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Tough Topics Award
Stories are friends, safety blankets, and mentors, especially when they
don’t shy away from tough topics and situations. The purpose of this
contest category is to do more than generate books - it’s to be there
for our vast readership and their myriad of experiences, especially
those in which they are most likely to feel lost and alone.
Submissions must be between 1,000 and 15,000 words
Intended audience is teens and adults (anyone 10 and older) who read below their age
or grade level
Stories should be character-centric and focus on a teenaged main character
Use familiar vocabulary and straightforward sentences. Avoid long, unbroken
paragraphs or chapters

TIPS AND INSPIRATION
Break down the “painful life experience” into a series of moments.
What actually happened to you? Take the time to explore each of the turning points in that
experience, from start to finish. Were there moments you almost gave up but didn’t? Were
there moments that you couldn’t control at all? What made those particular moments pivotal
for you?
No candy-coating.
The best way to talk about difficult topics is to be direct. Straight-talk. Clarity.
Consider tone.
Ann Handley says, "tough topics don't have to feel like they’re written by a minister delivering
a graveside eulogy." Don't be afraid to play with sarcasm, humor, etc.
If you haven’t experienced it personally, do your research.
Read books on the same subject. Look up symptoms of grieving, etc. There are plenty of
resources online, in books, movies, or even people who can offer insights to make your
writing authentic. You can reach out to someone who has been there.
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Add in a healing aspect.
Healing should be part of your character arc. Just like real life, your character will go through
the difficult thing, but will find ways to heal and overcome, whether professionally or by other
means.
Keep it real, but handle with care.
Don’t be afraid to be raw, emotional, and vulnerable. We need your unique way of telling these
stories to help us get through the heart wrenching parts of life.

WRITING PROMPTS/THEMES
THEME: Loss
Grief from loss is an unavoidable element of life. Explore these difficult to handle
emotions through an experience of your own, or through a character you create. End
your story with hope: that life goes on, and it gets easier.
THEME: Racism/Sexism
Have you ever been the victim of racism? Sexism? Judged for being who you are? Have
you seen someone else experience these things? How did you act? How did they? How do
you wish they acted?
THEME: Life-changing moments
Sometimes the biggest changes in our lives come from the difficulties we face. From
friendships that end, to relationship breakups, to school and career failures... consider a
difficult moment in your life you were forced to face. How did you overcome it?
Alternatively, create a character through which you can explore a life-changing moment
of difficulty.
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THEME: Body image/ body positivity
You just got out of a relationship; You recently had a baby; Someone told you that you
“look like you’ve gained weight.” There are so many reasons that individuals struggle with
negative body image, and regardless of the reason, it’s always uncomfortable and
frustrating. Explore this through your own eyes or that of a character, and the
tools/process for becoming comfortable with one's image and proud of the skin one is in.
THEME: Health struggles
From mental health to chronic illness to addiction, our physical well-being has an
enormous impact on our life's stories. For those struggling with illness in the long term as
well as those in the process of recovery, stories with characters living through similar
circumstances can be an enormous help in terms of allowing them to feel they are not
alone.
THEME: Bullying
Many of us experience bullying at some in our lives. Sadly, it occurs far too often in both
the school and workplace environment, and with emerging technologies, cyber-pulling
has also become highly prevalent. Reading books about bullies and bullying is one
proven way of helping a victim move on with life, and to cope. First, we can feel validated
reading about other people’s experiences. Second, it can also give us ideas for how to
deal with the bullies or get around the issue.
THEME: Wrong Choices
We've all made a wrong choice or two, some with greater consequences than others.
Explore a wrong choice you've made through your own perspective or that of a character
you create. What did you learn from the choice you made? What can others learn from
your path and experiences?
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