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Perceptions regarding emotional awareness and regulation 
amongst pupils within the Autism Spectrum 
 
 
Clara Smith and Duncan Mercieca 
University of Dundee 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Impairments of emotional awareness and regulation are recognised features of 
autism spectrum conditions and are known to impact school experiences and 
outcomes. However, most research in this field takes place within clinical settings, 
and there is a scarcity of literature describing how these difficulties are addressed 
within schools, particularly in Scotland. This research describes the perceptions of 
18 additional support needs teachers within Scotland regarding the emotional 
awareness and regulation of pupils with autism spectrum conditions. This includes 
how emotional concepts are taught, and what barriers exist in the development of 
emotional competence. The research took the form of an open-ended online 
questionnaire which was distributed through social media platforms. The results 
demonstrate a recognition of the importance of a collaborative approach across 
school and beyond to support pupils to develop emotional competence, as well as 
highlighting potential problems with the ways in which emotions are labelled and 
concepts are taught. 
 
KEYWORDS: emotion awareness and regulation, autism spectrum condition, 
Scotland, teachers 
 
 
 
 

The topic of emotion has been a focus of studies into autism spectrum 
conditions for many years, although it has predominantly been with reference to 
the recognition of emotions in others (Mazefsky et al., 2012). More recently, 
however, there has been a developing interest in emotional regulation and 
emotional distress (Mazefsky, 2015), with a recognition that emotional 
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dysregulation is common amongst those diagnosed with autism spectrum 
conditions (Mazefsky et al., 2012; Connor et al., 2019). Within education it has 
been noted that difficulties with emotional regulation and social interaction, 
alongside inattention, can have a detrimental effect on their school experience, 
ultimately leading to poorer school outcomes (Scottish Government, 2010). As 
such emotional regulation can become a focus for intervention and support, 
particularly amongst those with autism spectrum conditions. 

This paper builds on research that aimed to explore the perceptions and 
experiences of teachers working in special education in Scotland regarding 
emotional understanding and emotional regulation amongst pupils diagnosed with 
autism spectrum conditions. The research questions are: 

 
1. What are the perceptions of teachers working in special education of emotional 

awareness and emotional regulation among primary school aged pupils with 
autism spectrum conditions? 

2. What strategies and programmes are used to support pupils with autism spectrum 
conditions? 
 

SITUATING THE STUDY IN LITERATURE 
Research in the area of emotional awareness and regulation is limited in 

Scotland, and so this study brings an original contribution to this area of research. 
Also, and this needs to be highlighted, most research in this area internationally 
takes place within clinical settings, and there is a scarcity of literature describing 
how these difficulties are addressed within schools and educational settings. 
Understanding teachers’ perceptions on this topic gives a unique perspective to 
this field of study. While this study is situated in Scotland, it contributes to 
international literature on emotional awareness and regulation of pupils with autism 
spectrum conditions in educational settings. 

While there is ‘no universal definition’ (Soler, 2012: 5) of emotional 
understanding (alternatively referred to as emotional intelligence, competence or 
literacy) there is a general agreement that it comprises the recognition of emotional 
states in self and in others, the ability to express one’s own emotions appropriately, 
and to respond appropriately to the emotions of others. Furthermore, the symbiotic 
nature of these different aspects of emotional competence is such that recognising 
emotional states in others helps to inform the development of one’s own emotional 
expression, which in turn is validated when others recognise typical emotional 
expression in us. This course of emotional evolution, particularly the development 
of emotion regulation, typically coincides with the development of socio-
communicative skills (Soler, 2012). This further strengthens understanding of 
emotional concepts as children begin to request the support of caregivers and later 
employ strategies of self-talk and inner language to make sense of and express 
emotions.  

However, the nature of autism spectrum conditions may interrupt the typical 
process of emotional development, whereby a ‘profound lack of affective 
(emotional) contact’ (Wing, 1996: 19) from an early age including atypical eye 
contact, reduced social smiling, reduced social interest, imitation and orienting to 
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name (Baranek, 1999; Maestro et al, 2002; Osterling et al, 2002; Werner and 
Dawson, 2005; McMahon Nichols et al., 2014) may impact a child’s ability to 
recognise emotions in others, but also the degree of feedback that is received from 
others to support a child to recognise and understand their own emotional state 
(Rieffe et al, 2007). Additional factors including communication impairment, which 
itself is a criterion for diagnosis and has been linked with emotional dysregulation 
(Boonen at al, 2014; Chiang, 2008), and poor central coherence (the ability to piece 
together information from previous events to make sense of present experiences, 
specifically to apply emotional understanding flexibly in multiple contexts) (Williams 
& Happe, 2010; Wing, 1996; Frith, 1989) may also negatively impact the 
development of emotional concepts amongst those with autism spectrum 
conditions. Research confirms that difficulties with emotional recognition in others 
(Uljaveric & Hamilton, 2013) and in self (Rieffe et al, 2007), and the use of 
maladaptive emotional responses (Mazefsky et al, 2012; Samson et al, 2014; 
Thompson et al, 2015) are all common amongst those with autism spectrum 
conditions. 

