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Interoception and Autism: Body Awareness Challenges for 
Those with ASD                                                  By Maureen Bennie 

 

Most of us know about the seven senses – sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch, vestibular, 
and proprioception. There is also a lesser-known sense, the eighth sense, called interoception. This sense 
helps a person understand what is going on inside of the body like hunger, thirst, feeling hot or cold,      
fatigue, or a full bladder. It also affects the ability to interpret emotions; butterflies in the stomach may not 
be felt as anxiety or nervousness. Not understanding this sense can make      
self-regulation a challenge. It can also be the cause of eating and toileting      
difficulties, something we frequently see in people with autism.  

 

WHAT IS  INTEROCEPTIO N?  

Muscles and joints have receptors that tell you where your body parts 
are. Interoception works much the same way, but the receptors are in your     
organs including your skin. These receptors send messages about the body to the brain, helping to       
regulate vital functions such as hunger, thirst, digestion, or heart rate. 

Understanding these bodily feelings can help with interpretation of what’s going on inside the body. If your 
bladder is full, you need to urinate. If your heart is beating fast, you may need to take a few deep breathes 
to slow it down. 

 
HOW CAN INTEROCEPTION ISSUES MAKE THINGS  DIFFICULT FOR 
THOSE WITH  AU TISM?  

People with ASD may have difficulty making sense of this information. They may not be able to tell when 
they are feeling pain or fatigue. An itch may be felt as pain or pain may feel ticklish. They may not get the 
feeling of having to defecate and hold on to a bowel movement, which can lead to constipation. 

                                                                                                                                       Continued on page 2.  
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INTEROCEPTION AND AUTISM CONTINUED…. 

Interoception also affects the interpretation of emotions. Emotions may not be “felt”. If you can’t tune in to the 
body cues that help interpret emotion, it’s harder to identify the emotion. It’s important to understand this      
aspect, because not feeling emotions affects a person’s behavior. For example, a child may not recognize 
fear because he doesn’t recognize that tense muscles, shallow breathing and a racing heart equals fear. My 
daughter recently told me that when she was in elementary school, she could only feel happiness or just 
“blank”. This lack of interoceptive awareness could explain explosive behavior because it’s not until the   
emotions are so big that an eruption occurs. 

This is a short introductory video on interoception that explains what it’s all about. 
 
INTEROCEPTION CHALLE NGES AND DIFFICULTY WITH  SELF -REGULATION  

Interoceptive challenges will also affect the ability to self-regulate. If you don’t know that you’re hungry, thirsty 
or have a full bladder, you may feel uncomfortable but not know why. Frustration can build when you can’t 
explain what is troubling you. 

When the interoceptive sense is impaired, certain responses may not be regulated. For example, this could 
be the reason why an older child wets the bed. Not feeling “off” can lead to a meltdown. The real source of 
discomfort can’t be pinpointed. It’s important to be aware of this fact in order to discover the source of       
unexplained behavior. For example, when someone tells me a person is chewing on a hard object like wood, 
the first question I ask is about dental care. Could there be a cavity? Tender gums? A piece of food stuck  
between the teeth? 

I can remember my good friend, Judy Endow, telling me about a 9 
year old girl who kept banging her head so much that she required a 
helmet for head protection. She actually had head lice that no one 
had detected. Once that was solved, the head banging stopped. 

My daughter once pulled her hair out all around one ear, completely 
bald. She was later diagnosed with an ear infection. She had never 
complained or cried to me about the pain. 
 
WHAT CAN WE DO TO HE LP INDIVIDUALS WITH 
AUTISM DEVELOP BODY                       
AW ARENESS /  INTEROCEPTION?  

1. The Multidimensional Assessment of Interoceptive Awareness 
(MAIA) is a questionnaire which measures IA with eight different 
scales. This has also been translated into several languages. 
There is a research article on how this MAIA was used in a 3 month study, but not related to ASD. 

2. Kelly Mahler’s book, Interoception – The Eighth Sensory System, is one of the best introductions to     
understanding this sense and how to build body awareness individuals with ASD. She also created a  
curriculum for professionals – The Interoception Curriculum. 

3. Mindfulness and meditation may also be helpful. Our son dedicates time twice a week to meditation to 
help himself relax and re-energize. 

4. Sensory diets can also help – an occupational therapist can create a sensory diet that raises body  
awareness. 

                                                                                                                            Continued on page 3. 
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INTEROCEPTION AND AUTISM CONTINUED…. 

