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Abstract

The Zones of Regulation (The Zones) is an 18-lesson curriculum that is aimed at helping students develop
an awareness of emotions and skills for regulation. Although used by schools globally, no peer-reviewed
evidence currently exists to support the use of The Zones. The purpose of this study was to examine the
experiences of teachers implementing The Zones curriculum with autistic students. Feedback was gathered
from 26 teachers throughout their implementation of The Zones. In this study, we employed a qualitative
methodology to analyse the feedback from teachers. Descriptive statistics were used to report on
acceptability, appropriateness, and feasibility. Our findings revealed that teachers described high levels of
acceptability, appropriateness, and feasibility when reflecting on the delivery of The Zones. However,
teachers reported that The Zones was not suitable for all students and classrooms. For students for whom
The Zones was deemed appropriate, teachers modified the lessons and required peer support to deliver
these modifications. With modifications, the teachers observed growth in areas such as students’
comprehension of others’ emotions and improved language around emotions. This study highlights the
importance of further research to refine and tailor interventions like The Zones to better meet the diverse
needs of autistic students in educational settings.

Keywords: autistic students; qualitative research; emotion regulation; The Zones of Regulation; autism spectrum disorder;
education

Emotion regulation is a complex process of monitoring and modifying our emotional responses
(Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004). There has been much interest in understanding the emotion regulation
processes of autistic' children, given that they have poorer emotion regulation abilities and use
simpler and/or less effective emotion regulation strategies during times of distress than typically
developing children (see review by Cibralic et al., 2019). These emotion regulation difficulties may be
caused by breakdowns within different mechanisms of emotion regulation processes within the
extended process model (Cai & Samson, 2024). As with non-autistic people, emotion regulation
difficulties are related to a host of adverse outcomes across the lifespan for autistic individuals,
including poorer social skills and engagement and lower academic performance (Berkovits et al.,
2017; Konstantareas & Stewart, 2006). In addition, autistic individuals experience disproportionately
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high rates of mental health challenges, such as anxiety and depression (Bougeard et al., 2021), which
has been partially attributed to emotion regulation difficulties (Cai et al., 2018, 2019).

Interventions for Improving Emotion Regulation

There is emerging evidence that emotion regulation abilities in autistic children can be improved
through interventions, such as the Secret Agent Society (Beaumont & Sofronoff, 2008; Beaumont et al.,
2021) and the Resilience Builder Program (Aduen et al., 2014). There has been limited evaluation of
other intervention types, such as mindfulness-based interventions and those utilising technology
(Conner & White, 2018; Fage et al., 2019). Reyes et al. (2019) proposed that several components of
cognitive behaviour therapy and mindfulness interventions may promote emotion regulation skill
development in autistic individuals. One intervention incorporating elements of cognitive behaviour
therapy that has been widely implemented across Australia and worldwide is The Zones of Regulation
(The Zones; Kuypers, 2011). The Zones curriculum aims to assist children in developing an awareness
of emotions and skills for regulation. The Zones program developers report that it suits children from 4
to adulthood. The curriculum can be implemented by anyone who supports someone experiencing
difficulties regulating their emotions (e.g., educator, allied health professional, or parent). The
curriculum consists of 18 lessons (taught over 17 weeks, a minimum of 30-60 minutes per week) and
includes group instruction, games, videos, worksheets, handouts, and independent activities. In
addition, The Zones materials provide extension activities and suggestions for how learning activities
can be adapted for individual needs.

Despite the widespread use of The Zones, evidence for its efficacy is notably limited to students in the
general population. Ochocki and colleagues (2020) evaluated The Zones for elementary-age students
(N = 63) to reduce disruptive behaviour and improve self-control. School social workers delivered 12
lessons to students, and results indicated no statistically significant decrease in students’ disruptive
behaviour or improvements in self-control. In another study, Conklin and Jairam (2021) explored the
effects of The Zones on 56 elementary students’ behavioural and emotional risk and found no differences
between students receiving The Zones and a control group receiving standard instruction.

