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Noticing and naming ordinary emotions is 

our first step in exploring the BIG emotions



RESEARCH: Why it’s helpful to name emotions:

In a UCLA study, Dr. Matthew D. Lieberman found that subjects who put feelings into words makes the 
sadness and anger less intense. 

When we experience fear and anger, the part of the brain called the amygdala shows increased activity. 

By naming these feelings and emotions, activity moves from the amygdala to the prefrontal cortex, the 
part of the brain that inhibits irrational behavior and helps us make better decisions.

Dr. Dean Ornish writes: "When you take time for your feelings, you become less stressed and you can 
think more clearly and creatively, making it easier to find constructive solutions."

https://nwijournal.com/science-of-naming-emotions/
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Let’s start by finding an animal the child likes 

and maybe has some lived experience of …





Share a story 
of an emotion 
you’ve seen 

from a 
companion 

animal
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Dogs have BIG emotions too

Ask a child how they might
 calm (co-regulate) a dog 

during a thunderstorm

Helping improve your dog’s Vagal Tone with Elinor Silverstein 

https://youtu.be/xA4bMXF72Wg?si=o2NRT7BKoWGTUE1U
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Calm Self and Connect  

soft slow voice 

long vowel sounds

gentle, firm touch 

hug and hold

watch for the swallow 

offer some water

encourage gentle movements 

watch for a shake

… what next?
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I created a 

Snappy Dog 

card game
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                               safe
                       secure
                       seen 
                      soothed

© Kim Billington

The 4 S's of Parenting: 
Dan Siegel's Whole-Brain Child

*Also: Dan Hughes’ Attachment theory: P A C E
Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity & Empathy
https://youtu.be/43DCCvJ3SBg?si=zwMF03tvY1UI4mwl

https://youtu.be/43DCCvJ3SBg?si=zwMF03tvY1UI4mwl
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Common Themes & Emotions in a Child’s ‘Trauma Story’ & in a ‘Folk Tale’ 

o Loss

o Sadness

o Jealousy

o Sibling rivalry

o Unfairness

o Trickery

o Cruelty

o Abandonment

o Homelessness

o Powerlessness

o Hopelessness

o Fear of annihilation

o Fear of punishment

o Pain

o Exhaustion

o Mistrust

o Yearning for love

o Longing for connection

o Abuse

o     Neglect

o Shame 

o Doubt

o Guilt

o Anger

o Confusion

o Inferiority

o Resentment 

o Despair

o Terror 

o Rage

o Self-harm

o Harm to others

o Loss of joy

o Loss of confidence

o Loss of interest

o     Worry
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M.NT thesis: 2016

B. Ed thesis: 1992

My love of story began through being told stories in childhood, and emerged in my adult career in 1992, when I completed 
a Bachelor of Education with a thesis about storytelling in schools. 

Once I became a counsellor, I followed from Milton Erikson and others who used stories as therapeutic interventions. This 
culminated in developing the ‘Rites of Passage’ themes in my Masters of Narrative Therapy & Community Work in 2016.

© Kim Billington



Overview: The Mystery of Everchanging BIG Emotions in Folktales

• In folktales there are ordinary people, with everyday BIG problems, which stir-up 
normal troublesome BIG emotions that change over time.

• Our own connection to stories or movies from our childhood is linked to how our 
strengths and values-based identity is often shaped and developed from the 
characters, both fictional and real, from middle childhood. 

• Demonstration of a folktale told, and the rich diversity and flow of emotions 
embedded within it. 

• Use narrative therapy prompts to unpack the listener’s values and meanings.

• Case example to demonstrate how to:

➢     deepen therapeutic rapport

➢      introduce discussions about life’s problems

➢      understand the uncomfortable emotions we feel when facing difficult challenges

➢      extend creative therapeutic activities related to the client’s situation
© Kim Billington



What is an ordinary hero?

“A hero is a man or woman who has been able 
to battle past his personal and local historical 
limitations, and return to us, to teach the lesson 
s/he has learned of life renewed.”     

Ref: Joseph Campbell. The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 1949

© Artwork by Simon Hudson © Kim Billington



This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

My
Identity

People I 
admire

Stories people 
tell about me

Stories from life  
I cherish and 

choose to value

© Kim Billington

http://raiburari.blogspot.com/2013/04/top-10-personagens-fodoes.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
https://subeteanime.blogspot.com/2011/09/anime-renders.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


For me, it was Mary Poppins, who came to 
help the children at the Banks’ house..

Who have been the helpers and mentors in 
the lives of your favourite movie characters?

© Kim Billington

We naturally identify with the central character (of any film, biography or novel) who faces daunting 

obstacles, is encouraged by a cast of helpers, and where the light of hope is miraculously sustained. 

Stories offer a healthy perspective about the mystery of everchanging BIG emotions in Life.



Taro 
and the

Children

Ref: 

Once Upon a Time in Japan 

translated by Roger Pulvers; 

Tuttle Publishing.