5. A child can learn to pay attention to their body’s signals, recognize patterns in those signals, and then 
identify each with a particular emotion. These connections can be made through using a body check chart. 

6. I also like these body awareness activities used in relation to the body 
check chart from Raising an Extraordinary Person: 

i.  Point to different body parts on your child’s chart and have them  
wiggle that body part on their actual body. This shows you that your 
child understands their chart and how it is connected to their body. 

ii. Play a game of Simon Says using the chart. Use actions like clench 
your fists, breath really hard, touch your heart, etc. Ask them to point 
to the body parts on the chart they used for each action. 

iii. Turn their chart into a self-portrait, getting them to draw all of their body parts on their chart so it’s not just 
an outline. If they can spell, they may label the parts as well, if not pictures are fine. 

iv. Point to a body part on their body check chart and ask them how it feels right now. For example, eyes: 
they could be itchy, sleepy, awake, dry, watery, etc. 

Understanding interoception can be the key to interpreting unexplained behavior or difficulties with bodily 
functions. With more research occurring around this topic, we will certainly understand more about this eighth 
sense and the role it plays in individuals with ASD in the years to come.  

https://autismawarenesscentre.com/interoception-and-autism-body-awareness-challenges-for-those-with-
asd/ 
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SELF REGULATION 

Easy Ways to Help Your Child With Self-Regulation 
By. Ewa Omahen, Ph D 

 

Our ability to self-regulate or exercise control over our emotions and behaviors is a critical skill that evolves 
as we mature and get older. The goal of self-regulation is to gain control over our emotions and behavior in 
order to act in our long-term best interest. It helps us get through everyday life and cope with normal as well 
as unexpected circumstances.  

 

Even for the most resilient of us juggling with daily demands and coping with unexpected events and       
everyday stressors can be a challenge. It is often an extremely difficult ordeal for those on the autism    
spectrum. Neurological make-up along with sensory challenges, struggles with communication, and adaption 
to change, all present additional layers of difficulty in understanding emotional responses and modulating 
behaviors.  

 

Does your child get easily distracted causing him/her difficulties in attending to and completing tasks? Has 
he/she experienced major meltdowns while waiting with you in line at a grocery store? Does your child have 
so much anxiety in novel situations you opt to stay in the security and familiarity of your home, choosing not 
to travel or attend social gatherings? These are just a few examples of the constraints resulting from our  
children’s difficulties with self-regulation. 

The good news is the ability to regulate one’s behavior is comprised of a set of skills that can be taught and 
improve over time for all children, including those with autism, ADHD, or other neurological challenges. 

 
Self-regulation is the ability to manage behaviors and emotions so a person can 
successfully adapt to and meet the demands of any situation. Temple Grandin   
defines it as “the skill of managing feelings so that they don’t reach overwhelming 
levels and interfere with learning and development. Many people on the spectrum 
need support as they struggle to manage their emotions and mitigate their anxiety.” 
 
Any type of therapeutic intervention typically targets self-regulation or the ability to 
help the recipients reach levels of equilibrium in which they can effectively regulate 
their own emotions and behaviors. The ultimate objective is to help the person   
reduce excess activation in the nervous system resulting in an inappropriate fight-
or-flight response. 
 
Executive function is the chief operating system located in a prefrontal region of the brain responsible for the 
cognitive processes required for goal-directed behavior. It evolves in the course of a child’s development. 
Common executive function processes for goal-directed behavior include working memory, task initiation, 
sustained attention, inhibition, flexibility, planning, organization, and problem solving. These are skills that, to 
a lesser or greater extent, can be taught to every individual, including children with autism. 

 

The processes involved in self-regulation fall into three general areas: sensory regulation, emotional        
regulation, and cognitive regulation. 
 
Sensory regulation allows children to maintain an appropriate level of arousal to respond effectively to     
sensory stimuli present across environments. Emotional regulation enables them to respond to social rules 
through initiating, inhibiting, or modulating their behavior to fit within an appropriate range of emotions in any 
situation. Cognitive regulation involves employing the mental processes required for learning and task    
completion to problem solve with sustained attention and persistence. 
                                                                                                                                          Continued on page 5. 

https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/autism-meltdowns/
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SELF REGULATION CONTINUED…. 

It is challenging for many children with autism to understand what they are feeling in order to manage their 
emotional and behavioral responses. Due to their unique neurological wiring, they tend to experience sensory 
overload, which can place them in a perpetual state of “fight-or-flight.” Teaching them specific skills, including 
the ability to identify triggers, how to become more self-aware and recognize the starting stages of sensory or 
emotional overload, to communicate their feelings, and to select effective coping strategies, constitute the 
foundations for developing effective self-regulation. 
 
