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This Action Research case study was completed as part of the Department for Education (DfE, UK) nasen
Universal SEND programme.

Abstract

Context: The research focuses on developing emotional self-regulation skills in children within a
mainstream primary education setting. The investigation highlights the role of a trusted process, as
opposed to reliance on a trusted adult, in facilitating emotional regulation among students with Special
Educational Needs and Disabilities (ISEND). Piloted initially in a Year 3 class (children aged 7-8), the aim
was to develop a structured, school-wide approach to emotion coaching.

Aims: The primary aim is to explore effective strategies and frameworks that can be employed to foster
emotional self-regulation in children, particularly those with emotional dysregulation due to disabilities
or other barriers to learning.

Methods: The research employs an action research methodology conducted over two cycles. Each cycle
consists of planning, execution, and review phases, with ethical consent sought from participants to
protect anonymity. The study is informed by relevant literature that shapes the understanding of
emotional regulation and learning processes.

Findings: Children responded positively to visual aids and structured emotion coaching strategies,
showing improved emotional regulation and stronger relationships with staff. Over time, pupils
internalised the process, reducing reliance on specific adults. Staff reported increased confidence in
applying emotion coaching techniques, and pupils demonstrated greater emotional awareness and
resilience. Boxall Profile comparisons indicated developmental progress.

Implications: Other educators might explore the outcomes of implementing consistent strategies focused
on emotional self-regulation. By examining how structured processes can support children with their
emotional regulation, teachers may gain insights into ways that enhance children’s independence.
Further investigation into the specific practices that foster these skills might also contribute to ongoing
discourse surrounding effective interventions in the inclusive educational landscape.

Keywords
Inclusion, special educational needs and disabilities; emotion coaching; trusted process; stress triggers

Codina, G., Brett, A. & King, S. (2025). Teaching emotional regulation. In G. Codina, A. Brett, & S.

UN)
1'% Camtree

King (Eds.). Action research for ISEND Derby, UK: University of Derby. Retrieved ‘M DIGITAL LisRARY

from: https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14069/964

Acknowledgement: Following completion of the final editing process, the first draft of the abstract to this case
study was generated on 24/06/25, using the Camtree Abstract Writer tool, available at
https://lab.camtree.org/abstract-writer. This tool uses OpenAl’s GPT-40-mini model.



https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.14069/964
https://lab.camtree.org/abstract-writer
https://www.derby.ac.uk/research/themes/public-services/inclusion-and-special-educational-needs-research-cluster/action-research-and-lesson-study-for-isend/

Action Research for Inclusion and Special Educational Needs and Disability
(ISEND): Case Study

A trusted process, rather than a trusted adult, is useful to support children in developing emotional
self-regulation skills (Mainstream, Primary).
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Type of setting Mainstream Primary School with attached nursery setting

Age range of pupils Age range 3-11 — Case studies focus on child in Year 3 (age 7-8)
Roles of the Research SENDCo and Deputy Headteacher

Team

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLES
Appendix 1 shows the Action Research Cycles

Ethical consent has been sought to publish this data anonymously.

SUMMARY
Research focus Emotion coaching, trusted adults, trusted process, stress triggers,
relationships
Research question What trusted emotion coaching processes can staff use to guide
children who exhibit negative responses to stress?
Overview/Key information This research paper presents a structured process designed to assist
pupils in identifying stress triggers and effectively managing them.
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The approach used emotion coaching' principles to facilitate this
process. Gradual implementation occurred across the school,
specifically targeting pupils with Special Educational Needs and
Disabilities (SEND) who demonstrated challenges in self-regulation.
The research identifies that when children overlearn a specific
process, their success is significantly enhanced. Conversely, an
overreliance on a specific adult can hinder progress, leading to co-
regulation rather than fostering essential self-regulation skills,
which are crucial for independent learning and development.

Evidence-informed
practice

A trusted process, rather than a trusted adult, is useful to support
children in developing emotional self-regulation skills.

RESEARCH TIMELINE

Nov Dec ‘ Jan ‘ Feb | March | April May June July
Action Action Research Cycle Step 6: Do 1
Research 1 Steps 7-8: Review 1 Share and disseminate
Cycle 1 Step 2: Study the research
Steps 3-5: Plan 1 Action Research Cycle 2 (anonymised) with
Step 1: Step 9: Study 2 other interested
Establish Steps 10-12: Plan 2 parties.
the Step 13: Do 2
research Step 14-15: Review 2
focus

RESEARCH FOCUS: Step 1

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Initial research interest
aim/question (Step 1)

It was recognised that staff did not have the skills to support or
properly guide children in the classroom who exhibited negative
responses to stress.

