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Abstract

Children who experience Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)—including trauma, family 
instability, or signiϐicant loss—are at increased risk for enduring mental, emotional, and physical 
challenges, including conditions such as depression, anxiety, and chronic health issues. Without 
effective support, these adverse experiences can have lasting effects on a child’s well-being, often 
persisting into adulthood and impacting mental, emotional, and physical health outcomes over 
the long term. 

Storytelling is a powerful method to support resilience in these children by enabling them to 
process emotions, make sense of complex experiences, and view themselves as active agents in 
their lives. By framing their experiences within personal narratives, children can create coherent 
stories that aid emotional regulation and support mental well-being. Through storytelling, 
children can frame their struggles as part of a larger, purposeful journey, fostering a sense of 
agency and self-worth. 

Techniques such as narrative therapy, story circles, and resilience-themed books-exempliϐied 
by The Adventures of Gabriel—help children explore their experiences, visualise positive 
outcomes, and strengthen social bonds. Moreover, storytelling is an accessible tool that aids in 
perspective—taking, allowing children to relate their challenges to those of characters, which 
reinforces their ability to overcome adversity and navigate life’s complexities with strength and 
optimism.

obstacles, and ultimately view themselves as active heroes 
in their own journeys [6]. Storytelling appeals to the intrinsic 
human desire for connection and purpose, helping children 
contextualise their unique experiences as part of a larger, 
meaningful narrative, fostering resilience and self-agency in 
the process [7].

Crafting personal narratives for growth and recovery

Encouraging children to share their stories in their own 
words—free from the constraints of spelling, grammar, or 
formal structure—unleashes their creativity, allowing them to 
explore and shape their experiences without feeling restricted. 
This open-ended storytelling approach provides children with 
a safe space to express themselves, fostering psychological 
growth and self-agency [6]. 

An example of this can be seen in The Adventures of 
Gabriel, a collaborative story project between Gabriel and 
his mother, Kate Markland [8]. Gabriel’s verbal storytelling, 
documented and crafted by his mother into the ϐinal text, 

Introduction
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are widely 

recognised for their profound, long-term impact on children’s 
development. Research shows that exposure to stressors—
such as trauma, neglect, or family instability—can result in 
lasting mental health challenges, including anxiety, depression, 
and impaired social functioning [1,2]. Studies have also linked 
prolonged exposure to ACEs with difϐiculties in self-regulation, 
lower self-esteem, and challenges in forming healthy 
relationships, especially in the absence of adequate support 
systems [3,4]. In both educational and healthcare settings, 
children who have experienced ACEs may exhibit signs of 
withdrawal, heightened anxiety, or hypersensitivity to stress, 
which can impede their social and academic engagement [5].

Storytelling is a therapeutic strategy that offers children 
a structured, safe way to process emotions and explore their 
experiences. Research suggests that when children create 
and share their own stories, they gain an opportunity to 
envision positive outcomes, identify and address personal 
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allowed him to authentically express his experiences and 
emotions while shaping the story he wanted to carry forward. 
This collaborative and iterative process mirrors the natural 
stages of professional writing, where initial ideas evolve and 
are reϐined through editing. Such an approach reinforces the 
therapeutic beneϐits of storytelling by encouraging children to 
focus on expressing their thoughts and emotions rather than 
adhering to structural conventions, which can often hinder 
self-expression [7].

This open narrative process can be especially empowering, 
providing children the freedom to construct meaningful 
stories that afϐirm their resilience and self-worth [9].

Storytelling as a tool for self-understanding and resilience

Storytelling provides children with a structured yet 
imaginative avenue to explore and comprehend their 
emotions from a safe distance. Narratives create a framework 
that allows children to engage with complex feelings 
without overwhelming stress, thereby facilitating emotional 
regulation. As noted by Felitti, et al. understanding the impact 
of early adverse experiences is crucial for developing effective 
emotional coping strategies [1]. 

Immersing in stories allows children to internalise the 
idea that challenges are surmountable, reinforcing their belief 
in their own capacity to overcome difϐiculties. According to 
Decety and Cowell (2015), narrative engagement fosters 
empathy and strengthens social understanding by promoting 
perspective-taking and problem-solving skills which are 
crucial for emotional resilience and relational growth [10].