This scarcity of research also extends to applying The Zones with autistic students, despite its widespread
use among this cohort. Nowell et al. (2019) explored a parent-assisted intervention for school-age children
on the autism spectrum (N = 17), incorporating elements of The Zones alongside Structured TEACCHing
and Social Thinking. Results indicated that the intervention increased concept knowledge of social
communication and self-regulation for both parents and children. However, no changes in behaviour were
noted. Although elements of The Zones were used, it is not possible to draw conclusions about the elements
of the intervention that were associated with these improvements (e.g, what can be attributed to The
Zones), and the small sample size limits the generalisability of these findings. In another study, Ohlbéck and
colleagues (2024) examined the acceptability and feasibility of The Zones when implemented by primary
school teachers in mainstream classes that included one to three autistic students. They found that training
in The Zones enhanced teachers’ self-efficacy for improving the emotional regulation of their autistic
students, with the curriculum deemed acceptable, understandable, and feasible according to teacher
perspectives. This study serves as an initial insight into teacher perceptions of The Zones when delivered in
mainstream classrooms with a small proportion of autistic students. The perceptions of teachers using The
Zones in specialist autism settings have yet to be explored.

Use of The Zones at Autism Spectrum Australia (Aspect)

Aspect runs a number of autism-specific independent schools in Australia. To enrol at Aspect, all
students must have an autism diagnosis from a professional. Students can attend the schools from 4 to
18 years of age. They can attend main campuses (specialised school environments for autistic students),
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distance education (a specific program designed for students to learn from home with the support of an
Aspect teacher and digital learning tools), or satellite programs (where students are supported in an
autism-specific class by Aspect teachers within a mainstream schooling environment). As part of their
continuous improvement approach, Aspect seeks to examine student outcomes associated with using
particular programs delivered in their schools. Given the widespread use of The Zones and the lack of
an established evidence base, Aspect educators sought the support of this research team to investigate
outcomes for students engaging in The Zones curriculum. During the design stage, however, it became
apparent that there was considerable variability in how individual teachers implemented The Zones
across Aspect schools (e.g., adapting lessons, omitting lessons). Therefore, to pave the way for a future
study that could examine student outcomes, an initial study was deemed essential to gather teachers’
perceptions of implementing The Zones with students on the autism spectrum.

Current Study

Considering the current implementation of The Zones at Aspect schools and to extend the research by
Ohlbéck et al. (2024), this study aimed to test the feasibility and acceptability of The Zones in a
specialist setting — specifically in autism-specific classrooms. We also explored teachers’ perceptions
of implementing the full Zones curriculum, as published in the manual (Kuypers, 2011). The following
research questions guided this study:

1. How is The Zones feasible, appropriate, and acceptable for students on the autism spectrum?
2. What are the perceptions of teachers about The Zones when delivering to students on the autism
spectrum in a specialist setting?

Methods
Procedures and Participants

Participants of this study were recruited from Aspect schools. After ethics was granted by the
University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee (#2022/713), two education staff members
(DR and ED) worked closely with two researchers (AL and RYC) for the project’s lifecycle to recruit
participants, support teachers, gather data, and interpret the results. To recruit teachers, the research
team contacted principals, and expressions of interest were provided to teachers of students who would
be available to run the entirety of the program throughout the research period. Expressions of interest
were received from 14 teachers across five Aspect schools. Interested teachers were sent an online
survey, which contained the participant information statement and consent question. Once teachers
provided their consent, they were given access to The Zones manual (Kuypers, 2011) and any resources
(e.g., adapted materials, worksheets, lesson plans) used at Aspect schools previously. The study
participants were asked to implement the full Zones curriculum, as published in the manual (Kuypers,
2011), to their cohort of students on the autism spectrum. Two research team members conducted
weekly phone calls with each teacher to monitor progress on the curriculum and gather incidental
feedback. After the teachers implemented The Zones for two terms, participants were invited to take
part in an optional focus group, and 12 teachers agreed (1 male, 11 females, M,z = 47.0,
SDyge = 31.11, Ryge = 25-69). Most participants (n = 9) were White, two were South-East Asian, and
one identified as Mediterranean. Participants had diverse teaching backgrounds, with two participants
having 1-2 years of experience, two having 3-5 years, and nine having over 5 years of experience. Their
expertise in instructing autistic students using The Zones varied (time using The Zones): one had no
prior exposure, four had less than 3 years of experience, and eight had more than 5 years of experience.

