

 

In addition to the programs Women Writing for (a) Change facilitates in partnership with 

Project Connect are programs at Pleasant Ridge Montessori, The Springer School, The Girl 

Scouts of Western Ohio, Taft High School, Pine Ridge Retirement Living, and more.  If you are 

interested in a program in your school, community center, church, senior center, organization 

or more, please call us at 513-272-1171 or email info@womenwriting.org.        
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