Stories of trauma and traditional stories often include the 3 stages identified in the ‘rites of 
passage’ journey, and The Hero’s Journey: 

1. separation from the known, (associated with a loss of identity); 

2. a liminal, ‘betwixt and between’ period of confusion and discomfort; & 

3. the arrival at a new status with new responsibilities. 

This middle space of ‘limbo’ can offer a fresh possibility for a person to re-interpret and 
reposition themselves and choose a new direction for their ‘alternative’ future story.
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1. What in the story stands out as important to you?

2. In what ways did you connect with the identity of the hero of the story?

3. In what ways did you relate to the journey of the hero?

4. In visualizing the story, describe the scene or character you were most drawn to?

5. Were any of the hero’s experiences similar to your own heroic journey? (loss, 

isolation, jealousy, hopelessness, fear, anger, shame, despair, inferiority, outcast, 

unfairness, resentment, new courage etc.)

After-story narrative therapy-style question prompts to 
unpack the listener’s values and become curious about their own life situation, 
revealing their unique skills and what is uniquely important to them and their identity.

© Kim Billington
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Which emotions did you identify with?



What themes did you identify in the story?
o Loss

o Sadness

o Jealousy

o Sibling rivalry

o Unfairness

o Trickery

o Cruelty

o Abandonment

o Homelessness

o Powerlessness

o Hopelessness

o Fear of annihilation

o Fear of punishment

o Pain

o Exhaustion

o Mistrust

o Yearning for love

o Longing for connection

o Abuse

o     Neglect

o Shame 

o Doubt

o Guilt

o Anger

o Confusion

o Inferiority

o Resentment 

o Despair

o Terror 

o Rage

o Self-harm

o Harm to others

o Loss of joy

o Loss of confidence

o Loss of interest

o     Worry

© Kim Billington



Case example: 
unpacking the 

story & hearing 
about the parallel 

experiences

Japanese Folktale

Taro & the Children

© Kim Billington



Case example: Two brothers 11 & 12yrs were struggling with a family separation:

K: What stood out in the story for you?
B: ‘The big sleep was what I thought was interesting.’
K: Why do you think that part was significant to you?
B: ‘Well, we still have our mum. She loves us and she wants to help us. We are just as sad as 
Taro.’
‘We need time to work out dad’s leaving us.’ 

K: So Love is important to you, and maybe you ‘Need Time’ to work through things? Could you 
tell me a story about love and when you have maybe helped someone through hard time?

B: ‘Our dog died last year, and dad was really sad. We helped him dig the hole.’ 
K: Why did you decide to help? 
B: ‘Well mum was busy with our baby brother, and we all loved our dog. We were all happy back 
then, and helping dig the hole was hard work, but it got some of the sadness out.’ 
K: So would you say that Loving and Helping and Hard work are important in your family? 
B: ‘Yes! And we do help mum with stuff, ‘cos now she has to do everything! We put the bins 
out… and wash the car…’

© Kim Billington



K: I’m hearing a story about two boys who have suffered a shock, just like Taro. But it sounds like you’re 
finding ways to live your lives around what is important to you: You’re noticing people needing help, 
and you’re giving what you can. 

K: Have you got any ideas about how you might deal with some of the problems we talked about last 
week: Grumpy, Sadness and Shut Down?
B: ‘I want to wake-up and not be shut down. I’m good with our baby brother, and I’ve been helping mum 
more.’ 
‘Well, the story makes me think I’m not as shut down as I was at first: as when we first found out. I am 
getting awake too. I don’t want to be a ‘grumpy bum’ forever! [the boys laugh, as that’s mum’s phrase for 
their current behaviour] 

K: Is ‘Working to Help People’ something you, and Taro have found can help shift Sadness? 
B. ‘I’m still really sad dad left us. And I was pretty angry at what he did. But now if I’m grumpy or sad I at 
least know why. It helps looking at the sadness Taro felt, and how he woke up when he was ready to.’

© Kim Billington



Who chooses the story?

Sometimes I use my 
intuition.

I also have a small wooden 
treasure chest with a few 
items, each representing a 
key element in the stories I 
have prepared. 

The person can select a 
symbol and I can bring 
forth that story. 

© Kim Billington



Folktales can activate the child’s 
imagination as they step into the 
character’s shoes, unlocking the 
potential to inspire a child to 
create a play-world within a 
counselling setting, addressing 
their own struggles. 

Short therapeutic stories can 
support and extend play-based 
retellings by children using sand 
tray, drawing and dramatic play.

One rule: never tell the listener 
what you think about the story, 

so don’t use Fables. Why? …

28
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Stories are rich in metaphors and symbols, and speak to 
both children, and adults about how to survive and thrive 
in a world of unexpected challenges and BIG emotions 

The healing power of folktales 
comes from the mysterious 
and ancient art of storytelling

© Kim Billington
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https://kimbillington.com.au/
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