Even though it can be a long and tedious undertaking, learning these skills is critical to our children’s overall 
success, happiness, and quality of life. 
 
Difficulties with self-regulation manifest themselves in a variety of ways. These may include tantrums, poor 
attention and concentration, problems with transitions and adapting to change, impulsivity, social difficulties, 
under-reactivity or over-reactivity to sound, touch, or movement, and difficulties in understanding and learning 
new tasks. 
 
Self-regulation is a set of skills that can improve over time with appropriate strategies targeting sensory     
processing, communication skills, and self-awareness. One of the most widely utilized and popular             
interventions for students with autism spectrum disorder is The Zones of Regulation curriculum developed by 
Leah Kuypers, MA Ed., OTR/L. She developed the system based on her extensive experience as an         
occupational therapist and autism specialist in the public school system in the United States. 
 
Leah Kuypers learned her students’ problems with emotional and sensory regulation resulted from underlying 
deficits in their ability to cope with their emotions and effectively self-regulate. She realized the interventions 
to mitigate problematic behaviors were often ineffective as they solely targeted the behaviors and not the  
underlying deficits. This resulted in a Band-Aid like approach of penalizing the students for the behaviors 
without giving them the necessary skills to remediate the cause. 
 
Leah Kuypers noted maladaptive behavior often results from the      
inability to cope effectively with a stressor not manageable with one’s 
current capacity. Her Zones of Regulation framework is based on the 
premise that self-regulation requires the integration of many            
neurologically-based skills. These include sensory processing and 
modulation, emotional regulation, executive functioning, language    
processing, pragmatic language, perspective-taking, social cognition, 
and central coherence. Given the complexities of the skill set required 
for self-regulation, utilizing an interdisciplinary approach to identify and 
address the underlying deficits seems optimal. 
 
The Zones of Regulation is a framework that targets underlying deficits 
with the ultimate objective of improving self-regulation and social     
success. The techniques and zones focus on self-control, building emotional resiliency, self-management, 
impulse-control, and sensory regulation. Any child, with or without autism, who has difficulties with              
self-regulation can greatly benefit from the Zones of Regulation curriculum. 
 
The Zones teach children self-awareness in terms of their ability to recognize when they are moving toward a 
less regulated state. It increases their awareness of external factors—situational triggers and internal         
factors—physiological states, levels of arousal, and emotions. It helps them understand how their behaviors 
influence outcomes, including the perceptions of others. The Zones framework uses a systematic cognitive 
behavioral approach to teach self-regulation by utilizing four concrete zones to describe the feelings and 
states of alertness a child is experiencing. 
 
The Red Zone describes extremely heightened states of alertness and intense emotions, including anger, 
rage, intense sadness, and terror. These are the emotions associated with a fight-or-flight response. 
                                                                                                                                           Continued on page 6. 
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SELF REGULATION CONTINUED…. 

The Yellow Zone describes elevated emotions and heightened emotional states but excludes the intense 
emotional experiences of the Red Zone. These emotions can be negative or positive, including anxiety, 
stress, nervousness, excitement, and restlessness. 
 
In the Green Zone, a person feels calm and alert. Common emotional states include happiness, contentment, 
calmness, and readiness to learn. 
 
The Blue Zone describes low states of alertness. Typical emotions experienced in this state include sadness, 
boredom, and exhaustion. A person may feel tired or depressed while in this zone. 
 
The zones are analogous to traffic signs, with the green zone associated with being safe and ready to       
proceed, the yellow zone indicating caution, the red zone representing an emergency that requires an       
immediate response, and the blue zone compared to a rest area someone comes across on long road trip. 
 
Teaching a child to identify and label internal states and emotions in himself/herself and others and to      
communicate it requires explicit methods. The children must learn how various states and emotions look and 
feel. Different tools utilized to teach self-awareness and recognize internal states and feelings include        
labeling emotions in video clips or pictures representing different emotions. Role-playing, social stories, and 
modeling in the moment are additional useful tools. 

It is important for parents and caregivers to model appropriate behaviors and “walk” the children though   
emotions as they experience them, including labeling the emotion, helping to identify its triggers, and         
experimenting with and utilizing effective coping skills. For example, a parent may say the following: “I feel 
upset when I am stuck in traffic. I can take ten deep breaths. It will help me relax,” or “You look tired after 
working on the math assignment. Do you need to take a break?” 
 
