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About Me



Disclosures

 Financial: Abbey is the director of the 
Occupational Therapy department at 
Monarch Center for Autism and receives 
compensation for her work.

 Non-Financial: Abbey has friends and 
family who are neurodivergent.  



Learning Objectives

 Describe traditional methods of teaching emotions and 
coping strategies/regulation, and provide evidence as to 
why they may not always work for Autistic individuals (and 
are likely not neurodiversity-affirming).

 Define key terms: Sensory processing, the 8 senses, co- and 
self-regulation, Interoception, Alexithymia, strengths-based 
practice, affective and homeostatic emotions.

 Identify and understand how to implement at least 2 
alternative strategies for teaching Autistic individuals to 
recognize how they feel and learn how to regulate.



Might look something like this…

Teaching Emotions – Traditional 
Methods



(Bosler & Hubbs-Tait, 2017; Forward with Fun, 2022)



(Rivers 2023)



(Shen-Li 2016)



What do these methods 
have in common? 

 They focus on the outward appearance of the 
individual

 Often involve making assumptions about how 
someone is feeling

 Use traditional emotion words that may not resonate 
with neurodivergent individuals

 May imply some emotions are better or more 
desirable to feel than others

 Do not consider the unique internal experience of 
neurodivergent individuals



Research Suggests

 Autistic individuals tend to focus on different areas of 
faces (Boraston & Blakemore, 2007; Kliemannn et. al., 
2010) 

 Autistic brains demonstrate decreased activation in 
the areas responsible for Interoception, emotional 
processing, and social cognition (Silani et. al, 2008)

 Autistic individuals often experience impaired 
interoceptive accuracy (Barrett et. al., 2004; Fiene & 
Brownlow, 2015; Palser et. al., 2018)



We need to alter our approach when working 
with autistic individuals on emotional regulation! 

So, what? 



Strengths-Based 
Practice is KEY!

The philosophy of striking 
a balance between 
asking an autistic child to 
learn new skills and 
asking for the change to 
come from elsewhere, 
such as changing the 
environment, the teaching 
style, or the activity itself.

(Proctor, 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2000) 

Rooted in self-
determination theory, 
including: 

 Autonomy

 Competence

 Relatedness



Important Terms: 

 Sensory processing is a 
person’s ability to receive, 
manage, and interpret 
messages from each sensory 
system. 

 Sensory Integration is the 
brain’s “ability to orchestrate 
all of the sensations into 
meaningful behavioral and 
motor responses without 
becoming too overwhelmed, 
distracted, or disengaged”. 

(Chaves & Taylor, 2020)



The EIGHT Sensory 
Systems

 Vestibular input is “how we detect 
movement, understand our 
relationship to gravity, and regulate 
our attention level”- this system plays 
a critical role in how a student 
understands their body and 
environment 

 Proprioceptive input is our body 
awareness communicated via our 
muscles and joints– it helps us 
understand where our body is in space 
and how to move our bodies through 
our environment

 Oral input is a combination of what 
we taste, smell, and feel in our mouths

 Gustatory input is what we taste 

 Tactile input is what we feel when we 
touch something or when something 
touches us– it gives us an understanding 
about the texture and temperature of 
objects, as well as information about pain

 Visual input is what we see– and our 
world provides a HUGE amount of visual 
input throughout the day!

 Auditory input is what we hear– and our 
world is FILLED with it- from the cars 
outside, the hum of the air conditioner, 
conversions with peers, echoes in the gross 
motor room….

 Interoception is our ability to detect our 
internal needs- things like using the 
bathroom, identifying hunger, taking a 
break when overheated, or putting on a 
jacket when we feel cold

Chaves & Taylor, 2020



“Sensory” is happening 
ALL the time!

All humans experience near 
constant sensory input, from 
both outside and internal 

sources. Unconsciously, all the 
time, your brain and body are 
reacting to that input. Each of 

us has a unique brain with 
unique preferences for 
sensory experiences. 

Time to think about your own 
sensory preferences!

 Which sensory experiences (visual, 
auditory, touch, smell, taste, 
movement) cause you to be more 
dysregulated? 

 Which sensory experiences (visual, 
auditory, touch, smell, taste, 
movement) cause you to achieve a 
better state of regulation?

 How are these responses similar or 
different to students in your class? 

 How do these responses change 
depending on other stressors: lack 
of sleep, hunger, family dynamics, 
financial state?



