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Using a modified zones of regulation curriculum to teach emotional 
regulation to young adults with a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder
Jordana Lyons: BSc, MSc, BCBA

Executive summary

Self-regulation is defined as “the ability to attain, maintain and change arousal appropriately for a task or situation” 
(Williams & Shellenberger, 1994). The author will compare pre- and post-intervention behaviour data to determine 
if the introduction of an adapted zones of regulation programme helped four young adults by reducing problem 
behaviour and improving self-regulation skills. The results of the study showed that all the participants had a 
decrease in problem behaviour and an increase in appropriate behaviours to self-regulate different emotional 
states.

Introduction

The ability to control your own behaviour and emotions 
assists learners to maintain positive adult and peer 
relationships and helps develop behavioural 
independence into adulthood. Research indicates that 
to start teaching self-regulatory skills, individuals must 
first have the prerequisite skills to delay actions when 
requested and behave according to caregivers’ 
expectations (Kopp, 1982). Individuals on the autistic 
spectrum have deficits in social cognition or picking up 
these social rules and instead require specific teaching 
(Prizant et al., 2006). Therefore, in order to develop 
behavioural independence by self-regulating emotions 
and have an increased number of opportunities into 
adulthood such as access to the community, increased 
independence and building relationships, individuals 
may need to be specifically taught these skills. 

This case study is about a group of four students in 
their final year of Sixth Form, aged 18–19. Each learner 
works directly with a 1:1 ABA Tutor and is due to move 
onto a different setting at the end of the current 
academic year. It is therefore important that they 
understand and self-regulate their own emotions and 
engage in appropriate behaviours rather than problem 
behaviours in order for a successful transition to a new 
college setting.

Method

Participants and setting

Participant J. Baseline skills: recognises others’ 
emotions.

Participant R. Baseline skills: recognises others’ 
emotions, beginning to state when they were feeling 
annoyed. 

Participant F. Baseline skills: behaviour management 
through a token system, rule based for engaging in 
appropriate behaviours. Not able to identify others’ 
emotions. 

Participant D. Baseline skills: recognises others’ 
emotions, became upset when others were upset.

The study took place in a school setting, with one 
participant’s emotion board being generalised to home. 

Materials 

Personalised zones of regulation board for each 
participant with a list of calming activities or stimulating 
activities under each emotional zone.

Procedure and Design

Response definitions: self-regulation skills as defined 
as; 1) verbally or receptively expressing feelings –
moving mouth or pointing to the zone board to state 
their feelings (sad, happy, frustrated, annoyed, angry, 
excited, silly) to a peer or adult, 2) maintaining personal 
space – keeping hands, feet and other body parts away 
from others, 3) maintaining relaxed body – keeping 
breathing slow and steady, hands folded. 

Experimental Design

An AB single-subject experimental design was used 
during the current study to identify increases in self-
regulation skills and reductions in problem behaviours 
in the four participants. 

Intervention

Each participant was introduced to an individualised 
emotion board which had between 3–4 different zones 
of emotions. Under each emotion was a list or pictorial 
presentation of activities or strategies participants could 
use to help them self-regulate back into the neutral 
(green) zone. The zones were: red – angry, annoyed, 
frustrated; yellow – silly, nervous, anxious; green –
happy, excited, calm; blue – sad, upset, tired.  

Baseline was conducted using ABLS-R, EFL 
assessments to assess which skills participants had in 
emotional understanding. During baseline, participants 
were asked to match pictures of others displaying 
different emotions to the emotions board. Once this skill 
was mastered the following protocol was used to teach 
them about their own emotions. Behavioural data were 
taken when participants were excited/happy, 
angry/annoyed and sad/upset to indicate which 
behaviours they portrayed. 

Protocol given to Tutors for using the emotions board:

Always have the board visible to the participant. The 
participant can be asked how they are feeling i.e. when 
someone new that day greets them or after a 
particularly difficult task or particularly exciting 
task/situation or when it is socially appropriate. If it is 
clear the participant is in a particular zone, then they 
can also be asked e.g. tense upper body, clapping 
hands/ hitting hands firmly together, grinding teeth, fast-
paced breathing, fast clapping, moaning. 