Helping children identify triggers for their various emotions can better prepare them for unavoidable daily 
stressors and teach them when to exercise caution. Parents and caregivers can help them explore,           
experiment with, and identify helpful coping strategies and tools to assist in regulating their emotions and  
behaviors. 
 
Different children may require and respond differently to the various coping skills or Zones Tools Menu      
including any of the following: breathing strategies, listening to music, jumping jacks, taking a break in a calm-
ing spot, using a variety of sensory fidgets, identifying the size of the problem, taking a walk, drinking water, 
or different sensory activities. Utilizing visual supports that include a list of potential triggers, a feelings chart, 
and an effective coping tools menu can be very helpful in providing the scaffolds necessary to learn           
self-regulation. 

Additional suggestions to assist your child with gaining a sense of control and developing self-regulation    
include the following: 
 

 Model appropriate behavior and coping skills yourself: label your feelings and explain how you are going 
to handle those feelings. 

 Communicate your expectations clearly and in a calm manner. 

 Show empathy by acknowledging your child’s feelings and letting him/her know everyone feels angry, 
sad, or disappointed at times. 

 Practice calming activities by experimenting and learning what works best for your child, including any of 
the following: proprioceptive activities, vestibular activities, deep pressure, deep muscle work, oral, and 
tactile activities. 

 Prepare a special calming place that offers comfort and may include cushions, blankets, stuffed animals, 
a rocking chair, a yoga ball, or sensory items. Teach your child to use that place whenever he/she is   
feeling upset, overwhelmed, or just needs to take a break. 

                                                                                                                                        Continued on page 7. 
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SELF REGULATION CONTINUED…. 

 Help the child to express his/her feelings using words or visuals. 

 Provide a visual schedule for the day. 

 Prepare your child for transitions by providing verbal/visual reminders and utilizing visual timers: “You 
have five minutes left to play on the computer.” 

 Utilize First–Then schedules: “First put your toys away, then you can watch the movie.” 

 Prepare your child for unexpected changes in routine in advance whenever possible. 
 
The ultimate goal of self-regulation is to help our children feel in control. Self-regulation may look different for 
every child, but every child with or without the neurological challenges associated with autism can benefit  
immensely from learning the skills required for emotional and behavioral self-regulation.  
 
The ability to regulate one’s emotions and behavior is key to building and maintaining healthy interpersonal 
relationships, learning, attaining greater personal independence, self-determination, and an overall state of 
well-being. Teaching our children the art of self-regulation is one of the most valuable steps in preparing them 
for their future and in ensuring a better quality of life and overall happiness. 
 
Additional Resources: 

 The Zones Of Regulation: A Concept to Foster Self-Regulation & Emotional Control created by Leah 
Kuypers, MA Ed., OTR/L — zonesofregulation.com/index.html 

 Understanding the Zones of Regulation and How to Use Each — https://maxbrainfunction.com/zones-of-
regulation/ 

 Self-Regulation – Kid Sense Child Development — https://childdevelopment.com.au/areas-of-concern/
sensory-processing/self-regulation/ 

 How to Improve Emotional Self-Regulation Among Children with Autism and Attention Disorders —
 https://onlinepsych.pepperdine.edu/blog/emotional-self-regulation-children-autism/ 

 7 Facts About Autism and Emotional Regulation — https://firstpathautism.com/7-facts-autism-emotional-
regulation/ 

 
https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/easy-ways-with-self-regulation/ 
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SENSORY REGULATION 

Sensory regulation strategies – what are they and how 
can they help your child? 
 
Let’s explore sensory regulation 
Sensory regulation, self-regulation and emotional regulation are terms often used by therapists.  They relate 
to the child’s ability to increase and decrease their alertness, or arousal, to match the situation or       
environment.  This is an important skill for children to learn.  In this post we will 

 Explore what the terms sensory regulation and self regulation 

 Explain what arousal is 

 Discuss strategies you can use to help children who find it more difficult to regulate 

 
W HAT I S  REGUL ATIO N?  

Before going any further we need to define a few terms.  It is important to define these terms as they helps 
to explain regulation. 
 