Within education there is a recognition that difficulties with emotional 
regulation, alongside inattention and social interaction, can have a detrimental 
effect on school experience, ultimately leading to poorer school outcomes (Scottish 
Government, 2010). Within the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence emotional 
understanding and regulation form part of the Health and Wellbeing curriculum, 
thus becoming the responsibility of all, alongside Literacy and Numeracy. 
However, an investigation of the literature reveals that there is considerable 
variation in how emotional concepts are taught and there has been no analysis of 
the types and efficacy of emotional awareness and regulation interventions within 
Scottish schools to support learners with autism spectrum conditions. In 2017, a 
‘Health Scotland Review’ examined the effectiveness of Health and Wellbeing 
interventions in schools to reduce inequalities in educational outcomes and 
featured a section on social and emotional wellbeing across all pupil groups, 
including those with and without autism spectrum conditions (White, 2017). 
Moreover, the majority of research over the last 10 years into interventions to 
support emotional understanding and regulation amongst children with autism 
spectrum conditions features high functioning individuals and takes place within 
clinical settings (Connor et al., 2019; Nowell et al., 2019; Beaumont et al., 2015; 
Mackay et al., 2017; Thomson et al., 2015; Friedrich et al., 2015; Sofronoff et al., 
2017; Habayeb et al., 2017; Pahnke et al., 2014; Wood et al., 2014; Santomauro 
et al., 2016; Shaffer et al., 2018; Parent et al., 2016; Cook et al., 2019; Weiss et 
al., 2018; Reaven et al., 2012; Wood et al., 2015; Scarpa et al., 2011; White et al., 
2012). Findings in a 2008 review into emotional awareness in children with autism 
spectrum conditions led Begeer et al. conclude that focusing research on ‘normally 
intelligent, or high functioning children’ (p. 344) provides an inaccurate 
understanding of the emotional competence of those with autism spectrum 
conditions. Also, carrying out research within laboratory type settings rather than 
in natural environments does not give a true indication of emotional competence 
because ‘emotional competence entails the ability to spontaneously regulate 
natural social interactions by exchanging emotions in accordance with the 
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requirements of the situation’ (p.355). Consequently, understanding of emotional 
competence amongst children with autism spectrum conditions does not 
necessarily reflect the whole range of abilities within this group, nor does it fully 
represent capabilities within real life situations. The experiences and perceptions 
of special needs teachers offer the potential to contribute knowledge and 
experience both in terms of the vast range of needs and abilities across the autism 
spectrum, but also in terms of addressing emotional competence within a real-life 
setting. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

This piece of qualitative research is based on ontological and 
epistemological assumptions of subjectivity. We seek to understand the 
experiences and perceptions of special needs teachers in Scotland (which we 
acknowledge as one interpretation of a multi-dimensional social world), in the belief 
that the experiences of one group (teachers) will shape the experiences of another 
(pupils); thus, we can begin to ‘conceptualise and illuminate the different 
components of the ‘disablement’ process’ (Barnes & Mercer, 2004: 3). 

To guard against the subjective judgement of ourselves as researchers we 
have adopted an open stance, drawing on responses of all participants when 
analysing the data. We have looked for patterns and themes representing concepts 
shared across settings, and where ideas reflect the opinion of one teacher alone, 
it has been made apparent.  Embracing the subjective nature of qualitative 
research by acknowledging the position of the researcher and the subjects of the 
research, in this case the teachers, can provide us with rich data which contributes 
to our broader understanding of social constructs.  

The research was conducted using an online questionnaire made up of 8 
open-ended in-depth questions designed to gather the perceptions and 
experiences of additional support needs teachers in Scotland regarding firstly, the 
emotional awareness and regulation of pupils with autism spectrum conditions, 
secondly, the methods and programmes used to teach these pupils about 
emotions and, thirdly, the barriers faced by both pupils and teachers in this area of 
education. Prompts were included as a guide to the type of information being 
sought, while leaving opportunities for participants to include their own ideas. Due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic it was decided that a questionnaire would be more 
appropriate than face to face interviews, and it was hoped that a higher response 
rate would result from the flexibility that this offers rather than scheduled virtual 
interviews. Using open-ended questions, we hoped to gain rich insights into the 
lived experiences of teachers. 

Links to the questionnaire were advertised on social media, inviting 
participation from special needs, support for learning and nurture teachers in 
Scottish Primary settings. A total of 20 teachers completed the survey (see Table 
1). Two of those were teachers in mainstream primary classes who had some 
pupils with autism spectrum conditions placed in their classes, and two were 
teachers of children with additional support needs within enhanced provisions 
(specialist settings) in mainstream secondary settings. Some of the special schools 
catered for pupils spanning both primary and secondary stages, as often teachers 
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in these settings work with both age groups. A decision was taken to exclude the 
answers of the two mainstream class teachers as the focus of the research was 
on the experiences of Support for Learning teachers, Nurture Teachers, and 
teachers in special schools. However, the responses of the two teachers within 
specialist provisions in mainstream secondary schools were included because it 
was clear from the responses that teachers working in this field often work across 
both primary and secondary settings. The experiences and perceptions of those 
within special schools, therefore, are likely to include reference to secondary stage 
pupils as well as primary. While initially the responses of those within primary 
settings only were sought, as the research progressed it was difficult to categorise 
experiences and pupils according to age and stage within special needs settings. 
Thus, the responses are from teachers in Special Schools, Support for Learning 
Teachers and Nurture Teachers within both mainstream and specialist provisions. 
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TABLE 1: PARTICIPANTS 
 

 M/F Age Years 
teaching 

Years 
in 

ASN 

Current Setting 

1 F 36-40 16-20 11-15 ASD Outreach Service 
2 F 31-35 6-10 Undisc Social, emotional and behaviour needs 

base in mainstream primary (6 pupils) 
3 M 26-30 1-5 1-5 ASD provision in mainstream primary (5 

pupils) 
4 F 51-55 11-15 6-10 Across 7 primary schools supporting 

pupils with social, emotional and 
behavioural needs. 