Teachers in our study taught classes of between four and 10 students across grades K-6. A total of 96
students (Ryge = 5-12; 23% girls) were in their classrooms. Ten of the 14 classrooms were satellite
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classes, three were main campuses, and one was a distance education class. Eligibility for student
placement in these classrooms required documentation confirming a professional autism diagnosis, as
with all students in the school. According to background information provided by classroom teachers,
five of the 96 students had limited verbal communication and used augmentative and alternative
communication (AAC), and just over a quarter (n = 26, 27%) of the students had a co-occurring
intellectual disability.

Community Involvement Statement

This research study was co-produced with education staff members, including school principals,
occupational therapists, psychologists, teachers, and consultants at an autism-specific school. They
were invested in the research to improve and inform their educational practice. The schools and staff
members were committed to a continuous improvement project, and one of their goals was to examine
their use of The Zones and to support research into the efficacy of this commonly used curriculum tool.
Specifically, the project design began with multiple meetings with research team members and
education staff, during which the project goals and research design were established. In addition, the
research team sought feedback from autistic researchers on the project’s design and throughout key
stages using an autistic advisory group engaged by Aspect for consultancy on research and service
development.

Sources of Data

Survey

Before teachers participated in an online focus group, they were asked to complete a 15-item Qualtrics
survey about their perceptions of delivering The Zones. The items were adapted from the Acceptability
of Intervention Measure, Intervention Appropriateness Measure, and Feasibility of Intervention
Measure (Weiner et al., 2017). Each measure includes four items (see Appendix A in the supplementary
material). All items were measured with a 5-point Likert-type response format, ranging from 1
(completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Scales are created by averaging responses for each of the
four items, with low scores indicating low acceptability, feasibility, or appropriateness and high scores
indicating high acceptability, feasibility, or appropriateness. To further explore acceptability, one
additional question was designed for this study, which asked, ‘Would you recommend The Zones?’
Teachers could respond ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

Focus groups

After delivering The Zones to their classes for two school terms (20 weeks), teachers participated in a
one-off focus group. To keep the number of participants small, two focus groups were conducted
simultaneously on Zoom, and a researcher facilitated each. One focus group comprised four teachers
and the other consisted of six teachers. Two participants who could not attend the focus groups opted
to be interviewed individually. A semistructured interview guide was used for the focus groups and
individual interviews (see Appendix B in the supplementary material), with questions such as, ‘Was
The Zones useful for improving children’s social skills in your classroom?” and ‘Did you need to use any
modifications/accommodations for your autistic students in your classroom?” The focus group sessions
ran for 60 minutes and were recorded and then transcribed for data analysis. Interviews were 30 to 40
minutes long, were facilitated by a member of the research team, and were recorded and transcribed.

Data Analysis

The first research question was examined using survey data, with descriptive analyses that included
means, standard deviations, and ranges. Survey data allowed for teachers to provide their individual
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feedback without comparing it to others’ experiences. Data were analysed descriptively due to the small
sample size. The second research question was examined using focus group data, with qualitative data
analysis. Focus groups were chosen because we wanted participants to be able to discuss some of the
challenges together, have in-depth discussions, share insights and experiences, and offer diverse
perspectives. For participants who were not able to attend a focus group due to timing, an interview was
conducted.

The researchers used reflexive thematic analysis guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019)
inductive approach methodology to analyse the qualitative data. Data were analysed using NVivo 12
software (QSR International, 2018), and the analysis was informed by the research team’s experience
and training, including training in psychology and education. First, AL familiarised herself with the
data by note-taking and reading the transcripts. Then, she wrote codes that answered Research
Question 2 and identified patterns in the data. The other research team members continuously revised
codes, and AL defined and named a set of themes and subthemes. The themes were also reviewed with
two members of the research team (Aspect), who are therapists with experience supporting autistic
individuals and are familiar with The Zones program, to determine the final themes and subthemes.
Discussions continued until consistency and discrepancies were resolved.