Arousal 

Arousal is the level of alertness in the body.  It ranges from low, or asleep, too high, or highly 
stressed.      Different activities and environments require different levels of arousal.  And different              
environments and activities can change our arousal.  Kim explores arousal in further depth in this post. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                           Continued on page 9. 
 

https://www.griffinot.com/arousal-attention-sensory-processing-adhd-autism/
https://www.griffinot.com/arousal-attention-sensory-processing-adhd-autism/


The LBL ESD Autism Agenda Newsletter is a compilation of national and regional resources designed to support families and sch ool 
teams. Every effort is made to provide accurate and complete information in the LBL ESD Autism Agenda Newsletter;  however, L BL 
ESD cannot guarantee that there will be no errors.  For example, some of the content within curated resources from across the nation 
may not apply to Oregon. LBL ESD does not assume any legal liability for any direct, indirect or any other loss or damage of any kind 
for the accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, product, or process disclosed herein, and do not represent that use of 
such information, product, or process would not infringe on privately owned rights.  

 9 

 

 

SENSORY REGULATION CONTINUED... 

 
Optimal arousal 

Optimal arousal is the level of arousal which matches the environment and activity.  Sometimes it’s 
called ‘Just Right.’  At night time, optimal arousal is low enough to facilitate sleep.  At school, optimal arousal 
is when a student can focus and attended.  In the playground or at a party, it’s normal for optimal arousal to 
be a bit higher as there’s more movement and usually excitement. 
 
Regulation 

Regulation is the ability to change arousal to match the environment and the activity.  Essentially it’s the 
ability to adjust to an optimal level of arousal.  Throughout the day the brain and body are constantly doing 
things to increase and decrease arousal levels in an effort to regulate.  Sometimes it’s called self-soothing. 
 
Some children (and adults) have more difficulty regulating themselves than others.  This could include 
difficulty with sensory regulation and/or emotional regulation.  Difficulty with regulation is often reported in  
autism, ADHD and attachment disorders. 
 
Dysregulated 

Dysregulated is the opposite of regulated.  So, it is when an individual is not in an optimal state.  What is 
important to remember is that this doesn’t always mean that their arousal is too high. Often we think of 
dysregulation as angry or out of control behaviour.  It’s important to remember an individual may freeze or 
dissociate.  These responses are also indicators of dysregulation. 
 
HOW DO ES REGUL ATIO N DEVELO P?  

The ability to regulate starts to develop when we are a baby.  Long before we can self-regulate we need 
help from our caregivers.  When babies start to show distress, their caregivers swaddle, carry, rock and feed 
them.  Caregivers should provide what is required to help the baby to organize their arousal.  As these 
needs are met the infant learns patterns and rhythms.  They learn that when they hear mum or dad’s        
footsteps, help is on the way. 
 
Regulation develops over time and with experience.  Each time a child experiences dysregulation and is 
able to regulate they learn what helps them.  However, this process starts with co-regulation. 
 
Co-regulation 

Co-regulation is when someone else helps another individual to regulate.  We usually think of adults 
helping children.  However, adults help adults all the time.  Think about when a friend or family member was 
upset and you gave them a hug.  Or, a time when they were angry and you listened.  One unique feature of 
mammals is that we frequently co-regulate.  You will see a mother cat regulate its kitten through licking 
but you would never observe a snake or crocodile doing this with their off spring. 
 
Toddlers need huge amounts of support from their caregivers to regulate and self-soothe.  Whilst they are 
starting to be more a bit independent, the regulation centres of their brain are still developing. Sarah 
Ockwell Smith suggests that it isn’t until after a child’s fifth birthday that their brain is developmentally    
mature enough for them to start to self-soothe or self-regulate.  Parents of teenagers would also argue 
that hormones severely disrupt this skill. 
 
Regulation with the help of caregivers is what teaches children to self-regulate as they get older.  They learn 
what they experience.  Co-regulation helps them to develop the brain networks and strategies they need to 
self-regulate. 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              Continued on page 10. 
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SENSORY REGULATION CONTINUED... 

Self-regulation 

Self-regulation is the ability to stay regulated without the help of others.  It is the ability to use your 
own strategies to either calm down or energise.  Some individuals need more help to learn how to            
self-regulate than others.  Often individuals with ADHD and ASD need more support to learn to                   
self-regulate.  Sensory regulation strategies can help with self-regulation.  As can cognitive               
strategies.  We will explore these further below. 
 
Emotional regulation 

Emotional regulation refers to the ability to regulate our emotions.  Toddlers and teenagers find this       
difficult.  For toddlers this is because they haven’t yet established the language and brain connections to   
enable them to regulate their emotions.  Teenagers find this more difficult as their hormones and brain      
connections and changing.  They need time to get used to these changes. 
 