5 F 21-25 1-5  Mainstream class teacher, disregarded 
6 F 36-40 1-5 1-5 Special school (6 pupils) ages 3-18 
7 Undisc 41-45 16-20 16-20 Complex ASN ages 10-18 
8 Undisc Undisc Undisc 6-10 Special school ages 3-18 
9 M 56-60 26-30 Undisc Special school 
10 F 51-55 26-30 1-5 Nurture base within mainstream primary 

(6 pupils per group) 
11 F 41-45 11-15 11-15 Special school ages 3–18 
12 F 46-50 6-10 6-10 Special school ages 3–18 
13 F 31-35 6-10 1-5 Special school ages 3–18 
14 F 41-45 21-25 21-25 Primary enhanced provision 
15 F 51-55 26-30 11-15 Enhanced provision within mainstream 

secondary 
16 F 41-45 16-20 1-5 Enhanced provision within mainstream 

secondary 
17 Undisc 46-50 Undisc 16-20 Mainstream primary, but previously in 

ASN teacher in mainstream secondary. 
18 F 31-35 11-15 Undisc Across local authority, including support 

at home where pupils are unable to 
access due to anxiety. 

19 Undisc 56-60 26-30 Undisc ESA class of 6 pupils 
20 F 46-50 11-15  Mainstream class teacher, disregarded 

 
 
Ethical approval was granted from the University of Dundee at the outset 

of the study. No personal or sensitive data has been collected, and it is not possible 
to identify any of the participants from their responses, thus ensuring anonymity. It 
was not possible to withdraw from the study once the questionnaire had been 
submitted due to the anonymity of the participants. 

We are aware that no voices of children with autism spectrum conditions 
have been sought and the focus is on teachers who as shown above mostly work 
in segregated environments. Both authors have experience working as teachers 
with children with autism in specialised learning environments. In this light, we both 
situate ourselves within a social model of disability discourse (Oliver, 1981, 1990), 
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and we bring out this awareness and advocacy within the next section of the paper. 
The Social Model has helped us think of how systems and people construct 
children as disabled.  

 
Limitations of the Study 

This study is limited to only a small number of participants. While it provides 
an indication of opinions and experiences, it would be beneficial to reach a wider 
group of teachers of children with special needs, support for learning teachers and 
nurture teachers to draw any firm conclusions. Furthermore, it is possible that those 
who participated in the study are not representative of the whole population of 
Scottish teachers in special schools, support for learning teachers and nurture 
teachers, but rather they represent a particular demographic of teachers who use 
social media and are members of professional communities on social media where 
the links to the research were posted. In addition, the link was posted on a website, 
among others, which focused on an emotional education programme. It is therefore 
expected that this emphasis on emotions might lead to over-representation in the 
responses, all factors which were considered when reviewing the results of the 
research. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Data were interpreted using content analysis in order to identify themes and 
patterns amongst the responses. These themes were initially identified by the first 
author and then checked by the second author. The different ideas and patterns 
were collated into two themes. The First Theme, divided into three sub-themes, 
focuses on teachers’ perceptions of emotions related to pupils with autism 
spectrum conditions. The Second Theme focuses on the intervention teachers 
engage in with pupils with the autism spectrum conditions to support their 
development in emotions. This theme is divided into two sub-themes. The results 
and discussions are integrated as this helps to bring a richer analysis of the themes 
discussed. 

 
Theme One: Teacher’s perception of emotions related to pupils with autism 
spectrum conditions. 

 
1.1 Recognising and responding to emotions in others 

Respondents agreed that their students had a range of ability when it came 
to recognising and responding to emotions in others. Teacher 1 stated that 
‘emotional recognition in others is the most difficult’ aspect of emotional 
awareness, whilst others acknowledge the significance it plays in the continuing 
development of broader emotional concepts (teacher 4, 11). Pupils ‘need to be 
supported in understanding emotion first before being supported in first co-
regulation and then self-regulation skills’ (teacher 4). This corresponds with the 
theory that the understanding of emotional signals in others contributes to the 
advancement of other emotional concepts including the recognition of one’s own 
emotions (Rieffe et al., 2006), which in turn aids the development of emotional 
regulation skills (Kopp, 1989). It is possible, therefore, that for pupils to progress in 
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broader aspects of emotional awareness and regulation, the teaching of emotional 
recognition in others should be a priority. 

In the most extreme examples given by teachers it was noted that for some 
pupils there is very little awareness of others at all, that they didn’t seem to ‘register 
that other people were in the room never mind notice what emotion was being 
displayed’ (teacher 13), and that some pupils ‘do not seem to be aware of the 
presence of others for the majority of the time’ (teacher 6). Some teachers describe 
pupils as being in their ‘own bubble’ (teachers 6, 12) and demonstrating very little 
concern or interest in others (teacher 12). This resonates with Kanner’s (1943) 
description of a lack of affective contact in early infantile autism, as well as 
numerous subsequent studies which identify reduced social interest as early 
indicators of autism spectrum conditions (see Maestro et al., 2002; Baranek, 1999; 
Osterling et al., 2002; Werner & Dawson, 2005; McMahon Nichols et al., 2014). 
What is striking is that the rhetoric hasn’t changed: we are still describing 
individuals who seem to occupy a different world within the same space, whom we 
cannot seem to reach. 