The aim was to create a culture of safety for every child in school
through the development of an emotional safety net of:

- genuineness

- acceptance,

- empathy

- self-actualisation.

Research focus

To develop staff understanding about the impact of stress on
children’s responses and the impact that supportive and protective
relationships have in dealing with the resulting behaviours.

Initial Question
What is the impact of a supportive and protective relationship when
removing barriers to stress?

1 Emotion Coaching UK (2019). What is Emotion Coaching? https.//www.emotioncoachinquk.com/what-is-

emotion-coaching
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KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 1): Step 2

Reference Whitaker, D. (2021). The kindness principle making relational
behaviour management work in schools. Independent Thinking
Press.

Key point(s) of note An approach rooted in acceptance and a genuine understanding of

children's behaviour enables children to develop relationships that
will give them the support needed to navigate emotional stress.

Reference Gus, L., Rose, J., & Gilbert, L. (2015). Emotion Coaching: A universal
strategy for supporting and promoting sustainable emotional and
behavioural well-being. Educational and Child Psychology, 32(1),
31-41. https://doi.org/10.53841/bpsecp.2015.32.1.31

Key point(s) of note Emotion coaching supports the development of emotional and
behavioural well-being in children.

Emotion coaching involves the development of quality
relationships; it is important for coaches to pay attention to the
emotions underlying behaviours.

PLAN 1: Step 3
As part of the process of planning Action Research Cycle 1 and having completed the ‘study’ phase,
the research question can evolve and become further refined.

Revised research question | What practical techniques can staff use to better identify and guide
children who exhibit negative responses to stress?

PLAN 1 and DO 1: Steps 4 and 6
Methods of data collection
- Observations
- Staff interviews
- Pupil interviews

Description of research sample, timing and location

The research sample consisted of a cohort of teachers, focusing on the implementation of
emotion coaching strategies tailored for children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities
(SEND). Two staff meetings were conducted across the Autumn term to explain the process,
facilitated by a trusted individual proficient in emotion coaching techniques. The professional
development training was delivered collaboratively by the Special Educational Needs and
Disabilities Coordinator (SENDCO) and the Deputy Headteacher. This structured approach aimed
to enhance teachers' competencies in supporting SEND students, fostering an emotionally
supportive environment to enable success in both their learning and emotional development.

- Each teacher was asked to identify a child with SEND in their class who would benefit from
the implementation of an emotion coaching process.

- Observations of two selected teachers were conducted by the SENDCO and the Deputy
Headteacher during the Spring term. Following these observations, teacher and pupil
interviews were undertaken to gather qualitative data regarding the effectiveness of the
emotion coaching process in enhancing emotional regulation for the identified pupils during
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times of stress within the school environment and the impact that this had upon their
learning.

PLAN 2: Step 5
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 1: Step 7-8
Data Analysis: process
After conducting the observations and interviews, the two members of the research team (the
School SENCO and the deputy Head Teacher) met to discuss the main points and trends they each
noticed from the process so far. This conversation was used as the basis for planning Action
Research Cycle 2.

Summary of Findings

Research Question
What practical techniques can staff use to better identify and guide children who exhibit negative
responses to stress?

Observations revealed that children responded well to the use of emotion coaching symbols
(Widgits?). The children’s use of the visual poster prompt indicated their enhanced engagement
and understanding of emotional regulation. Notably, relationships between teachers and pupils
were observed to strengthen due to this interactive approach. The findings suggest that the
application of these tools was more successful in pre-empting emotional difficulties and
reinforcing coping strategies, rather than serving as reactionary mechanisms following episodes of
stress.

During this study, teacher interviews revealed the usefulness of the statements and the emotion
coaching Widgits, which facilitated effective interactions and maintained focus during sessions.
They reported that the availability of a poster proved advantageous when pupils displayed signs of
stress, providing a timely reference point for intervention. Furthermore, teachers reported that
this process notably deepened their relationships with pupils.

Pupil interviews revealed that they found the Widgits a clear explanation of emotions. They
appreciated the structured pathway, as it allowed them to refer back to the poster when they
began to experience the identified emotions. Additionally, pupils described a greater sense of
connection with their teacher, expressing enjoyment of the one-to-one interactions facilitated by
the intervention. This positive relationship contributed significantly to the children’s overall
emotional engagement and understanding.

Findings also revealed that teachers instinctively integrated these strategies into their interactions
with other pupils, signifying an internalisation of the techniques into their practices. Additionally,
they reported a change in their language around the description of emotions, leading to an
enhanced responsiveness to the diverse needs of their pupils.