Results
Feasibility, Appropriateness, and Acceptability of The Zones

For teachers (N = 12) in our study who completed the survey, results indicated high feasibility
(M = 16.58, SD = 2.11), appropriateness (M = 16.00, SD = 2.41), and acceptability (M =17.08,
SD = 3.0), suggesting that, overall, teachers welcomed the option to implement The Zones, considered
The Zones easy to use, and that it was a good match for their students. Further, 10 of 12 teachers
(83.3%) indicated they would recommend the program to other teachers. Two teachers reported they
would not recommend The Zones curriculum. Analysis of the qualitative data provides further
understanding of these findings.

Teacher Perceptions of The Zones

Qualitative analysis was conducted to understand the perceptions of teachers who participated in the
delivery of The Zones. Following analysis, we identified three themes that related to teacher
perspectives: Theme 1, Observable student growth; Theme 2, Effort is needed to make The Zones work;
Theme 3, No program is going to suit our whole cohort’ (see Figure 1). The quotes throughout the
following section are reproduced verbatim, with teacher ID in parentheses.

Theme 1: Observable student growth

Teachers reported that they had observed student improvements over the two terms since commencing
The Zones program (Theme 1: Observable student growth). Teachers detailed improvements in
emotional language (Subtheme 1.1). One teacher described being ‘quite surprised on [students’]
knowledge about different emotions and especially to have words and tools to help them through’ (T7).
Many teachers shared stories of students generalising the language of The Zones in and outside of the
classroom. One teacher described an instance where a student used The Zones language to identify
their own state of self-regulation, and their classmates offered them tools and suggestions for how to
regulate:

We were on excursion today and they’re like, T'm so in a zone red’, just real casual. And then the

boys were giving them ideas on how to move that feeling and it’s been a really positive thing with my
class. (T7)
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2. Effort is needed to 3. “No program is
make The Zones going to suit our
work whole cohort”

1. Observable
student growth

2.1 “It works, it
just needs to be

1.1 Improvements
in emotional

language differentiated”

1.2 “Boosting
their social
awareness”

2.2 Support and
collaboration to
keep on track

Figure 1. Teachers’ Perceptions Delivering The Zones to Their Classrooms Across Two Terms: Themes and Subthemes.

Language improvement ranged from students identifying ‘more complex feelings, like overjoyed,
overwhelmed’ (T9) to language that allowed the students ‘to actually be an advocate for themselves’
being able to recognise and support their own triggers and feelings (T9). Teachers talked about how
The Zones language is now ‘part of language that’s used every day’ (T7). This contributed to increased
emotional literacy, which ‘opened up a huge discussion for the class, so it was good” (T8), and led to
practical conversations around emotions and regulation, including ‘some really nice chats when
[students have] had a horrible morning ... kids being able to talk about it’ (T4).

However, an increase in emotional language was not observed among non-speaking students.
Students who used AAC methods were observed to be ‘very scripted ... they tell me what I want to
hear rather than actually expressing how they feel’ (T10). Teachers shared that one student who used
Proloquo (an AAC app) would ‘repeat phrases a lot’ (T10) and, when prompted, would ‘press the
colour he’s in, but again, I think that’s just what he learned to script and do. I was not actually sure he
understood’ (T10). Teachers reflected that students who used AAC might need a different program or
may need to learn The Zones at a different pace: ‘For students who do not use verbal speech — it was
very time consuming and students ended up just scripting responses — I do not feel the
comprehension level is appropriate’ (T9).

For the teachers in the study, the noted improvements related to social skills were predominantly
around increased emotional awareness in social settings, or ‘boosting their social awareness’ (T8;
Subtheme 1.2). One teacher explained, “The boys in my class, they have, I guess, more social awareness
and just understanding of how their behaviours would affect others and their fluctuations and
emotions too’ (T8). The teachers described how students could now identify ‘differences between one
another and how we’re all still very similar but everyone’s different’ (T8). Students became more aware
of the ‘consequences of your actions and how other people have feelings as well’ (T7), including
increased ‘perspective taking’ (T9). The improvements in socio-emotional awareness were also noted
outside of the classroom. For example, one teacher reported more confidence on the playground:
‘they’ve started being a bit more adventurous in the mainstream playground, playing with some other
children and wanting to have a go, which has been really, really good’ (T9). Teachers felt the impact on
social awareness was important because ‘children get quite impacted by others’ (T3), and ‘developing
the concept of “this is another person, how might they cope with something?” (T11) can be a
challenging skill to learn, because it’s hard, ‘especially with children on the autism spectrum’ (T11).