Some pupils had difficulties recognising and labelling emotions in others 
(teachers 3, 14), and where children were able to do so they were not necessarily 
able to understand or respond appropriately. One teacher felt that some children 
were able to label emotions because they had learnt to ‘read’ emotional expression 
in others (teacher 11). Some other teachers indicated that although pupils could 
recognise emotions in others, they were unable to truly understand, empathise or 
respond appropriately (teachers 2, 6, 10, 12). These responses are consistent with 
current theory regarding emotional recognition and understanding in others 
amongst those with autism spectrum conditions, whereby individuals can often 
identify, or be taught to identify, the emotional state of another, but they are unable 
to truly understand or empathise with another (Frith, 1989; Baron Cohen et al., 
2009). 

Other teachers have suggested that where pupils can recognise emotions 
in others their response may not be appropriate: teacher 14 writes that pupils ‘are 
not all unaware to others’ distress but rather than showing consideration or care, 
they are either fascinated or scared of the emotional outbursts of others’. Teacher 
6 also describes how pupils can be aware of the emotions of others but will respond 
inappropriately by trying to move someone who is crying out of the room, or by 
laughing when someone is angry. In these examples, pupils are demonstrating an 
emotional awareness, which McPhail (2004) describes as the first stage of 
emotional development. However, the subsequent stages of emotional application, 
in which a person can identify an appropriate response to the emotions of another, 
and emotional empathy, in which the response demonstrates an understanding of 
another’s emotions, seem to be lacking.  

Teacher 8 argued that pupils with autism spectrum conditions have less 
‘social awareness of emotional expression’ than other groups but suggests that 
they ‘are aware of others’ emotions and show a response to them. They will react 
appropriately to others’ challenging behaviours; one will demonstrate huge anxiety 
over others’ behaviour choices’. Certainly, anxiety is an ‘appropriate’ response to 
challenging behaviour in another, and perhaps it is the emotional response that 
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many teachers have when a pupil behaves in a challenging way. Similarly, when 
teacher 6 describes a child pushing a classmate out of the room because they are 
crying, we can perhaps understand that the emotional response of finding the noise 
irritating could be described as appropriate and may be one shared by others in 
the room. However, the expression of the emotion is labelled as inappropriate, and 
teacher 8 later writes that pupils can be ‘unsure how to demonstrate their emotions 
in a socially acceptable manner’. Therefore, the response to the emotions of others 
may be completely appropriate and understandable, however, the expression of 
that emotion may not be appropriate in terms of social expectations. 

Extrapolating further, if we view these experiences through an autism lens 
and consider the myriad sensory perceptual differences that may be experienced 
by those with autism spectrum conditions, we can perhaps begin to understand 
those responses in different terms. The notion of what is a socially acceptable 
response to another person’s distress is based on a neurotypical experience; but 
if the sound of someone crying, or the increased activity in the room in response 
to another’s distress, was causing us physical pain, then a neurotypical reaction 
may be to want to remove that person by any means and as quickly as possible. 
In these terms not only does the emotional response become appropriate, but so 
too, one could argue, does the expression of that emotion. 

Teacher 8 also describes pupils demonstrating ‘a degree of unprompted 
empathy towards other pupils and staff’. Without the opportunity to discuss this 
further with the teacher it is impossible to know whether the response 
demonstrates empathy or an appropriate learnt response.  McPhail’s model of 
emotional development (2004) makes an important distinction between emotional 
application (responding appropriately to the emotions of another) and emotional 
empathy (entering into the emotional state of another). However, it could be argued 
that it is never truly possible to enter into the emotional state of another because 
our view of the world and our emotional responses are based on our accumulated 
individual experiences. Regardless, the variety of responses from teachers across 
settings demonstrates that teachers perceive a significant range of ability in 
emotional recognition, understanding and response amongst those with autism 
spectrum conditions. What is also apparent from teacher responses is that pupil 
behaviour and reactions are often measured in terms of social propriety, which is 
problematic if we consider that social propriety is a construction based on 
neurotypical experiences of the world and does not consider the sensory 
perceptual differences experienced by those with autism spectrum conditions. 

 
1.2 Recognising Emotions in Self 

All teachers noted differences in the way pupils with autism spectrum 
conditions understand and demonstrate their own emotions. An interesting 
response was noted by three teachers (3, 6, 9) who describe children who will only 
label themselves as ‘happy’ even when they are demonstrating that they are upset 
or angry. Teacher 6 suggests this is because the child has ‘learned the answer is 
happy’, and another suggests that the pupil perceives it to be the ‘correct’ answer 
(teacher 9). The responses that teachers and support staff give to pupils may play 
a significant part in their developing understanding of emotions. It is incumbent 
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upon us as teachers to try to understand why some pupils perceive ‘happy’ to be 
a correct answer. Is it because of our response? When a child says they are happy 
do we respond with a smile, and when they say they are ‘sad’ do we frown to 
demonstrate empathy?  

Teacher 11 describes a response from a pupil who did not want his 
emotions named at all and would become quite ‘irate’ when staff tried to engage 
him in this way. Similarly, teacher 15 refers to some pupils who ‘will refuse outright 
to engage in any tasks that mean examining emotions of any kind’. As teachers 
we need to question what is leading to this type of response. Without 
understanding the circumstances of individual events, it is difficult to make any 
judgements about possible causes. However, teacher responses across the 
survey suggest that the labelling of emotions is predominantly carried out when a 
child is displaying negative affect. Although this is never explicitly said, from the 16 
teachers’ references made to labelling emotions in the moment, only one teacher 
refers to labelling positive emotions, three other teachers make broad references 
to labelling emotions as a general strategy to support the development of emotional 
concepts, and the remaining twelve teachers refer to the labelling of negative 
emotions tied to incidents of challenging behaviours. This is not entirely surprising 
since expressions of negative emotions resulting in challenging behaviour may 
require a response from the teacher, whilst expressions of positive emotions are 
perhaps less likely to and may often go unnoticed (it should be noted, however, 
that some expressions of positive emotion may also be considered as challenging, 
such as running around when happy or excited, shouting out when happy, 
dependent upon the situation). If it is the case that teachers are more likely to label 
negative emotions in the moment, then it is possible that some pupils may begin 
to associate any reference or work that relates to emotions with their own negative 
feelings and experiences, which in turn could result in an aversion to such 
activities. Furthermore, labelling negative emotions which are tied to challenging 
behaviours suggests that a child may already be in a state of dysregulation, and 
therefore not open to learning experiences. 