Neurologically the front part of our cortex (our frontal lobe) is responsible for emotional                     
regulation.  The connections to this part of the brain continue to develop into adulthood.  The ability to      
regulate emotions improves as these connections strengthen.  Again, some individuals, including those with 
autism, need more support to develop these connections. 
 
W HAT ABO UT SENSO RY R EG UL ATI ON STR ATEGI ES ?  

Sensory regulation strategies are strategies which use the senses to help with regulation.  These are  
often used to support individuals with autism and those who experience sensory processing differences.  But 
in reality, they can be helpful for everyone. 
 
The goal when using sensory regulation strategies is to help the individual to regulate.  They are often  
using the sensory strategy alongside them, so to support co-regulation, initially.  The longer term goal would 
be that they could self-regulate using the strategy.  Programmes like the Zones of Regulation can be helpful 
to teach emotional regulation and how to use sensory regulation strategies. 
 
Sometimes the individual may need to increase their arousal level.  This would mean using a sensory    
regulation strategy that would make them more alert. 
 
Alternatively, sometimes they may need to decrease their arousal level.  So, they will need a sensory     
regulation strategy to helm them to calm down. 
 
W HAT ARE SOM E EX AM PL ES O F SENSO RY REGUL ATI O N STR ATEGI ES?  

I will break this section into two parts.  Firstly, I will give strategies that can help to increase                     
arousal.         Secondly, I will look at ideas to help to calm down.  If you want to read more about sensory 
strategies you could also read this article. 
 

Sensory regulation strategies to help to increase arousal (or alert): 

 Our sensory diet/brain break movement video playlist is a great place to start! 

 Movement!  Go Noodle have some great songs to follow along with if you’re stuck inside.  Playgrounds, 

cycling, scooters and running are good options for being outside. 

 You can also create fun indoor obstacle courses.  This video gives a great example. 

 Crunchy food like carrots and pop corn. 

 Cold food like frozen fruit or ice cubes or cold water. 
 
Continued on page 11.  
 

https://www.griffinot.com/sensory-strategies-sensory-diets-sensory-processing-sensory-integration/
https://www.griffinot.com/sensory-strategies-sensory-diets-sensory-processing-sensory-integration/
http://www.zonesofregulation.com/index.html
file:///C:/Users/michelle.neilson/Documents/Custom Office Templates
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qMrzmGrudlE&list=PLRNxO7qxEvMQulqxtRlH42XiRhPMqW5GG
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC2YBT7HYqCbbvzu3kKZ3wnw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BTpkS5Ot87M&
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Sensory regulation strategies to help to decrease arousal (or calm): 

 We have some great slow movement and breathing activities here in this playlist 

 Heavy work is a helpful strategy for calming.  We explore this further our blog The Mystery of Heavy 

Work. 

 Yoga can be a great option.  Cosmic Yoga has some great videos to follow.  Each video includes a story 

which can help children to stay engaged. 

 A small den type space which cuts out sensory inputs can sometimes help.  This might be a space behind the sofa, it 

could be a pop up tent, some children like the airing cupboard.  The space is different for every child and every 

house. At school it will need to be a quiet space, free from distractions.  

 Preferred music can sometimes help with calming.  For some this might be a favourite song.  For  

others it might be white noise. 

 Visual displays can help some individuals with regulation.  Media player has ‘skins’ you can put on 

that play with music.  Lava lamps and liquid timers can sometimes be a hit.  There’s many apps  

available these days too.  For example, Pocket Pond, or Laser Lights. 

 Chewy foods like dried fruit or even chewing gum. 

 Breathing exercises can really help to calm and organise the brains. The Smiling Minds app is free 

and also has good content for children.  The charity scope has also published a product 

called Mindful Monsters, which includes breathing and relaxation activities designed for                 

children.  This monkey video gives a nice breathing sequence for children to follow.  Koala goes 

through 2 minutes of breathing here. 

 Linear (forward and backward) swinging can also help some individuals 

 
W HICH SENSORY REG UL ATIO N STRATEG Y I S  BEST?  

There is no ‘one size fits all’ when it comes to sensory regulation strategies.  Every individual is             
different.  Everyone has access to different resources.  This means that the sensory strategies will be unique 
to that individual. 
 
You will need to explore what works for them.  You may not always get it right first time.  But, try things and 
monitor the effect they have.  Some sensory regulation strategies will increase arousal.  Others will lower 
it.  It’s important to find the right mix for each individual.  If you want a deeper understanding of how to 
monitor sensory strategies we would recommend Level 2 and 3 of our online sensory training. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                                                      Continued on page 12. 
 