Theme 2: Effort is needed to make The Zones work
Theme 2 related to the adaptations required when implementing The Zones program. The first
subtheme, Tt works, it just needs to be differentiated’ (T4; Subtheme 2.1), summarised the required
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adaptations teachers in this study made for their cohort of students. There was consensus that the
curriculum needed to be adapted, except for one teacher who recognised she had a cohort of students
who had high verbal and social skills, and therefore The Zones curriculum did not require
modifications; however, she acknowledged that ‘if I had a different cohort, it would’ve been completely
different, but my current cohort ... it was feasible to do it’ (T8). Teachers frequently praised the
curriculum as a good ‘baseline program template for a teacher. They can pick it up and have the aim for
the lesson, the endpoint for the lesson’ (T6); however, they also spoke of the need to tailor the program
for their particular students: ‘. .. but we teach kids with autism and we know that their special interests
are important and how we deliver things are important’ (T6). One common adaptation was breaking
up the lessons and making them more manageable, as teachers felt they ‘were very inconsistent lengths’
(T7), ‘some of them were long’ (T8), and students regularly ‘disengaged’ (T10) or ‘lost interest for the
longer lessons’ (T3). One lesson was described as ‘quite a feat’ (T8), and all teachers reported breaking it
‘over four different lessons and focusing on one zone at a time — because there was no way knowing
that was just one single lesson for us’ (T7).

Major accommodations were needed for the writing tasks, as ‘anything that involved them writing
or doing any paperwork, it just went straight downhill’ (T3). Teachers explained that for the diverse
needs of students in their classrooms, they ‘did have to adjust quite a few of the worksheets’ (T9) to
‘make it as visual and hands-on as possible’ (T3) as many of the worksheets were complex, visually
overwhelming, and ‘required writing skills that were beyond our students’ (T8). However, this
differentiation was successful and allowed all students to participate because ‘once we adjusted, or
modified, used visuals rather than the words, they were able to complete written activities’ (T10).
Additional accommodations included making changes to keep it ‘movement-oriented’ (T1) and
modifications to language and length: ‘I found lessons were so long, so we actually had to split it over
four different lessons’ to, for example, focus ‘on one zone at a time. Because there was no way, knowing
that was just one single lesson for us, that was quite a feat, really’ (T8).

The second subtheme was about support and collaboration to keep on track (Subtheme 2.2). It
reflected how teachers reported success when they were able to deliver the entire curriculum with a
co-teacher, with the support of a researcher, or with knowledge of others going through the same
process. This was important to the participants in our study because many felt they would ‘not have
kept going’ if not for the accountability and ‘someone to bounce off that had already done The Zones’
(T8). Teachers regularly praised The Zones manual as ‘a strong outline’ (T10) and ‘effective and easy to
read, but extremely time consuming’ (T8), and collaboration helped to reduce this time burden. One
teacher said, ‘My two co-teachers, they’re brilliant as well, but having that support made me feel more
positive about delivering something new’ (T7). Teachers felt that the accountability came from
co-teachers and also from research staff because ‘it holds you accountable doing the research task’ (T4)
and also made it ‘easier to think through how to modify and make things work for our diverse students’
(T8). Researchers checked in weekly with participants, with one teacher commenting that the weekly
calls ‘did hold you a bit accountable that we did have to make sure we got our lessons in, it did make a
difference’ (T1). For teachers in our study, being accountable for delivering a full Zones program
required collaboration with peers and accountability partners, which for this study was often fulfilled
through the research staff role. Otherwise, many teachers acknowledged that they probably ‘would have
just picked bits and pieces to deliver, which is what we had always done’ (T9).

