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Praise for

101 Healing Stories for Children and Teens

George Burns is a highly experienced clinician with the remarkable ability to create, discover and
tell engaging stories that can teach us all the most important lessons in life. With 101 Healing Stories
for Kids and Teens, he strives especially to help kids and teens learn these life lessons early on,
providing them opportunities for getting help, and even learning to think preventively. Burns has
made an invaluable contribution to helping young people build good skills and good lives.

Michael D.Yapko, Ph.D.
Author of Breaking the Patterns of Depression and Hand-Me-Down Blues

101 Healing Stories for Children and Teens is a must read for everyone working with this age group.
George Burns takes the reader on a wonderful journey, balancing metaphor, good therapeutic
technique, and empirical foundations during the trip. Given that Burns utilizes all three aspects of
the Confucian story referred to in the book—teaching, showing, and involving—any reader using
this resource should increase their understanding of how stories can be used therapeutically.

Richard G.Whiteside, MSW
Author of The Art of Using and Losing Control and Working with Difficult Clients

Burns has done it again, even more thoroughly and usefully than last time! I loved the structure, the
content, and the stories—particularly the child-generated metaphors and collaborative tales. This
book is going to be invaluable to all clinicians who work with children of all ages, and shines with
the clear and genuine love that allowed its writing. Thanks, George.

Robert McNeilly, MBBS
Director, Centre of Effective Therapy, Melbourne, Australia
Author of Healing the Whole Person

101 Healing Stories for Kids and Teens is a fantastic idea, well executed, by a master! Burns
systematically leads readers through every step of constructing and delivering therapeutic stories in
general, and then outlines and provides examples of stories for achieving a wide variety of specific
goals. This book is a wonderful gift for psychotherapists but it should also be in the hands of every
parent who spends loving time with their children.

Stephen Lankton, MSW, DAHB
Executive Director, Phoenix Institute of Ericksonian Therapy
Author of The Answer Within and Tales of Enchantment.

Information helps youngsters DO different things but stories create experiences that help them to
BE different. George Burns is an international expert, and a voluble and vulpine raconteur. 101
Healing Stories for Kids and Teens is a masterwork—easy to follow, easy to effect. A treasure-trove for
parents and professionals in the child-development fields.

Jeffrey K. Zeig, Ph.D.
Director, The Milton H. Erickson Foundation



“George W. Burns is indeed a master in the art of using stories for
healing purposes.”

—Metapsychology Review, January 2003

“This is George Burn’s best book yet. He leverages years of
professional therapist experience to help individuals uncover
insightful and practical solutions to the everyday life
challenges encountered in the real world. The stories and
metaphors hit the mark again and again.” 

—Dr. Brian Alman, Author of Self-Hypnosis, Six Steps to
Freedom and Thin Meditations

101 Healing Stories: Using Metaphors in Therapy
celebrates the rewards of using parables, fables, and
metaphors in therapy as a non-threatening means to help
clients discuss problems and consider possible solutions.
Just as stories have the power to enrich our lives, shape
the way we perceive and interact with the world, and
reveal the wonders of the human spirit, so too can they
play an important and potent role in therapy.  They
can help people develop the skills to cope with and
survive a myriad of life situations.

In this enriching guide, George W. Burns, examines
the healing value of using metaphors in therapy and
provides motivating story ideas that you can adapt
immediately and share with your clients.

This inspirational, yet practical, book explains
how to tell stories that engage your client, make
your stories more metaphoric, and where to find
sources for inspirational tales.  You learn that
using metaphoric stories and folktales in
therapy can facilitate treatment, especially for
clients unresponsive to other approaches.

This beneficial book includes:

• 101 stories grouped by desired therapeutic outcome

• Talking points such as specific insights, outcomes, or skills 
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kids of all ages, all cultures, all religions, everywhere,
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Tell me a story. How many times have you been asked to do this? If you are a parent, teacher, grand-
parent, uncle, aunt, babysitter, child-care worker, or anyone who has contact with children in

some way, I am sure you have not escaped this frequent childhood request. But have you ever won-
dered what kids want when they make the request? Are they just seeking entertainment? Are they
wanting to journey into a world of fantasy? Do they want the intimacy of the special relationship that
exists between storyteller and listener? Do they seek to identify with a character that may model what
they would like to be? Are they requesting examples of how they should behave, relate, or cope in
life?