Regulation 

 Emotional Regulation is 
the ability to control 
your emotional state, 
including monitoring 
and responding to 
stimuli, stressors, or 
other wide ranges of 
emotions.

(Chaves & Taylor, 2020)



Some Perspective on 
Self-Regulation 

 Self-Regulation is the ability 
to manage, monitor, and react 
through behavior, emotions, 
thoughts, and energy in a way 
that is effective for ourselves 

 Learning to Self-regulate is 
an important developmental 
skill that continues to improve 
across the lifespan (yes, even 
into young adulthood!!).

 Red circles indicate large 
jumps in typical development 
in which changes in brain 
development can correspond 
to big increases in self-
regulation skills. 

Rosenbalm & Murray, 2017



Co-Regulation 

 Co-regulation is the “attuned and 
responsive interactions between a 
child (student) and adult (teacher) 
that allows them to reach a state of 
regulation together”.
 Build supportive, safe 

relationships to provide 
improved co-regulation

 Adequate sensory 
environments- “just right” 
input- promotes regulation

 Predictable environments 
contribute to successful co-
regulation

 Forming safe, trusting relationships 
in sensory-attuned environments 
can influence the development, 
growth, and integration of a student’s 
brain. 

(Chaves & Taylor, 2020; Photo from Kristin Weins)



How to be a good 
Co-Regulator

 Provide a warm, responsive 
relationship by displaying care 
and affection, recognizing and 
responding to cues that signal 
needs and wants, and providing 
caring support in times of stress.

 Structure the environment to 
make regulation manageable – 
providing a buffer against 
environmental variables and 
creating consistent, predictable 
routines and expectations. 

 Teach and coach self-regulation 
skills through modeling, 
instruction, opportunities for 
practice, prompts to use skills, 
and reinforcement of each step 
along the way. 

Rosenbalm & Murray, 2017



What is Interoceptive 
Awareness? 

 Interoception is the 
sensory system which 
allows us to experience 
internal physiological 
sensations

 Interoceptive 
Awareness is the 
degree to which we 
are able to notice and 
connect our body 
signals 

(Barker, Brewer & Murphy, 2021; Mahler, 2019)



(Barker, Brewer & Murphy, 2021)



 Alexithymia inability or 
reduced ability to 
notice and describe 
emotions

 Affective emotions 
involve mood and 
reactions to the world 
around us

 Homeostatic emotions 
drive us to fill our basic 
body needs

(Mahler, 2019)



A different approach: 
Interoception 

Created 
by Kelly 
Mahler 
OTD, 
OTR/L

(Mahler, 2019)



Case Example 1

(Mahler, 2019)



Case Example 2

(Mahler, 2019)



Case Example 2

Anxious

(Mahler, 2019)



Case Example 2

Angry

(Mahler, 2019)



Case Example 2

(Mahler, 2019)

Angry – because the 
classroom was loud and 
he could not hear the 
video

Raised hand and 
asked teacher to turn 
up the video

Anxious – because he 
was worried the printer 
was broken

Went into quiet break 
space and listened to 
preferred music



Case Example 3 

(Mahler, 2019)



Case Example 3 

(Mahler, 2019)



A different approach: 
Energy Regulation

Created 
by Autism 
Level UP!

(Laurent & Fede, 2020)



Case Example 1

(Laurent & Fede, 2020)



Case Example 2

(Laurent & Fede, 2020)



Case Example 2

(Laurent & 
Fede, 2020)





Case Example 3

(Laurent & Fede, 2020)



Case Example 3

(Laurent & Fede, 2020)



A note about coping 
strategies 



References
 Barker M, Brewer R and Murphy J (2021) What is Interoception and Why is it Important?. Front. Young Minds. 

9:558246. doi: 10.3389/frym.2021.558246
 Barrett, L. F., Quigley, K. S., Bliss-Moreau, E., & Aronson, K. R. (2004). Interoceptive Sensitivity and Self-Reports of 

Emotional Experience. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 87(5), 684–
697. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.87.5.684

 Boraston, Z., & Blakemore, S. (2007). The application of eye‐tracking technology in the study of autism. The Journal 
of Physiology, 581(3), 893–898. https://doi.org/10.1113/jphysiol.2007.133587 

 Bosler, C. D., & Hubbs-Tait, L. (2017, March 1). Teaching children about emotions - Oklahoma State University. 
Teaching Children about Emotions | Oklahoma State University. https://extension.okstate.edu/fact-sheets/teaching-
children-about-emotions.html 

 Cameron O. (2001). Interoception: the inside story - a model for psychosomatic processes. Psychosom. Med. 63 697–
710. 10.1097/00006842-200109000-00001

 Chaves, J., & Taylor, A. (2021). Creating sensory smart classrooms: A practical guide for educators. Routledge. 
 Craig A. D. (2002). How do you feel? Interoception: the sense of the physiological condition of the body. Nat. Rev. 