Theme 3: ‘No program is going to suit our whole cohort’

Although teachers felt that most students benefited from The Zones program, there were also
descriptions of negative student responses to The Zones (Theme 3). Teachers acknowledged that ‘no
program is going to suit our whole cohort’ (T6) and described a number of adverse or challenging
student responses when they reflected on teaching The Zones to their students across the two school
terms. One teacher said some students ‘found it quite boring and quite disengaged’ (T10). Possibly,
teachers felt that this was because ‘before this study, we just used parts of The Zones that were
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acceptable to our students, but this study had us going through the whole curriculum, which meant we
dealt with more disengagement than previously’ (T9). Some students ‘despised The Zones — like really
hated it’ (T14) and others became ‘quite escalated’ by The Zones (T9). Sometimes, students responded
poorly to lessons that ‘explored the sensory tools’, as one teacher described that her students were
‘actually agitated about using that’ (T9). The worksheets and ‘paperwork side’ (T1) were other
challenging triggers for students, as ‘anything that involved them writing or doing any paperwork just
went straight downhill’ (T1). Also, the assumed rigidity with the colours linked to the emotions (a core
component of The Zones program) acted as a trigger to some students, as many teachers explained that
students felt anxious about identifying with certain zones, such as ‘the red zone, that means it’s a
negative thing, so you must be doing something wrong’ (T14). For these students, teachers suggested

... coming up with alternatives for students that have consistently bad experience with the program.
For example, I used the emotional weather forecast program for a student as recommended by his
psychologist and it worked wonders. He is still able to learn about the concept of emotional
regulation, but not with the language that triggered him. (T14)

This reinforced Theme 3 that in a classroom of autistic students, not all students will find The Zones
acceptable and useful.

Discussion

In light of the importance of understanding the emotion regulation processes of autistic students
(Cibralic et al., 2019), there is a pressing need to gather more evidence for The Zones curriculum. The
current study gathered the perceptions of teachers who implemented The Zones curriculum with
students on the autism spectrum in specialist settings. We found high levels of acceptability, feasibility,
and appropriateness reported by participating teachers. These findings are consistent with those of
Ohlbéck et al. (2024), where teachers of students on the autism spectrum in mainstream classrooms
also rated The Zones as acceptable, understandable, and feasible. These results indicate that The Zones
is perceived positively by teachers of students on the spectrum, which is likely a contributing factor to
its widespread adoption in educational settings, even in the absence of evidence around concrete
student outcomes (e.g., emotion regulation and social skills).

Our qualitative findings provided a richer understanding of teacher perceptions regarding the use
and usefulness of the Zones. As reflected in Theme 1, teachers reported observable student growth,
noting improvements in emotional language and socio-emotional awareness. According to teachers,
students demonstrated enhanced emotional literacy and utilised The Zones vocabulary in various
contexts, fostering meaningful discussions and promoting positive social interactions. However,
teachers reported challenges, particularly among students who used AAC, highlighting the need for
specific work in training teachers on how to adapt The Zones for students with complex
communication needs. Iacono et al. (2022) recently published a scoping review of AAC research, which
emphasised the benefits to students who use AAC in accessing their required curriculum standards and
interacting with peers; however, the study acknowledges the urgent need for a more robust research
base into the intentional methods associated with the use of AAC. It may be that programs such as The
Zones can be modified for students with significant language difficulties following evidence-based
research. However, it may also be that The Zones is not suitable for children with significant
communication difficulties and a specific emotion regulation program may need to be developed and
evaluated for this cohort.

Additionally, teachers emphasised the effort required to effectively implement The Zones
curriculum, underscoring the importance of collaboration and support by other teachers in order for
The Zones to be feasible. Collaboration emerged as a vital component in navigating the
implementation process, with co-teachers and research staff contributing to support that teachers
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identified as critical to the program’s success. Teachers indicated a need for ongoing support and
training to deliver The Zones effectively and efficiently. This finding echoed Ohlbock et al.’s (2024)
research, as most of the teachers in their study (78.3%) indicated a need for additional training to
supplement the formal training received at the start of their study. Teachers recognised the value of The
Zones and acknowledged the program’s effectiveness as a foundational template but emphasised the
importance of the modifications needed to meet their students’ needs. These ranged from modifying
lesson structures to providing alternative modes of participation. To assist teachers at Aspect who were
using The Zones in the classrooms outside of this research, we used our qualitative findings to create
research-informed teacher guidelines that summarised modifications being used by teachers (Love &
Cai, 2024).