There is a general principle here: Kids love stories—for many reasons. If we need proof, just lis-
ten to them asking, “Tell me a story, please.” Look at the rows and rows of books of children’s stories
that fill our bookstores and libraries. Look at the stories that come to life in popular children’s movies,
or the tales of conflict, struggle, and victory that tend to be the theme of so many video games. Such
is our hunger for stories that we never stop asking to hear them, even though the nature of the ques-
tions may change a little—“Can I get a new book?” or “Can we rent a DVD?” Given this desire to
learn, to be informed, to acquire problem-solving skills through stories, the prime question addressed
by this book is this: If we are constantly sharing stories of learning, health, healing, and wellness with
our young clients, how can we do that in a way that is most effective and helpful?

WHAT THIS BOOK OFFERS

Just as artists need two prime ingredients if their work is to have an impact, so the metaphor practi-
tioner also needs those same ingredients: skill and art. Skill for the painter is knowledge and use of
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the laws of perspective, color, and tone. For the teller of metaphors, it is in the principles of con-
structing a therapeutic tale that will engage the child, facilitate the child’s identification with the
problem, and have the child joining in a search for the solution.

Art goes beyond the skilled application of principles. It is what makes a painting stand out from
the crowd, or gives a story its personal, relevant impact for an individual listener. The art is in craft-
ing the tale specifically for the child and the child’s needs, and communicating it in a way that offers
both involvement and meaning.

In this book, I want to cover as comprehensively as possible both the skills and the art that will
enable and empower you to work confidently and effectively with healing stories for your child and
adolescent students or clients. I want to answer questions I often hear in the workshops I run on
metaphors, like “How do you come up with story ideas?” “How do I engage a child in listening?”
“Where do you find the materials or sources to create appropriate stories?” “How do I tell a healing
story effectively?” Fortunately, there are practical, learnable steps for answering these questions, and
my aim is to offer them as clearly as I can in the following chapters which will show you how to tell
stories effectively, how to make them metaphoric, and where to find sources for therapeutic tales.
There are guidelines for communicating stories and using the storyteller’s voice so as to most effec-
tively engage the client and commence the journey of healing. The book gently guides the reader
through these pragmatic processes, and on to methods for creating metaphoric stories from your own
experiences and other sources.

If you want to work with stories, I recommend you start collecting them right away. Look for
them in bookshops, videos, or the computer games children play. Keep a note of the meaningful, sig-
nificant, and humorous interactions you have with a child that may benefit another child. I love to
collect stories, for they have long intrigued me with their powerful, yet subtle ability to teach and
heal. Look for cultural and children’s stories when you travel, scan the bookshelves of friends with
children, and look at what children are writing themselves. Listening to the many tragic and trium-
phant tales children relate to you in your office can teach you about children’s strengths, resilience,
and capacity for coping. Humbly, we can learn from these youthful experiences of life if we take the
time to listen to the creative and imaginative tales of our clients or other children. Often they have
known none of the restrictions and structures imposed by adults on what should be told (and what
should not) or how it should be told. If you have the opportunity to sit with storytellers, join a story-
tellers’ guild, or attend a storytellers’ congress, you will be able to observe their art and absorb their
message. Stories with salient metaphor content can be discovered in anthologies, folktales, children’s
books, and in the jokes or tales that circulate on your e-mail. As with any kind of collecting, there is
an acquired skill and art to learning which to discard and which to adopt and nurture for their in-
trinsic merit—a process that I encourage you to follow, not only with the stories you read here but
with any you encounter in the future.

For experienced therapists, this volume will hopefully introduce a variety of new story ideas on
which to construct meaningful therapeutic metaphors. It will provide techniques for honing skills,
enhancing communication, and making the effectiveness of what we do more empowering and more
enjoyable.

For novice metaphor therapists, who are just discovering the potency of therapeutic metaphors,
this book offers step-by-step procedures, case examples, and a rich source of therapeutic stories that
will enable you to apply them immediately in your work no matter what your theoretical back-
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ground. As well as learning about the methods of applying metaphors, you will be able to cultivate
competence in the art of therapeutic communication, processes of change, and the rewards of facil-
itating outcome.

A WORD OR TWO ABOUT WORDS

By metaphor, I refer to one form of communication (along with stories, tales, and anecdotes) in the
story genre in which an expression is taken from one field of experience and used to say something
about another field of experience. To describe a bully as being as angry as a bear with a sore paw does
not mean the bully and bear are literally alike but that the description, phrase, or story about the bear
and its demeanor communicates an imaginative image of the bully and his or her behavior. It is this
symbolic association that gives metaphors their literary and therapeutic potency.