The significance of adult response to pupil emotions is also acknowledged 
by several teachers with reference to mislabelling. Teacher 13 describes how a 
child who smiled a lot was always labelled as ‘happy’, yet when staff began to 
observe more keenly, they began to suspect that the pupil was exhibiting what she 
refers to as a ‘fear smile’. She also suggests that some pupils do not change their 
facial expression, making it difficult for staff to identify how they are feeling. 
Teacher 14 similarly asserts that pupils with autism spectrum conditions can 
sometimes ‘laugh, out of place, when anxious or upset’, making it difficult to identify 
how they are feeling and resulting in the mislabelling of emotions by the adult.  The 
significance of the feedback that we receive from others in order to build an 
understanding of our own emotions is well documented, Rieffe et al (2006) identify 
it as one of three factors that contribute to our development of emotion concepts, 
alongside self-monitoring (the ability to recognise body sensations and behaviours 
during an emotional response) and the recognition of emotional signals in others. 
However, equally well documented are difficulties recognising the emotional cues 
of children with autism spectrum conditions due to reduced affective contact from 
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an early age, including reduced social gaze, social smiling and imitating (Werner 
& Dawson, 2005; Osterling et al, 2002; McMahon Nichols et al, 2013); difficulties 
with communication which prevent children signalling a need for support from 
caregivers (Soler, 2012, Prizant et al, 2003) and significantly atypical facial 
expression (Stagg et al, 2013) particularly amongst those with cognitive 
impairment (Begeer et al, 2008). It is possible, therefore, that teachers can mislabel 
pupil emotions, or worse still that they dismiss pupil accounts of how they are 
feeling because their facial expression does not match with their perceived notion 
of what that emotion should look like, in other words staff may project their own 
emotions onto what they see (teacher 13). There is a host of research that has 
been carried out which demonstrates an impairment in emotional recognition 
amongst those with autism spectrum conditions (Uljaveric & Hamilton, 2013), but 
in fact it is possible that there is also a failure amongst ‘neuro typical’ people to 
accurately recognise emotions in those with autism spectrum conditions (Brewer 
et al, 2016). 

In addition to the potential pitfalls associated with labelling emotions, 
teacher 13 suggests that the routine way in which emotions are discussed may 
also lead to pupils giving a scripted response without really understanding. She 
reports that discussing emotions usually happens at the same time every day and 
follows a predictable format. As a result, ‘the child feels more secure and safe and 
‘happy’’, which firstly, may perpetuate the misunderstanding that ‘happy’ is always 
a correct answer, and secondly, may decrease opportunities for the child to identify 
other emotions in themselves. However, throughout the survey several teachers 
refer to the need to create predictable and consistent routines (teachers 9, 12, 14) 
and others acknowledge that pupils with autism spectrum conditions often struggle 
to cope with change (teachers 13, 15, 16, 19). Teachers, then, may be left with a 
very tricky balance to strike between creating a secure environment that suits all 
pupils whilst at the same time challenging misconceptions and driving forward 
learning. 

The significance of teacher response in labelling emotions, both with 
regards to the types of emotions (positive or negative) that we are labelling, the 
accuracy with which we label them due to atypical facial expression and emotional 
signals in pupils with autism spectrum conditions, and the routines which we build 
up around emotional learning, arguably warrant further research to increase our 
understanding. 

The intensity of emotions experienced by some pupils with autism spectrum 
conditions is also commented on by some (teachers 16, 18, 19); and another refers 
to out of proportion ‘meltdowns’ (teacher 2) like the maladaptive emotional 
responses, such as perseveration, that have been identified by a number of 
researchers (Mazefsky et al., 2012; Samson et al., 2014; Thompson et al, 2015). 
How individuals experience emotions and recognise the related physical 
sensations is also commented on by teacher 8, who states that pupils are ‘aware 
of their own emotions as feelings within their bodies but they are unsure how to 
demonstrate them in a socially acceptable manner’. 
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1.3 Barriers to recognising and responding to emotions for pupils with autism 
spectrum conditions. 

When asked about the specific barriers to emotional recognition and 
regulation faced by pupils with autism spectrum conditions teachers identified 
several factors. The most common factors relate to communication, environmental 
factors, and adult response. 

Communication difficulties can vary immensely amongst those diagnosed 
with autism spectrum conditions. This ranges from those who are non-verbal, those 
who have difficulties understanding unspoken language such as gestures, facial 
expression, tone of voice, or those who understand things in a literal sense but do 
not grasp sarcasm or literary devices such as similes or irony. Furthermore, 
difficulties with communication do not necessarily reflect cognitive ability, although 
they are sometimes perceived to, and teacher 13 writes that many of her pupils 
have been ‘non-verbal and it is not fully known what their understanding is of the 
language being used’. The very nature of autism spectrum conditions can mask 
cognitive ability and vice versa (Jordan, 2005); and communication impairments 
can make it very difficult to ascertain an individual’s level of cognition.  