It is important we are asking the participant when we 
are clear ourselves which zone they are in otherwise 
we risk prompting the wrong emotion. If you are unsure, 
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please do not ask the participant how they are feeling, 
but make sure the emotions board is present. 

Teaching method:

If you are confident which zone the participant is in, 
however when you ask them they say they are in a 
different zone: 

Ask the participant if they are in _____ zone? (pointing 
to that zone on the emotion board)

Show the participant which strategies they could 
engage in by pointing to the list on the board. 

Data collection

Data were taken on prompted versus independent 
initiations using the emotion board and engaging in 
appropriate strategies. Problem behaviour data were 
also taken if it occurred. 

Results

Participant J’s data indicated that he was able to 
independently recognise which zone he was in with 
reduced prompting and to engage in strategies to help 
him self-regulate how he was feeling. Figure 1 shows 
that the number of prompts needed to identify the 
emotion and prompts needed to engage in appropriate 
strategies reduced compared with baseline data. This 
was also generalised to the home setting. 

Participant R’s data indicated that he was able to 
recognise and state which zone he was in without the 
presence of the emotion board and engage in different 
strategies (Figure 2). However, this only occurred 
independently when asked what he wanted to do. 
Problem behaviour data indicated a reduction in 
inappropriate behaviours when annoyed, with an 
increase in appropriate strategies used.

Participant F’s data indicated that he required support 
to identify which zone he was in with the use of the 
emotions board as a prompt (Figure 3). Problem 
behaviour data indicated similar levels to baseline with 
antecedent strategies used by adults such as rule 
governed behaviour effective at reducing problem 
behaviour. This rule governed behaviour was the cause 
of the alternative strategies being used in place of 
problem behaviour rather than the stimulus control of 
this alternative behaviour being with the emotions 
board. 

For Participant D the presence of the emotions board 
had to be repaired within the environment due to its 
presence becoming aversive. Once re-paired, the 
participant was able to state which zone he was in for 2 
out of 3 emotions (Figure 4). Behaviour data were at a 
similar level to baseline levels. 

Discussion and conclusion

The current study has demonstrated that progress has 
been made for all participants in identifying and 
regulating their own emotional behaviours. Each 
participant responded differently to the emotions board, 
with participant D requiring more pairing of it in their 
environment. The use of the emotions board supported 
all four participants to identify other people’s emotions. 
For participant F, who had less skills in emotional 
understanding, he made some progress in identifying 

when he was in the happy zone, however further work 
is required to transfer stimulus control of the alternative 
behaviours from Tutors to own behavioural 
independence. 

Further research into the different skill areas required to 
teach emotional regulation should be examined to 
identify the skill deficits that need to be taught. Whilst 
the emotions board is a good resource to teach 
emotional regulation, this should be faded out as soon 
as the participants are confident to engage in 
alternative strategies independently. Whilst further 
teaching is required for all the participants in this study, 
for participant J the support of the emotions board had 
a big impact on their self-regulation skills. With the 
generalisation of the use of the board to the home 
setting, future behavioural independence when moving 
to college should be successful as well as moving 
forward into adulthood.
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Figure 1. Graph indicates that prompts needed to identify emotion 
and engage in appropriate strategies reduced over time compared 
with baseline

Figure 2. Independence in identifying emotion without the use of the 
zones board but when asked how they were feeling and what they 
wanted to do

Figure 4. Mastery dates indicating that identify two 
emotions have been mastered through use of the 
adapted zones of regulation strategy

Figure 5. Example of emotion board used with 
Participant J

Figure 6.

Figure 3. Indicates variable behaviour data not under the stimulus 
control of identifying emotions. Prompts were required throughout to 
identify the correct emotion using emotions board. 

If you would like to read more case 
studies like this one please visit our 
website beyondautism.org.uk or email 
us on outreach@beyondautism.org.uk.