Metaphors in therapy and teaching are designed as a form of indirect, imaginative, and implied
communication with clients, about experiences, processes, or outcomes that may help solve the child’s
literal problem and offer new means of coping. The therapist may talk about what a person needs to
do to protect himself from a bear with a sore paw as a means for managing the circumstantial or emo-
tional issues the listening child is encountering with a bully. Such metaphors may include stories, tales,
anecdotes, jokes, proverbs, analogies, or other communications. Some of these different tools and
techniques for communicating in metaphors with children are expanded in Chapter 3. What distin-
guishes therapeutic metaphors from other tales, stories, or anecdotes is the combination of (a) a pur-
posefully designed, symbolic communication and (b) a specific healing or therapeutic intention.

It is not my objective in this book to be too pedantic about the differential characteristics of sto-
ries, tales, and anecdotes. In fact, most times I will use the terms synonymously. Where I employ the
words metaphor, healing story, or therapeutic tale, it is with the purpose of emphasizing that this is nei-
ther just a casual, anecdotal account nor an inconsequential tale such as we may relate at a party. By
metaphor or healing story I refer to a deliberately crafted story that has a clear, rational, and ethical
therapeutic goal. It is, in other words, a tale that is based on our long human history of storytelling,
grounded in the science of effective communication, demonstrating specific therapeutic relevance to
the needs of the client, and told with the art of a good storyteller.

ORAL VERSUS WRITTEN STORIES

While I have long been told stories by my parents and in turn told them to my children, grandchil-
dren, and clients, both young and old, I have found that storytelling and story writing are two differ-
ent processes. In fact, it feels strange to be communicating with you about storytelling in a written
format. Once stories are written, in black and white, they tend to take on an immutable quality as
though that is the way they always have been and always should be told. The reality is that stories are
dynamic. They evolve, they change, and they adapt from teller to teller as well as from listener to lis-
tener. Hopefully, you will discover that you never tell a similar story idea exactly the same way twice,
for the power of the story is often in its flexibility and adaptability to the needs of the listener and the
listener’s circumstances.
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Therefore, I cannot guarantee the stories in this book are as I originally heard them or initially
developed them. Nor can I guarantee that the way you read them is the way I told them to my last
client, or will tell them to the next. May I suggest you see in the stories I have written their themes,
ideas or meaning rather than the exact words with which they have been expressed in this format.
Look for the therapeutic message in each story rather than trying to memorize or relate it to a child
verbatim. These stories were not designed to be told and retold as an actor may faithfully memorize
and reiterate the words of a playwright. I hope you will allow the tales to evolve and, along with them,
your own stories and storytelling skills. Stories emerge from within us, they communicate about our
own experiences and, in turn, help define us as individuals. In stories it is possible for us, and our
young clients, to find happiness and well-being, as well as the means for creating and maintaining
positive emotional states.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS BOOK

The book is divided into four parts to allow ready referencing of the sections you may want to revisit
for story ideas when working with a particular child in therapy. Part One, “Effective Storytelling for
Kids and Teens,” examines the magic of metaphor to inform, educate, teach values, discipline, build
experience, facilitate problem solving, change, and heal. There are guidelines for effectively telling
stories and using the storyteller’s voice. The last chapter of this section discusses useful tools, tech-
niques, and vehicles for communicating therapeutic messages metaphorically. How do you use
books, drama, videos, puppets, toys, play, humor, collaborative tales, and other media in metaphor
therapy?

Part Two, “Healing Stories, Teaching Stories,” is divided into ten chapters, each containing ten
stories (except for Chap. 4, which contains 9) relevant to the therapeutic-outcome theme of that
chapter. Each chapter is prefaced with a brief description of the nature of the outcome theme and
concludes with an exercise to record and develop your own story ideas for that particular outcome
goal.

The topics around which the stories of each chapter are woven represent a common therapeu-
tic goal. These topics are not meant to be all-inclusive or totally definitive of pediatric therapeutic
goals. They are derived from experience in my own clinical practice, from discussions with other
clinical, educational, pediatric, and developmental psychologists, and from the results of an unpub-
lished study I conducted of congress attendants in which they were asked to list what they saw as the
ten most common therapeutic goals. The outcome goals I have used just happen to be a convenient
framework for me to structure my healing stories. I hope they will provide a guide on which you can
develop metaphor ideas of your own—but I want to offer the caution that they are not the only ther-
apeutic outcomes and may not be relevant for you or your young clients. If they are helpful, please
feel free to use them but, if not, do not limit your stories—or therapy—to what happens to be a con-
venient structure for someone else.

The stories in Chapter 13 are an exception to the general format of this section, as they are sto-
ries by children rather than stories by an adult for children. They mainly come from a project with a
school in which children were asked to write their own healing stories.