Teachers 8 and 11 suggest that when pupils are unable to communicate 
effectively this can lead to challenging behaviours and emotional dysregulation. 
This correlation is supported by research which has identified links between 
communication difficulties and challenging behaviour (Chiang, 2008; Boonen et al, 
2014) as well as by some autobiographical accounts from people with autism 
spectrum conditions: ‘When my mother wanted me to do something, I often 
screamed. If something bothered me, I screamed. This was the only way I could 
express my displeasure’ (Grandin, 2000). 

Prizant et al (2003) further argue that as well as the implications of 
difficulties with expressive language, problems with receptive language may also 
compromise self-regulatory abilities because ‘problems in comprehending 
gestures and language may cause confusion and/or frustration, resulting in an 
increase in arousal’ (p.305). 

Teachers also recognise that environmental factors can act in a ‘disabling’ 
way for pupils with autism spectrum conditions. Half of teachers noted some form 
of environmental barrier to emotional regulation for pupils with autism spectrum 
conditions. This ranged from recognising sensory triggers within the school and 
classroom which caused stress and discomfort including noise, smells and visual 
stimuli (teachers 4, 9, 10, 11, 12), to a lack of physical space (teacher 1) such as 
break out spaces which allow pupils to escape sensory overload, but also support 
regulation when a child has become dysregulated (teacher 18). The importance of 
a calm environment was also highlighted by teacher 13, and teacher 11 noted that 
the current COVID-19 pandemic which has resulted in far fewer pupils being in 
school at any one time has resulted in pupils ‘coping’ better, with fewer incidents 
of ‘escalated behaviours’. 

Whilst this demonstrates a willingness amongst teachers who took part in 
this survey to view the world through the autism lens, it is not necessarily a 
perspective shared by all school staff. A third significant barrier facing pupils with 
autism spectrum conditions identified within the survey relates to adult 
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understanding and responses. This includes mislabelling emotions (teachers 3, 6, 
7, 14), as well as a lack of understanding of the nature of autism spectrum 
conditions (teachers 1, 4, 7, 14, 15, 18, 19), unrealistic expectations (teacher 18), 
inappropriate responses and misunderstanding ‘within the context of large group 
situations’ (teacher 10), and staff consistency (teachers 4, 6, 11, 13, 15) in terms 
of shared language and approaches. 

The significance of mislabelling emotions has already been highlighted by 
teachers across all settings, but teacher 14 also suggests that as well as 
misunderstanding emotional signals, staff can also sometimes demonstrate a ‘lack 
of empathy’, and teacher 4 similarly describes a ‘massive lack of understanding’ 
amongst staff regarding how children with autism spectrum conditions experience 
their environment, including the ‘huge sensory challenges’ which they face. The 
notion that those with autism spectrum conditions lack theory of mind (the ability to 
understand the mental states of others), then, may be equally true of neurotypical 
individuals: ‘Considering that autistic and non-autistic people do not share 
perceptual experience due to differences in perceptual and cognitive functioning, 
don’t non-autistic people find it difficult to take the perspectives of autistic 
individuals?’ (Bogdashina, 2016: 21). 

Teacher 18 explains that sometimes staff can be ‘given the information and 
they understand the theory but when faced with some of our young people, the 
theory is not put into practice’. Moreover, teacher 1 suggests that a lack of 
understanding can sometimes result in pupils being labelled as ‘naughty’, as 
demonstrated by this response given to teacher 17 when she enquired about a 
pupil with an autism spectrum condition who was in her class: ‘I had then asked 
about this particular pupil if there was anything in place for him and my concerns 
as he was constantly displaying disruptive behaviour, but I knew there was much 
more to it than ‘just wanting attention’ which is what a member of the senior 
management team said to me, ‘he needs to sit down and do what the rest do’’. 

Experiences like this seem to be more prevalent within mainstream 
settings, whereas difficulties in adult understanding and responses identified within 
special needs schools tend to relate to consistency in the way that support is 
delivered in terms of strategies and language (teachers 6, 11, 12, 13), and 
problems relating to staff not knowing the children well enough due to staffing 
changes (teachers 8, 9, 12). 

 
Theme Two: How teachers engage with pupils within the autism spectrum to 
support their development in emotions. 

 
2.1 Teaching Emotional Awareness and Regulation 

Several teachers indicated that they use the programme ‘Emotion Works’ 
to support their pupils. However, there seems to be a large variety of programmes 
and tools used across different settings, and in some instances by individual 
teachers. It is difficult to draw any conclusions from this due to the small number 
of respondents. However, it suggests that there is no shared strategy for teaching 
emotional understanding across Scotland, or even within local authorities. 
Alternatively, one could also conclude that there simply is no ‘one size fits all’ 
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solution to teaching emotional awareness, but that teachers in Scotland are 
engaged in finding relevant resources and strategies to support the needs of 
individual pupils. 

Similarly, the survey results demonstrate a huge variety in the types of 
activities and strategies employed including the use of symbols and photos of 
emotions, mirrors to support recognition of emotions in self, targets and incentives, 
songs, stories, films, social stories, drama and puppets, circle time activities, 5 
point scales, modelling, the use of scripts to embed associated language, 
computer programmes, daily emotion check-ins, text books, reflection and 
restorative practices. 