Within these stories, children ϐind metaphorical spaces 
where they can project their experiences and navigate 
challenging emotions. Using metaphors helps children 
articulate experiences that may be too painful or complex to 
confront directly. Through metaphorical narratives, children 
often frame setbacks as part of a broader, unfolding story of 
personal growth and resilience [9]. This process not only aids 
in understanding their feelings but also equips them with the 
tools needed to confront and manage emotional difϐiculties 
effectively.

Practical storytelling 

Integrating storytelling doesn’t necessarily require 
extensive training. 

• Narrative therapy: Narrative therapy is a collaborative 
approach that encourages children to view themselves 
as the authors of their own lives, especially valuable 
for those who have experienced Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs). This therapeutic method enables 
children to externalise problems, reframe their 
narratives, and see themselves as protagonists capable 
of overcoming challenges.

Narrative therapy has been shown to be effective in 

enhancing social and emotional skills. A study by Beaudoin, et 
al. demonstrated signiϐicant improvements in children aged 8 
to 10 who engaged in narrative therapy sessions focused on 
story creation. In a two-year study involving 353 children and 
813 analysed stories, children showed marked progress in 
self-awareness, social awareness, empathy, and responsible 
decision-making, critical components of resilience [11].

McAdams (2018) emphasises the role of narrative identity 
in helping children contextualise their struggles within 
broader cultural and social frameworks. This understanding 
can promote both empathy and resilience by enabling children 
to see their experiences reϐlected in the stories of others [7].

By re-authoring their experiences within a structured, 
supportive framework, children gain conϐidence, develop 
essential social skills, and nurture a positive self-concept, all 
of which are foundational to lifelong resilience.

• Storybooks with resilience themes: Selecting 
storybooks that highlight resilience, teamwork, and 
self-discovery offers children a powerful means to 
learn coping skills and develop inner strength. Books 
with relatable characters and age-appropriate themes 
allow young readers to see themselves in the narrative, 
promoting empathy, self-conϐidence, and problem-
solving abilities. These books act as mirrors, helping 
children understand that they are not alone in facing 
challenges and that overcoming adversity is achievable.

A compelling example is The Adventures of Gabriel, an 
international bestseller co-authored by Kate Markland and 
her son, Gabriel [8]. This story follows young Gabriel and his 
adventurous sidekick, Platy the Platypus, as they navigate 
obstacles, confront fears, and ϐind solutions to challenging 
situations. Through their journey, the characters demonstrate 
how resilience, optimism, and collaboration can transform 
difϐicult experiences into opportunities for growth. Such 
stories provide children with models of emotional strength, 
teaching them that they too can develop resilience by facing 
and navigating their own struggles.

• Through the lens of characters like Gabriel, children are 
invited to see resilience as a journey of self-discovery 
and growth, equipping them with the mental and 
emotional tools to face life’s challenges. These stories 
offer both inspiration and practical examples, fostering 
the development of lifelong coping skills.

Why storytelling works: Neuroscience insights

Engaging in storytelling stimulates brain regions 
associated with memory, emotion regulation, and empathy, 
creating a strong foundation for resilience development. 
When children create or immerse themselves in narratives, it 
activates neural pathways that enhance emotional processing 
and empathy, releasing endorphins that support emotional 
release and well-being [6]. Additionally, storytelling activates 
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mirror neurons, which are associated with empathy and social 
connection, enhancing the child’s ability to relate to others 
[12]. Storytelling also engages the prefrontal cortex, the brain 
region responsible for higher-order thinking and problem-
solving, crucial skills for resilience, and adaptive coping [13].

Key benefi ts of storytelling

1. Memory and emotion regulation: Stories offer a 
structured framework that enhances memory retention 
and facilitates the exploration of emotions in a safe 
manner. Anda, et al. highlight the enduring impact of 
early adverse experiences on emotional development, 
emphasising the need for supportive frameworks that 
can mitigate these effects [5]. Furthermore, research 
by Beaudoin, et al. demonstrates that narrative 
therapy can signiϐicantly enhance children’s social and 
emotional skills, showcasing the therapeutic potential 
of stories in fostering resilience [11].