Neurosci. 3 655–666. 10.1038/nrn894
 Fiene, L., & Brownlow, C. (2015). Investigating interoception and body awareness in adults with and without autism 

spectrum disorder. Autism Research, 8(6), 709–716. https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.1486
 Forward With Fun, Ashley. (2022, October 31). Feelings faces activity: Social emotional learning . Forward With Fun 

- Hands-On Learning. https://forwardwithfun.com/social-emotional-learning-with-feelings-faces/ 
  Kliemann, D., Dziobek, I., Hatri, A., Steimke, R., & Heekeren, H. R. (2010). Atypical reflexive gaze patterns on 

emotional faces in autism spectrum disorders. The Journal of Neuroscience, 30(37), 12281–12287. 
https://doi.org/10.1523/jneurosci.0688-10.2010 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.87.5.684
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.87.5.684
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0022-3514.87.5.684
https://doi.org/10.1002/aur.1486


References

Laurent, Amy C. & Fede, Jacquelyn. (2020). Autism level up!. Autism Level UP! https://www.autismlevelup.com/ 
Mahler, K. (2019). The interoception curriculum: A step-by-step framework for developing mindful self-regulation. 

Kelly Mahler. 
Palser, E. R., Fotopoulou, A., Pellicano, E., & Kilner, J. M. (2018). The link between interoceptive processing and anxiety 

in children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder: Extending adult findings into a developmental sample. Biological 
Psychology, 136, 13–21. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsycho.2018.05.003 

Proctor, M. (2020). Nurture the love of learning with a strengths-based approach to autism interventions. Learn Play 
Thrive. Retrieved July 5, 2022, from https://learnplaythrive.com/nurture-the-love-of-learning-with-a-strengths-based-
approach-to-autism-
interventions/#:~:text=A%20strengths%2Dbased%20approach%20to%20OT%20with%20autistic%20kids%20allo
ws,to%20teach%20them%20new%20skills.

Rivers, E. (2023, May 10). Teaching self-regulation: Understanding the 4 zones. CUSTOMIZED BEHAVIORAL 
HEALTHCARE. https://customizedbehavioralhealthcare.com/blog/f/teaching-self-regulation-understanding-the-4-
zones 

Rosanbalm, K.D., & Murray, D.W. (2017). Caregiver Co-regulation Across Development: A Practice Brief. OPRE Brief 
#2017-80. Washington, DC: Office of Planning, Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, 
US. Department of Health and Human Services.   

Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (2000) Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social 
development and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68-78.

Shen-Li. (2016, June 12). Self-regulation and the zones of regulation. Nurture for the Future. 
https://nurtureforthefuture.wordpress.com/2016/06/12/self-regulation-and-the-zones-of-regulation/ 

Silani, G., Bird, G., Brindley, R., Singer, T., Frith, C., & Frith, U. (2008). Levels of emotional awareness and autism: An 
fmri study. Social Neuroscience, 3(2), 97–112. https://doi.org/10.1080/17470910701577020 

https://www.autismlevelup.com/

	Out-of-the-box emotional regulation for autistic students in grades k-12��
	About Me
	Disclosures
	Learning Objectives
	Teaching Emotions – Traditional Methods
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	What do these methods �have in common? 
	Research Suggests
	So, what? 
	Strengths-Based �Practice is KEY!
	Important Terms:	
	The EIGHT Sensory �Systems
	“Sensory” is happening �ALL the time!
	Regulation 
	Some Perspective on �Self-Regulation 
	Co-Regulation 
	How to be a good �Co-Regulator
	What is Interoceptive �Awareness? 
	Slide Number 21
	Slide Number 22
	A different approach: �Interoception 
	Case Example 1
	Case Example 2
	Case Example 2
	Case Example 2
	Case Example 2
	Case Example 3 
	Case Example 3 
	A different approach: �Energy Regulation
	Case Example 1
	Case Example 2
	Case Example 2
	Slide Number 35
	Case Example 3
	Case Example 3
	A note about coping �strategies 
	References
	References