In accordance with the recognition of the broad range of abilities and needs 
within this group most teachers describe the need for individual strategies, 
differentiation and tailored interventions (teachers 1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 10, 12, 14, 15, 16, 
17, 18, 19). As such there is a clear focus on understanding the individual child 
with several teachers highlighting the importance of becoming ‘attuned’ to each 
pupil and planning accordingly (teacher 15). This is at odds with the majority of 
school-based interventions described in the literature, which do not identify the 
need to tailor interventions to individual needs (Beaumont et al, 2015; Pahnke, 
2014; Mackay et al, 2017) nor do they acknowledge the value of teacher expertise 
and knowledge in developing an understanding of the child (Beaumont et al, 2015; 
Pahnke, 2014; Mackay et al, 2017; Wood et al, 2014). 

Alongside an individualistic approach learning also takes place in group 
activities (teachers 1, 6, 8, 14). Moreover, several teachers describe a whole 
school approach to teaching emotional awareness and emotion regulation 
(teachers 4, 6, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16) and beyond that some refer to the 
significance of the broader ‘ethos’ (teacher 10) or ‘values’ (teacher 15) of the school 
in building emotional understanding amongst pupils. There is an implication here 
that whilst some explicit lessons are taught, of equal importance are the shared 
cultural values of the school and the real-life teaching opportunities that occur 
throughout the day through social interactions across the school. The need for 
consistency between all staff in terms of language and strategies becomes more 
significant in these terms and is identified as an important feature of emotion 
education by several teachers (teachers 2, 4, 6, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15). This often 
is not reflected enough in literature. However, Parent et al. (2016) focusing on a 
school-based intervention, refers to the importance of a collaborative approach 
with both staff and caregivers to ensure effectiveness. 

Mackay et al. (2017) also argue that working alongside parents and school 
may produce more significant results. This was also evidenced in this study, where 
several teachers also refer to the importance of developing shared approaches 
and strategies alongside families, carers and other agencies (teachers 4, 14). 
Teacher 11 writes that ‘emotional awareness is very much based on the individual 
and how they experience the world, how they have experienced the world (home 
and family life) also has a huge impact on their emotional awareness’. Indeed, 
family life represents an individual’s initial experiences of social interactions, and 
parents’ influence on their child’s learning by age 7 is six times greater than that of 
the school (Sacker et al, 2002), which is perhaps not surprising given that only 15% 
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of a child’s time is spent in school (Scottish Government, 2016). The notion of 
considering a child within their broader cultural context is not new, both Vygotsky 
(1978) and Dewey (1916) emphasised the importance of culturally meaningful and 
relevant learning experiences, and more recently Illeris (2009) focuses on the 
transfer of learning between different settings. This seems particularly pertinent 
when the very focus of emotional learning is socially and culturally rooted since 
‘emotional competence entails the ability to spontaneously regulate natural social 
interactions by exchanging emotions in accordance with the requirements of the 
situation’ (Begeer et al, 2008: 355). Emotion awareness and regulation are not 
skills solely to be used within the school setting, they are needed in every aspect 
of, and throughout, life; therefore, the ability to recognise and regulate emotions in 
one setting does not represent true emotional competence. Once more, then, the 
sharing of language and strategies should become a focus for emotion education. 

Aside from the programmes and tools used there were some recurring 
themes in the teachers’ responses relating to how emotion understanding is taught. 
Several teachers described identifying and responding to emotions in the moment 
(teachers 1, 2, 3, 10, 11, 12, 13, 16) to support both emotional awareness and 
regulation. Teacher 16 explains that ‘emotion is such an abstract concept for some 
pupils that labelling it as it occurs and tying it to the appraisal of a specific situation 
… is often the best port of call’. The idea of creating a more concrete understanding 
of emotion is also attempted by some (teachers 7, 8, 11, 14, 18) who refer to the 
need to discuss how an emotion feels physically in order to support recognition 
and regulation. The difficulties associated with labelling emotions have already 
been highlighted, including atypical facial expression, as well as a tendency 
amongst teachers, perhaps, to focus on negative emotions. However, there is also 
evidence that physiological responses to emotion may differ, including a lower 
respiratory sinus arrhythmia (Neuhaus et al, 2013; Guy et al, 2014) and differences 
in brain activation (Richey et al, 2015). Undoubtedly there is still a lot that we don’t 
know about physical responses to emotions, however, we should be cautious when 
tying emotions to physical sensations since we are likely to do so based on our 
own neurotypical experiences, which may not be the same. 

 
2.2 Barriers for staff supporting emotional regulation in pupils with autism spectrum 
conditions 

Whilst most teachers recognised the responses and actions of adults as a 
potential barrier to the development of emotional awareness and emotional 
regulation in pupils with autism spectrum conditions, they also identify barriers 
which make it difficult for staff to effectively teach these skills, these include 
staffing, resources, time, training, and confidence. 

Half of teachers (from all the different settings) identify issues with staff 
confidence as a barrier to supporting emotional awareness and regulation amongst 
pupils with autism spectrum conditions. Issues with confidence can stem from staff 
feeling ‘under skilled’ (teacher 13) or having the confidence to ‘ask/say the right 
thing’ (teacher 11) which may also be linked to skills or experience. However, 
several teachers refer to the confidence needed to deal with violent and 
challenging behaviours (teachers 4, 8, 13) which can result in staff themselves 
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becoming ‘overwhelmed’ (teacher 4) and can come at ‘a huge personal cost’ when 
‘working at these levels constantly’ (teacher 8). Teacher 8 also suggests that staff 
should be aware of their own emotional regulation before they can begin to support 
the emotional regulation of others. However, if staff themselves feel threatened 
and lack the confidence required to deal with violent and challenging behaviours, 
it is possible that they may project their own emotions onto the behaviour of a child 
and mislabel or misunderstand them, as suggested by teacher 13. For example, if 
a child is displaying aggressive behaviour and the adult does not feel confident to 
deal with it, their own fear may lead them to label the emotion as anger, when in 
fact it may also be fear that the child is experiencing. 