Part Three, “Creating Your Own Healing Stories for Kids,” guides you through the processes
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for developing your own outcome-oriented stories. It discusses some of the pitfalls to avoid in struc-
turing metaphors, and some of the pathways that may be helpful to follow. You will be introduced
to various sources from which you can build metaphors, and offered simple, how-to-do-it proce-
dures for creating, structuring, and presenting effective therapeutic metaphors. The final chapter is
devoted to how to teach parents to use metaphors as a way of enhancing the efficacy of these thera-
peutic interventions for their children.

The emphasis of this book is on the pragmatics of how to tell stories, how to find metaphor ideas,
and how to structure your own therapeutic tales, rather than on the reiteration of the research under-
lying metaphor therapy. As both the art and science of metaphor therapy are important, I have pro-
vided a detailed resources section at the end of the book that will enable interested readers to further
explore the nature of metaphors as a language form, the research into their efficacy, and the variety
of their therapeutic applications. It will also help you to find further therapeutic story material in a
variety of sources, from children’s books and traditional folktales to Internet Web sites.

An additional reference feature of the book is that the major sections have shaded tabs on the
pages’ leading edges to enable rapid accessing of the outcome-oriented chapters and other informa-
tion you may wish to revisit. By structuring the book in this way, I hope it will provide a source of
readily available ideas for working with the child sitting in your office with you at any given time.
Writing it and structuring it in this way has also posed me with a dilemma. I have wanted 101 Heal-
ing Stories for Kids and Teens to be clear, practical, and accessible without being, or even seeming to
be, too prescriptive. I hope to communicate that for a metaphor to be relevant it needs to be per-
sonal, it is best developed collaboratively with the individual child, and it needs to take into account
that child’s character, problem, resources, and desired outcome. I hope you enjoy your journey into
children’s metaphors as much as I have enjoyed writing about them.

Introduction xxi





Let me introduce you to a character you will encounter several times in stories and discussions
throughout this book. His name is Fred Mouse, and he lives in a hole in the wall in the corner

of the house as he always has done since he first joined our family two generations ago. He came
along one night when my daughter wanted a bedside story but was not interested in the tired old
storybooks she had heard time and time again. He came from nowhere in particular, a necessity of
the situation, and told a simple tale that replicated her activities of the day. The next night, despite a
fresh supply of colorful storybooks from the library, my daughter wanted Fred Mouse . . . and he
stayed, entertaining and informing my daughter, my son, and my grandson, and is just entering the
life of my little granddaughter.

For a tiny—and sometimes timid—mouse, Fred has two special qualities that make him such a
good storyteller. First, he listens with his heart, and second, he spins a story based on his observations.
Once, for example, he told a tale of a special adventure with his very dear friend Thomas (my grand-
son) that began when Fred found a fragile, dusty old treasure map while exploring the hidden gaps
in the walls of the house. Carefully, he and Thomas unrolled it on the floor and began to study it.

“Look!” said Thomas, “It is right here near Grandpa George’s house.”
“And it has a dotted trail leading to Mount Thomas,” added Fred.
“I know where that is,” exclaimed Thomas, “because I climbed it and Grandpa George named

it after me.”
So Fred and Thomas followed the map to the summit from where they heard, way below, a

heavy thump, thump, thump, and peered down to see a huge, mean-looking dinosaur stomping
around squishing people under his bigger-than-elephant feet. The people called him Tyrannosaurus
Bad Rex, and as they ran to escape him they were stomping on ants. What a disaster! The dinosaur
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was squishing people, and the people were squishing ants, and none of them heard each other’s cries
for help.

The map pointed Fred Mouse and Thomas to a secret cave just below the summit that was easy
to enter for a mouse of Fred’s size, but a tight, wriggly squeeze for Thomas. Inside, they were in a
different world, walking through swamps and jungles, along beaches and over islands until they found
a big, old wooden treasure chest, right where the cross was marked on the map.

Can you imagine their excitement? And then their disappointment to discover the old wooden
treasure chest was secured with a rusty old padlock for which they had no key. Thomas climbed down
to Grandpa George’s house to borrow a tool box, and with a lot pushing and tugging, pulling and
shoving, banging and twisting, the padlock eventually popped open, allowing them to lift the stiff lid
with a long, slow creeeaking sound.

Imagine how much more disappointed they were to find the chest held no gold or precious jew-
els. Just as well, thought Fred, for gold and jewels could not help them save the people or the ants
from Tyrannosaurus Bad Rex. Thomas had hoped for a mighty sword with which, heroically, he
could slay the bad dinosaur, but the chest contained nothing more than a story. They were about to
drop the lid shut when the Story spoke.