SENSORY REGULATION CONTINUED... 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=70emsjBw71w&list=PLRNxO7qxEvMSz9z3yFNLe1eiBHYqwwyka
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https://www.smilingmind.com.au/
file:///C:/Users/michelle.neilson/Documents/Custom Office Templates
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cyvuaL_2avY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W16Nb1V-hvo
file:///C:/Users/michelle.neilson/Documents/Custom Office Templates
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DOES I T ALW AYS H AVE TO BE A SENSO RY REGUL ATI O N STR ATEG Y?  

Absolutely not!  As occupational therapists we do focus on sensory a lot.  However, there are so many 
things other that can help with regulation.  It doesn’t always have to be a sensory regulation strategy. 
 
For some it might be that talking helps them to calm down.  Sometimes crying or laughing really 
helps.  It might be having a drink or eating some food.  Breathing can be really helpful.  Sometimes 
just walking away, or moving to a different space or being with a different adult can help. 
 
In addition, there are many cognitive strategies that can be used.  By ‘cognitive strategy’ we mean 
something that relies more on thinking rather than moving or the senses.  Examples include: 
 

 Reading 

 Puzzles 

 Colouring – Yes, those mindful colouring books can help 

(some people!) 

 Matching games 

 Counting to 10 or 20 or 100…. 

 Counting all of the circles you can see in the room 

 Thinking about how many famous animals you can name (e.g. How many famous Ducks can you 

think of? Sounds silly but I bet it puts a smile on your face and distracts you from what you were    

otherwise thinking about. Daffy, Donald, Scrooge….) 
 

Anxiety 

For children who are more worried or anxious and trying to self regulate due to this, it could also be helpful 
to use strategies suggested for anxiety. We do not have any specific information on anxiety on our 
site but recommend the Young Minds website. They have an article on supporting children with anxiety here. 
These strategies would be more applicable to children ages four and up. 
 
I N  CO NCLUSIO N  

Sensory strategies can be a useful additional to your toolbox when supporting individuals with regula-
tion.  You just need to remember that there is no one size fits all.  If you need more support to know what 
strategies are the most suitable for your child, an occupational therapist can provide further advice. 
 
http://www.griffinot.com/sensory-regulation-strategies-what-are-they-and-how-can-they-help-your-child/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SENSORY REGULATION CONTINUED... 
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Self Regulation Of Emotions 

In Autism: 5 Ways To Help! 

 
What Is Emotional Self Regulation?  
Self regulation consists of a set of skills and/or 
techniques that can help us stay in control of our 
emotions and behaviors. According to McClelland & 
Tominey (2014), self regulation includes “conscious 
control of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors ”.  When 
we see children “bouncing off the walls” or having a meltdown/tantrum, their bodies are    
showing signs of being dysregulated.   It could be due to being overtired, overstimulated,    
frustrated, stressed, or a variety of other factors.   When children are very young, their ability to 
self regulate is limited.   They begin to learn how to   self regulate emotions through first         
co-regulating with adults in their environment.   One aspect of co-regulation is modeling and 
prompting skills that will help a child gain control when they are becoming dysregulated.   This 
could be something as simple as modeling deep breaths (not telling the child to take deep 
breaths).  These strategies need to be taught when the child ’s body and mind are in a calm 
regulated state.   For example, have activities to practice deep breaths when calm so that it is 
“easier” to access that skill during dysregulation.    
 
How To Teach Young Children With Autism To Self Regulate Emotions  
#1 The adults in the child ’s environment need to stay calm.   If we, as adults, are not able to 
self regulate and model that, we aren ’t going to be able to teach the child to do so.   Staying 
calm as an adult is also important during the co -regulation phase.   You always hear that     
children can feel someone ’s “vibe”.  This is so true when it comes to co-regulation and self  
regulation of emotions!   A child can tell when we are stressed, upset, and frustrated.   So, the 
best thing we can do, is check in with ourselves first, to make sure we are modeling deep 
breathing and other self regulatory strategies. An escalated adult cannot calm an escalated 
child down. 