2. Perspective-taking and empathy: Story arcs and 
characters allow children to practice empathy and 
perspective-taking, essential for social skills. Studies 
show that storytelling enhances neural connectivity in 
brain areas related to social cognition and emotional 
understanding, promoting deeper interpersonal skills 
[10].

3. Narrative identity and con idence: Crafting personal 
narratives helps children build a strong sense of 
self, allowing them to see themselves as capable 
of overcoming challenges. This process promotes 
conϐidence and self-worth, empowering children 
to view themselves as heroes of their own stories. 
According to McAdams (2018), this narrative identity 
development is integral to building resilience and 
psychological well-being [7].

4. Life skills development: Storytelling aids in 
developing essential life skills such as communication, 
critical thinking, and cultural awareness. Studies show 
that articulating narratives enhances language skills 
and conϐidence, while also honing problem-solving 
abilities, all of which are crucial for resilient and 
adaptive thinking [6].

In sum, storytelling builds essential emotional and 
cognitive skills that equip children to navigate life with 
resilience, empathy, and self-assurance. This narrative-
based approach promotes emotional regulation, social 
understanding, and problem-solving, laying the groundwork 
for lifelong resilience.

Case study: Th e adventures of gabriel
The Adventures of Gabriel, co-authored by Kate Markland, 

a former physiotherapist, and her son Gabriel, provides a 
compelling example of storytelling as a tool for resilience and 

bonding [8]. Over weekly FaceTime sessions, Kate and Gabriel 
collaborated to create a world where young readers can see 
themselves as the heroes of their journeys, reinforcing a sense 
of agency and optimism in facing personal challenges. This 
Amazon International bestseller, featured on The Times Radio 
during the Cheltenham Literature Festival, underscores how 
storytelling rituals can empower children to develop courage, 
empathy, and self-belief.

The story follows Gabriel and his companion, Platy the 
Platypus, as they embark on adventures confronting the 
intimidating Tentaculus and traversing new, mysterious 
islands with their mentor, Captain Ali. The narrative teaches 
young readers that anything is possible with focus and a 
positive mindset—a message that resonates powerfully with 
children aged 8–12 as they begin to shape their own identities 
and understand their inner strengths.

What makes The Adventures of Gabriel especially unique is 
its creation process. Kate and Gabriel’s one-hour Friday night 
sessions reϐlect the bonding power of storytelling, providing 
a space for creativity free from rigid rules of spelling, 
grammar, or structure [8]. As Gabriel narrated his ideas, 
Kate transcribed them, creating a collaborative experience 
that reϐlects the reality of professional authorship: editing, 
reϐining, and preserving the heart of the story. This approach 
allows children to explore their own narratives with a sense 
of freedom, emphasising expression over technical precision 
and fostering a sense of self-worth, resilience, and creativity 
in the process.

Practical steps for implementation

Educators and health professionals can easily incorporate 
storytelling practices into their existing routines:

1. Weekly story time: Set aside a dedicated time for 
storytelling each week, making it a consistent ritual.

2. Encourage creative input: Allow children to 
contribute to the storyline or invent endings, enhancing 
their sense of control and boosting creativity.

3. Re lective discussions: After storytime, encourage 
discussions that connect the story’s challenges with 
real-life scenarios, giving children tools to process their 
own experiences.

4. Personal narrative journals: Encourage children to 
keep a narrative journal, where they write or draw 
their own “adventures,” helping them frame their own 
experiences within a positive narrative structure.

5. Modelling positive storytelling: Model storytelling by 
sharing relatable stories of resilience, emphasising the 
themes of growth and problem-solving that children 
can learn to apply.
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Conclusion: Empowering children as the 
authors of their lives

Storytelling empowers children to take ownership of their 
experiences, helping them articulate, process, and grow from 
the challenges they face. When children share their personal 
narratives, they gain a therapeutic outlet to express emotions 
that may otherwise be difϐicult to confront directly. This 
process allows them to acknowledge obstacles and reframe 
their experiences, viewing themselves as active participants in 
their journey rather than passive recipients of circumstances, 
fostering a sense of control and agency, both crucial elements 
of resilience.