Other expectations across the school and curriculum mean that staff do not 
always feel they have the time to support this area of learning. Staff across all types 
of settings refer to the various demands placed on them including curriculum, 
meetings, individual school focuses and planning, amongst others, which mean 
that supporting emotional awareness and regulation doesn’t always receive the 
attention it requires. However, some teachers within mainstream settings, both 
those in enhanced provision classes and those supporting learning across one or 
several schools, seem to express a frustration that the school environment is not 
set up to support pupils with autism spectrum disorders for several reasons. 

Teacher 10 suggests that in broad terms the mainstream classroom does 
not support staff to ‘observe and respond to the variety of ways children can 
communicate and show learning’. Furthermore, she writes that the amount of time 
required, both in terms of being able to offer ‘in the moment responses and different 
strategies’, as well as working with a child over a prolonged period, is simply not 
possible in mainstream settings. Several teachers indicate that other staff 
sometimes perceive the needs of pupils with autism spectrum conditions within 
their classes to be a ‘hinderance’ (teacher 14), and they don’t have the time to 
focus on one pupil when they are under pressure to maintain pace of learning for 
the whole class (teachers 4, 18). Furthermore, teacher 18 suggests that sometimes 
teachers can be fearful of making adjustments for individual pupils in case the ‘rest 
of the class descend into chaos’, or because they are concerned about the 
response they will get from management, colleagues or parents. 

Therefore, although respondents demonstrate an awareness and 
understanding of the different ways in which children with autism spectrum 
conditions experience the school environment, they often feel unable to make the 
necessary adjustments, particularly within mainstream settings. Furthermore, a 
lack of understanding amongst other staff, including class teachers and 
management, can exacerbate the situation. Perhaps this is not entirely surprising 
since special needs and support for learning teachers focus on supporting pupils, 
usually in small groups or individually, to access learning according to their 
personal abilities and needs. In contrast, class teachers are likely to have a class 
in excess of twenty pupils, for whom they have the responsibility of providing 
challenging and relevant learning over a broad curriculum. Teacher 8 writes ‘my 
biggest wish is that I could get teachers to understand that by getting it right for this 
one child gives them a greater chance of getting it right for everyone, due to less 
disrupted teacher time, etc’. 
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A lack of understanding across the whole school staff, as well as staff 
confidence (which itself is linked to understanding and skills), and environmental 
factors including resources, can all impact the ability of teachers to implement 
consistent approaches across settings and therefore to meet the needs of pupils. 

 
CONCLUSION 

Whilst previous research into emotional awareness and regulation has 
failed to adequately represent all abilities within the autism spectrum, in terms of 
both cognitive and communication ability, this investigation has sought to represent 
the experiences and perceptions of teachers working with pupils with a range of 
needs, within a real-life environment. It demonstrates a richly collaborative 
environment within schools in which teachers describe the importance of engaging 
across the school community and beyond in order to best meet the needs of the 
child through individualised interventions which focus on supporting emotional 
awareness and regulation in real-life situations. 

There is a recognition of the difference in how individuals with autism 
spectrum conditions experience the world. However, the tone of discourse can 
often be one of deficit in which the child is perceived as disabled, rather than the 
environment and social structures being viewed as disabling. Pupils are described 
as being unable to read the emotions of others, yet where we are unable to read 
their emotions, the emphasis is on their inability to communicate or demonstrate 
typical facial expression, rather than our inability to understand. This may be 
particularly problematic when we consider that labelling emotions in order to 
support the development of emotional awareness and regulation is identified by 
ten teachers as an important strategy. This study highlighted the need for teachers 
to continually ‘be’ with pupils with autism in order to acknowledge their needs and 
strengths and support them where necessary.  

We end this paper by highlighting the following implications that emerge 
from this study: 
 

• From the responses it is evident that teachers are immersed in the lives of 
children with autism spectrum conditions. The examples the teachers 
recount indicate that they give detailed attention to every child. It can also 
be concluded that the majority of those who participated in this study 
understand the processes and difficulties that children with autism 
spectrum conditions engage in with regards to emotional awareness and 
regulation of children with autism spectrum conditions. Yet, the responses 
also highlight that more awareness is needed from all teachers. Training 
and knowledge are essential, as well as a positive attitude that recognises 
this need. 

 
• This study indicates emerges that emotional awareness and regulation of 

children with autism spectrum conditions is complex. There is no easy 
solution that works for every child, as well that every child is not constant 
but changes. This implies that teachers and educators need to 
acknowledge and work with uncertainty. While many teachers reported that 
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they use a variety of programmes to support their work with emotional 
awareness with children with autism spectrum conditions, still their 
contextual judgements in the moment are of paramount importance to allow 
children to grow and flourish. The uncertainty experienced by teachers 
needs to be recognised and understood as beneficial for the children, and 
not seen as a limitation. Furthermore, working with emotional awareness 
and regulation of children with autism spectrum conditions is an ongoing 
process, and one that never ends. This means that teachers and educators 
need to be constantly supported by educational systems to be able to 
sustain this ongoing engagement with children. 

 
• Linked to the previous point, some teachers provided some critical aspects 

to the programmes that they used to help emotional awareness and 
regulation of children with autism spectrum conditions. Yet, this critical 
voice needs to be developed further. It is not to do away with such 
programmes, but is aimed at being able to see how to best tailor these to 
each child. 

 
 
Correspondence to Clara Smith: cxsmith@dundee.ac.uk 
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