 
#2  As an adult, you should be modeling, 
prompting, and reinforcing the self       
regulatory strategies.   This was touched 
on in tip #1.  In practice, it may look 
like:  modeling deep breaths next to the 
child, without asking or requiring them to 
participate.  Their breathing may       
eventually sync up with yours if you keep 
doing it.  This is an example of              
co-regulation.   Cuddles and hugs when 
children are sad, upset, or overwhelmed 
are also forms of co-
regulation.             Remember, that      
preschool children will need different    
levels of co-regulation as they move     
toward their own self regulation of      
emotions.   

 

Continued on page 14.  

SELF– REGULATION OF EMOTIONS 
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#3  Directly teaching emotions can be especially   
helpful.   Identifying emotions can be a diff icult skill for 
children with autism.   Start teaching basic emotions by 
using flashcards with line drawings or clipart pictures 
of emotions.  Teach your child or student how to      
receptively identify, expressively label, and sort the 
basic emotions.   Sometimes it is best to start 
with:   happy, sad, and mad.   Then, you can move on to 
making faces in the mirror together depicting those 
emotions.   Some other fun activities include drawing 
faces with the emotions on paper or on a small white 
board, as well as making the faces using 
playdough.  Once your student or child understands 
basic emotions, be sure to start pointing them out in real situations.   For example, if a child is 
crying at the grocery store, you might say “they feel sad”.  Understanding emotions can be a 
helpful piece in learning how to self regulate emotions.   

 

#4  Simplify language during times of                     
dysregulation.    When a child ’s body and mind are 
stressed and dysregulated, it is harder for them to       
access their “thinking” skills.  It is very important to 
simplify the language we use when talking to     
children when they are experiencing             
dysregulation.  Reduce the number of directions 
given and be sure to speak in a calmer, quieter 
tone.  This helps with the co-regulation aspect we 
talked about in previous tips.    
 
#5  Use visual supports.   Visual supports are one of 
the best strategies that you can use to help       
children move from co-regulation to self regulation 

of emotions.  An example of this may be using a visual support to teach and encourage deep 
breathing. You practice this deep breathing together during a calm, regulated state, so that 
they will be able to access that skill more automatically during a period of dysregulation.   For 
example, “smell the flower….blow out the candle” (see below). The same goes for teaching a 
calming sequence. Practice a calming sequence several times each day, while in a regulated 
calm state. Then, it will be easier for the child to access that skill when they are becoming 
dysregulated.  
 
If you are interested in how to teach children with autism to self regu-

late emotions, check out additional resources on this articles 

webpage: https://autismlittlelearners.com/self-regulation-of-emotions/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are also additional resources listed in our December/January Issue of the Autism Agenda.  

One noted website is: https://onlinegrad.pepperdine.edu/blog/emotional-self-regulation-children-autism/ 

SELF– REGULATION OF EMOTIONS CONTINUED... 
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Listening to My Body: A Guide to Helping Kids            

Understand the Connection Between Their Sensations and Feelings 
so that They Can Get Better at Figuring Out What They Need  

by Gabi Garcia 

Listening to my Body is an engaging and interactive book that guides      
children through the practice of naming their feelings and the physical        
sensations that accompany them. Learning to tune into their bodies and do 
this, is a foundation for self-regulation. From wiggly and squirmy to rested 
and still, this book helps children develop a sensations vocabulary so that 
they can express what they are experiencing. It includes kid-friendly activities     
woven throughout the book to reinforce the teachings. Listening to My Body 
is a wonderful social-emotional tool for parents, counselors and teachers 
(Available in Spanish as Escuchando a Mi Cuerpo.) 

 

 

My Body Sends A Signal: Helping Kids Recognize 

Emotions and Express Feelings  

by Natalia Maguire 

This book uses clear words, familiar situations, exciting pictures and a 
lot of hands-on activities to teach kids about emotions and feelings. 
Kids, parents and educators will appreciate the beautiful illustrations, 
calming-down activities, emotions cards, feelings cards, coloring pages 
and related short stories that teach empathy. Instructions to adults are 
included. 

 

 

Interoception: The Eighth Sensory System 

 by Kelly Mahler 

Interoception enables us to experience essential feelings such as hunger, fullness, 
thirst, itch, pain, body temperature, nausea, need for the bathroom, tickle, physical 
exertion and sexual arousal. Additionally, interoception allows us to feel our       
emotions.  

Interoception: The Eighth Sensory System provides a detailed connection between 
interoception and common experiences of individuals with autism and similar      
conditions. “Mahler provides research and practical strategies that can be easily  
implemented across the lifespan to help individuals manage their bodies, emotions 
and self-regulation” (Brenda Myles, PhD). 

BOOK SUGGESTIONS 
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