By encouraging children to create and share their 
own stories, we provide them with a powerful tool to 
approach adversity with conϐidence, creativity, and self-
belief. Storytelling not only helps them to see themselves 
as capable, courageous, and resourceful but also builds an 
inner framework for interpreting life’s challenges through 
an empowering lens. This approach instills hope, conϐidence, 
and a belief in their own strength—qualities that remain with 
them long after the story ends.

Ultimately, storytelling transcends mere entertainment. 
It becomes a transformative process that equips children 
with resilience and the vision to shape their own meaningful 
futures, giving them a foundation of inner strength they can 
draw upon throughout their lives.

Acknowledgement
AI was used as an assistant in the authoring of this paper.

References
1. Felitti VJ, Anda RF, Nordenberg D, Williamson DF, Spitz AM, Edwards V,

et al. Relationship of childhood abuse and household dysfunction to 
many of the leading causes of death in adults: The Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) Study. Am J Prev Med. 1998;14(4):245-258. Available 
from: https://doi.org/10.1016/s0749-3797(98)00017-8 

2. Shonkoff JP, Boyce WT, McEwen BS. Neuroscience, molecular biology,

and the childhood roots of health disparities: building a new framework 
for health promotion and disease prevention. JAMA. 2012;301(21):2252-
2259. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2009.754 

3. Mofϐitt TE, Arseneault L, Belsky D, Dickson N, Hancox RJ, Harrington H,
et al. A gradient of childhood self-control predicts health, wealth, 
and public safety. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2011;108(7):2693-2698. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1010076108 

4. Hughes K, Bellis MA, Hardcastle KA, Sethi D, Butchart A, Mikton C, et al.
The effect of multiple adverse childhood experiences on health: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis. Lancet Public Health. 2017;2(8). 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/s2468-2667(17)30118-4 

5. Anda RF, Felitti VJ, Bremner JD, Walker JD, Whitϐield C, Perry BD, et al.
The enduring effects of abuse and related adverse experiences in 
childhood. Eur Arch Psychiatry Clin Neurosci. 2006;256(3):174-186. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-005-0624-4 

6. Pennebaker JW, Smyth JM. Opening Up by Writing It Down: How 
Expressive Writing Improves Health and Eases Emotional Pain. 3rd 
ed. New York: The Guilford Press; 2016. Available from: https://www.
guilford.com/books/Opening-Up-by-Writing-It-Down/Pennebaker-Smy
th/9781462524921?srsltid=AfmBOopvCld2u5MzEdlfL3SKGnhK6ga8h
np_qKN9ndB0sZ_MOxTo1v9- 

7. McAdams DP. Narrative identity: What is it? What does it do? How do 
you measure it? Imagin Cogn Pers. 2018;37(4):359-372. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0276236618756704 

8. Markland K, Markland G. The Adventures of Gabriel. Babysteps 
Publishing; 2024. Available from: 
https://www.theadventuresofgabriel.com/ 

9. White M, Epston D. Narrative Means to Therapeutic Ends. New 
York: W.W. Norton; 1990. Available from: https://books.google.
co.in/books/about/Narrative_Means_To_Therapeutic_Ends.
html?id=bhyFFL4uHZQC&redir_esc=y 

10. Decety J, Cowell JM. The complex relation between morality and 
empathy. Trends Cogn Sci. 2015;19(7):337-339. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2014.04.008 

11. Beaudoin MN, Moersch MA, Evare B. The effectiveness of narrative 
therapy with children’s social and emotional skill development: An 
empirical study of 813 problem-solving stories. Res Psychotherapy. 
2016;19(3):238-245. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1521/jsyt.2016.35.3.42 

12. Rizzolatti G, Sinigaglia C. The Mirror Mechanism: A Basic Principle of 
Brain Function. Oxford University Press; 2016.

13. Miller EK, Lundqvist M, Bastos AM. Working Memory: Delay Activity, Yes! 
Persistent Activity? Maybe Not. J Neurosci. 2019;38(32):7053-7064.