“Wait,” it called, “I am a magic story bestowed with all the powers of every story that has ever
been told or written. As you have discovered me, it is my duty to help you. Tell me what I can do?”

“Well,” said Fred Mouse, “we have a very big problem,” thinking of the size of Tyrannosaurus
Bad Rex when viewed from the lowly height of a mouse, and he told how people, who were squish-
ing ants, were being squished by a big bad Tyrannosaurus.

“Let us visit the ants,” said the Story, so they followed a long, busy line of ants to their nest where
ants chaotically scurried in every direction—for someone had stood on the nest, squishing their
homes and many of their friends. As Fred Mouse and Thomas gently handed the Story to the queen
ant, it began a tale in the ants’ own language. Silence fell on the confusion as ants stopped scurrying
and gathered to listen to a tale Fred and Thomas could not understand. Silence remained for a while
after the story finished, then the ants spoke in hushed voices among themselves and with the Story.
Fred and Thomas saw them nodding as if in agreement.

Eventually the Story said, “Let us go visit the people.”
They, too, were running about in confusion. Tyrannosaurus Bad Rex had just stomped through

their village, flattening cars, knocking down houses, destroying schools, and squishing people. Fred
Mouse and Thomas listened to their distress and, not knowing how else to help, gave them the Story.
Again the Story brought calm to the confusion as people stopped to listen, entranced, comforted, en-
couraged, guided, and hopeful.

“Now,” said the Story, “It is time for us to find one Tyrannosaurus Bad Rex.”
This was a scary suggestion for a tiny, timid mouse like Fred and even a boy as brave as Thomas,

but it wasn’t hard to follow the trail of a careless dinosaur whose huge feet punched imprints into
farmers’ paddocks, flattened bushes, and knocked over trees, finally leading to a tall tree under which
Tyrannosaurus Bad Rex lay snoring peacefully. Thomas quietly crept past his long greenish tail,
around his big strong legs, past his fat belly, and up his neck, and placed the Story gently by his ear.
The Tyrannosaurus pricked up his ear, slowly opened an eye, and listened to a story in dinosaur lan-
guage. A tear rolled from his eye and down his cheek, dropping to the ground near Fred Mouse and
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Thomas, who had to duck quickly, for it was like someone throwing a bucket of water at them from
an upstairs window.

“Come,” beckoned the Story, “Climb up on Rex’s head. We are going back to visit the people
and the ants.”

Wow! How exciting! Fred and Thomas had never dreamed of riding on a dinosaur’s head. How
carefully he placed his feet to avoid flattening farmers’ crops and people’s homes. Back in the village
the Story broke down the barriers and bridged the gaps, translating among dinosaur, people, and ants
in a way that all could understand.

“Let’s celebrate,” someone shouted, and they put on the weirdest party you could imagine. Rex
blew up the balloons, for he had more puff than anyone else. The people supplied the food that they
had cultivated and stored, while the ants offered to clean up the scraps after. And everyone felt hap-
pier than they had for a long time.

In a quiet moment, Fred Mouse and Thomas asked the Story, “How did you do it? What was
the story you told?”

“It is easy to become so involved in our own story,” replied the Story, “that we don’t hear the
stories of others. As our stories shape the ways we see things and the ways we respond to events,
I simply told the ants the people’s story: how, like the ants, their homes and lives were being de-
stroyed—so they were not deliberately squishing ants but, in looking up and watching out for the
Tyrannosaurus Bad Rex, they were not looking down to see what they were doing to the ants. Then
I told the people the ants’ story, and the dinosaur the people’s story, for he, wrapped in his own lone-
liness, had not realized what he was doing to the people.

Hearing the stories, the ants offered to help the people by cleaning up after them if the people
took care where they stepped, and the people offered to befriend lonely Rex if he watched where he
stepped, and Rex offered to tread carefully if the people and ants would be his friends.

“Stories,” continued the Story, “can make and stop wars, destroy and build friendships, confuse
and inform our thinking, burden and enrich our world. Used as carefully as Rex has learned to walk,
they have the power to solve our problems and shape our lives.”

If there was more to hear from the Story, Fred Mouse and Thomas didn’t hear it for in gratitude,
everyone had begun to thump the table, calling, “Speech! speech!” to Fred. Rex was so enthusiastic
that he almost smashed the table before reminding himself it was okay to be enthusiastic carefully.
When Fred spoke he thanked everyone for listening to, and acting on, the stories. He announced that
Rex should henceforth be known as Tyrannosaurus Good Rex, and that the Story should no longer
be hidden in a dusty old chest but be available as a treasure for everyone.
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