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� Self-regulation is emotional regulation achieved 
independently by an individual. 

� When effectively utilizing self-regulatory strategies, a 
person is able to achieve a more optimal state of arousal 
and emotional well-being. 

� In typical development self-regulatory strategies become 
more sophisticated through socialization and experience. 

� It is important to understand that self-regulatory 
behaviours vary as to how socially acceptable, 
conventional and effective they may be.

Also consider self-regulation…



� Mutual regulation is emotional regulation that occurs in 
the context of social interaction. 

� Effective mutual regulatory abilities allow a person to 
achieve a more regulated emotional state primarily due 
to the actions or presence of another person or other 
people. 

� At more advanced levels of ability, a person may actively 
seek out mutual regulation by requesting support or 
assistance from others. 

Also consider mutual-regulation…(1)



� As with self-regulation, attempts to maintain a 
well-regulated state through mutual regulation vary 
along the dimensions noted previously: social 
acceptability, conventionality and effectiveness. 

� Examples of less conventional or socially acceptable 
strategies may include persistent questioning about 
upcoming events, seeking out particular kinds of sensory 
input from others through climbing on or “crashing” into 
others, or verbal or nonverbal expression of refusal or 
protest in response to demands that may be perceived as 
threatening and anxiety-provoking.

Also consider mutual-regulation…(2)
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We are part of the problem!

� The vast a majority of challenging situations are inadvertently 
triggered by supporters

� We are often unaware that we can trigger situations

� Reflective practice is a cornerstone of low arousal 
approaches

� Understanding this is a key concept for improving outcomes 
for young people and their families
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“The vast majority of challenging situations are 
inadvertently triggered by supporters, and we are 
often unaware that we can trigger situations.”

 

(McDonnell, 2010)
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Understanding stress

� Stress, anxiety and trauma are proposed as potential 
significant factors regarding behaviours of concern for young 
people, particularly for autistic young people (Lipsky, 2011; 
Bradley and Caldwell, 2013, McCreadie and McDernott, 2014).  

� While we often see the term anxiety used widely in the autism 
literature (Attwood, 2007) stress is used much less, but the 
construct is much broader and focuses more on transactional 
processes. 
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Understanding stress

� Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) description of a transactional 
model of stress emphasises interaction between an 
individual and his/her environment.  

� Stress occurs when the demands of stressors outweigh 
coping responses and there is a clear interaction between 
environmental and physiological events.  
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Understanding stress

� Implicit in this model is the cognitive appraisal of threat as 
some individuals will have difficulties in regulating their 
emotional responses (as discussed previously) and 
therefore communicating them (Frith, 2003).   

� An individual’s coping responses are important in our 
understanding of stress, as it is almost impossible in the 
modern world to be ‘stress free’. 
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Understanding stress

� It is our coping responses that determine how we adapt to 
stress.

� Many autistic pupils have few 'coping tools’. 

� Some restricted or repetitive behaviours may have very real 
and vital coping functions. 

� For example, a person may engage in stereotyped 
movements which help them to regulate their arousal 
(McDonnell and Gayson, 2014). 
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Understanding stress

� We therefore have a need to consider carefully our own 
perspectives on such behaviour.

� Interventions that attempt to reduce certain types of 
restricted, repetitive or stereotyped behaviour because we 
perceive them as ‘abnormal’, may be taking away one of a 
person’s coping mechanisms without providing them with an 
effective alternative.  

� We wouldn’t remove a wheelchair or hearing aid from a 
student, yet we often deny young people their own coping 
mechanisms through unintended consequences of wider 
systems and policies.
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� Trying to understand many different contexts (situations) can 
create great stress in individuals and lead to behaviours of 
concern (Vermeulen, 2012). 

� From the perspective of the non-autistic observer, behaviours 
that can appear to be bizarre or unusual are more meaningful 
when taking an inside out approach (Williams, 1996).

� Stress is strongly associated with the need for positive coping 
strategies (McCreadie and McDermott, 2014).

Understanding stress
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‘In essence, stable wellbeing is when individuals have 
the psychological, social and physical resources they 
need to meet a particular psychological, social and/or 
physical challenge. When individuals have more 
challenges than resources, the see-saw dips, along with 
their wellbeing, and vice-versa.’  

(Dodge et al, 2012, p 230)
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So what can we do?  
Starting with your own stress is 
essential…
Good arousal reduction strategies focus on our own arousal as well 

as our pupils.

Key aspects of arousal regulation include:

� Mindfulness

� Increased cardiac exercise

� Achieving and encouraging flow states (‘tune in’ and ‘tune 
out’) 

� Increasing empathy



How can mindfulness training alter behaviour? 

� As supporters (parents/carers, teachers, support staff) increase 
their mindfulness, they may become more responsive to each 
moment of their interactions with the individuals they are 
working with (Singh et al, 2010).

� This is arguing that interactions do alter after training.

� Singh et al (2006) investigated mindfulness training for staff and 
its impact on aggressive behaviours of staff.

� Behavioural training was used as a comparison.

� They found staff interventions for aggression reduced from 
baseline after behavioural training, but there was greater impact 
after mindfulness training.
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Increased cardiac exercise

� Cardiac exercise is an important area to focus on.

� Exercise can serve a dearousing function (McDonnell et al, 
2015).

� There is a growing body of literature that suggests links 
between cardiac exercise (Kohl & Cook, 2013) and stress.  

� We do not fully understand the complex mechanisms that lead 
to these results (Donnelly et al, 2016); however, the evidence 
suggests that mathematics and reading are the academic 
topics that are most influenced by physical activity. 
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Exercise can have powerful effects on learning and evidence 
suggests that the hour after exercise is an optimum time for 
learning. 

 

Three key questions?

� How much cardiac exercise do you partake in in average 
week?

� How much cardiac exercise do your pupils partake in in the 
average week?

� How much short term exercise is in your daily curriculum?

Increased cardiac exercise
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Achieving and encouraging flow states 

� Achieving a sense of flow, is an important component of 
wellbeing and good stress management.  

� Flow experiences require complete immersion in an activity, 
whether playing a musical instrument, completing a complex 
technical task, or reading a book (Nakamura and 
Csikszentmihalyi 2009).   

� Athletes can often refer to such states as ‘being in the zone’.  
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Achieving and encouraging flow states 

� Flow can also happen within social interactions.

� For example: when one is talking to a good friend or playing 
with a young child and according to Csikszentmihalyi (1990), 
a flow state can also be achieved when the skills and 
resources available to an individual are fully engaged in 
managing an activity.



Empathy and double empathy

� Many advocates of Theory of Mind argue that people with 
autism lack empathy, due to the fact that they struggle taking 
the perspective of others and have difficulty reading emotions

� Our experience is that many people can understand empathy 
but are relatively poor at expressing feelings

� Empathy is different from sympathy

� Milton (2012) referred to a double empathy problem where 
carers also struggle to empathise with autistic people

� Encouraging empathy is a key positive component - "he has 
feelings like me"



� Participants were asked to write down three things that went 
well each day and their causes every night for one week.

� In addition they were asked to provide a causal explanation 
for each good thing.

� You can see how Seligmans ideas can be translated to 
school/home environments.

� For 1 week at the end of each day, staff write about 3 positive 
things that occurred in their day.

� You can also ask them to describe 3 things that made them 
smile.

Positive Psychology
Three Good Things Exercise



"When a person is drowning that is not the 
best time to teach them how to swim. "

(David Pitonyak)



Short Film…
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