In the final theme, Theme 3, teachers recognised that no single program could cater to the diverse
needs of every student, and a class-wide approach may not be possible. Challenges were associated with
program suitability and student engagement for some students in participants’ classrooms, as reflected
by resistance and disengagement among some students. Teachers recognised the limitations of a one-
size-fits-all approach, advocating for personalised interventions and alternative strategies to
accommodate diverse student preferences and sensitivities. This is consistent with what is known
about educating students on the autism spectrum, as practices have to be individualised and adapted
across students, contexts, and professionals and rarely work as a classroom model (Barry et al., 2020;
Odom et al., 2021). However, as Kasari and Smith (2013) discussed, this is complex research. For The
Zones, it is crucial to conduct studies that explore the outcomes. Equally important, however, is the
investigation of the active ingredients and dosage, especially given the accommodations and
modifications that will naturally occur in classrooms. In other words, research is needed to
demonstrate the modifications that will still maintain positive outcomes for students so that teachers
can have clear advice on how to modify The Zones and maintain the outcomes (Kasari & Smith, 2013).

Although teachers in our study and in Ohlbock et al.’s (2024) study reported the acceptability and
feasibility of The Zones, we conclude that it may not be suitable for all autistic students, given the extent
of adaptations needed, and that two teachers in our study did not recommend The Zones and deemed it
unsuitable for their student cohort and classroom. We advise teachers supporting autistic students not
to assume The Zones would be appropriate for their student cohorts. For the students for which the
adapted version of The Zones may be suitable, there is an urgent need for researchers to conduct
outcomes-based research that can assess the tangible and measurable social and emotional outcomes of
autistic students completing the curriculum. Currently, we only have teacher perceptions of student
outcomes.

Strengths and Limitations

With widespread use of The Zones despite a limited evidence base, this study offers important insights
into teachers’ perceptions of The Zones curriculum when implemented with students on the autism
spectrum. However, as a qualitative study with a small sample conducted within autism-specific
schools in Australia, its ability to generalise to a broader population of educators is constrained. In this
study, we relied on self-reported data, which may introduce bias or subjectivity in teachers’ responses
and their experiences were reflective of their unique cohorts and training. Future research should also
consider the perspectives of autistic students, to understand their experiences with The Zones. In
understanding the efficacy of programs for autistic individuals, autistic voices should be prioritised and
the degree of neuro-affirming material should be assessed (Leadbitter et al., 2021). Finally, as with all
qualitative research, the interpretation of the data was influenced by the researchers’ perspectives,
which could have impacted the analysis and conclusions drawn from the study. Qualitative data is a
powerful tool for understanding the experiences and perceptions of a unique group of individuals,
which is relevant for our study. Larger, more diverse samples and quantitative research can be done in
the future to support researchers who seek to understand the more objective variables related to use of
The Zones with autistic students.
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Conclusions

As observed in our cohort, teachers demonstrated great variability in how they implement The Zones,
so future research designs must take into consideration the way in which teachers are delivering The
Zones when evaluating outcomes. Research into this area is critical due to the significant uptake of The
Zones across Australia and within classrooms internationally. By systematically evaluating the impact
of The Zones on student outcomes within autism-specific settings and beyond, future research can
provide valuable insights into its effectiveness in enhancing emotion regulation skills, social
engagement, and overall wellbeing among autistic individuals. Moreover, elucidating the mechanisms
through which The Zones exerts its effects and identifying factors that moderate its efficacy will inform
the development of evidence-based practices for supporting emotional regulation in diverse
populations. Ultimately, this collective research effort holds the potential to significantly contribute
to the advancement of interventions aimed at promoting positive outcomes for autistic individuals and
fostering inclusive educational environments conducive to their holistic development.
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Note

1 The authors are aware of different preferences and reasoning regarding the use of person-first (e.g., person with autism)
versus identity-first (e.g., autistic person) language. The authors have chosen to write this paper using identity-first language,
as this is the preference of most autistic people, including those on the research team (Bury et al., 2023; Taboas et al., 2023).
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