Pupils articulated a strong desire for copies of the emotional regulation poster to be shared with
other staff members, particularly lunchtime supervisors and parents/carers. This request
stemmed from their experiences, as many stress triggers emerged during unstructured times.

2 Widgit (n.d.). Introduction to Symbols.https://www.widgit.com/about-symbols/intro to symbols/index.htm
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Furthermore, pupils began to explain the emotional regulation process to their peers, generating
interest and requests for broader access to the techniques.

Following the initial implementation of the strategies, pupils actively contributed suggestions to
refine the process, indicating a desire to tailor it to better suit their unique experiences and
preferences. This feedback shows the significance of pupils' feedback in shaping the process,
highlighting the importance of collaboration between teachers and pupils.

Analysis and next steps leading into Action Research Cycle 2

Analysis of the data showed that although the relationship fostered between pupils and teachers
was valuable, the process itself of had the greatest impact on pupils' ability to recognise signs of
stress and self-regulate. There was a need for this process to be overlearned in various contexts,
including the classroom, unstructured time, and at home. Additionally, it was essential for the
process to remain fluid, reflecting pupils' experiences as they attempted to implement the process
independently.

Next Step(s): Action Research Cycle 2

A staff meeting was conducted to share initial findings with teachers, teaching assistants, and key
members of the lunchtime supervisor team. Staff who had successfully implemented the process
were able to share their experience and answer questions that arose.

Following this, a parents'/carers' meeting was held to share findings and demonstrate how the
process was utilised in school. This gave them the tools to support their children via the posters
sent home and to implement the process where triggers were home rather than school-based.

To ensure the success of the research, the process was refined to prevent it from being used as a
reactive measure, instead incorporating it into a timetabled schedule to facilitate overlearning.
Clear examples were provided to illustrate adaptability for individual pupils, reinforcing
personalised responses. In addition, resource packs containing worked examples, including a
record sheet to show the impact of the process, were distributed to teachers and teaching
assistants, thereby equipping them with the necessary tools to apply the strategies within their
classrooms effectively.

The analysis indicated that further data would be useful to assess the overall impact of the
process. Introducing Boxall profiles will enhance our understanding of pupil needs and provide a
deeper insight into their emotional development.

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 2

KEY LITERATURE SHAPING THE RESEARCH (STUDY 2): Step 9

Reference Fox, M., Laverty, T., & Chowdhury, S. (2019). Supporting the
emotional well-being of children and young people with learning
disabilities: a whole school approach. Routledge.

Key point(s) of note Fox et al. (2019) referred to the importance of individualising the
emotional process for each child. Children need to learn to respond
in a variety of ways and repeat the patterns that have had the most
impact in reducing the overwhelming nature of the level of
emotional arousal.
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PLAN 2: Step 10

Revised research question | What trusted emotion coaching processes can staff use to guide
children who exhibit negative responses to stress?

PLAN 2 and DO 2: Steps 11 and 13
Methods of data collection
- Observations
- Staff Interviews
- Pupil Interviews
- Review of record sheets
- Data analysis (Boxall Profiles)

Description of research sample, timing and location

The research sample consisted of a cohort of teachers, teaching assistants and lunchtime
supervisors focusing on the implementation of a precise process of emotion coaching tailored for
children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND).

This structured approach aims to further enhance teachers' competencies in supporting SEND
students, fostering an emotionally supportive environment that enables success in both their
learning and emotional development.

The data collection process involved each teacher implementing the refined trusted emotion
coaching process with the identified pupils in their classes, commencing with a Boxall Profile
assessment.

The SENCO and the deputy headteacher observed the two selected teachers again during the
Summer term. This took place after an eight-week implementation period to evaluate the
effectiveness of the trusted emotion coaching process. Additionally, teacher and pupil interviews
were conducted to collect qualitative data, to gauge further the progress of the pupils involved in
the intervention, a second Boxall Profile was completed.

PLAN 2: Step 12
Ethical consent was sought from each participant to publish this data anonymously.

REVIEW 2: Steps 14-15
Data Analysis: process
The data analysis encompassed an observational study of teacher and pupil sessions, during which
notes were compared with earlier observations. This comparative analysis sought to identify any
changes in engagement, thereby highlighting the effects of implemented strategies. Furthermore,
record sheets were examined to ascertain the impact of the process in reactionary situations,
revealing an increase in pupils' abilities to self-regulate using the strategies provided.

In addition, responses from initial interviews with both staff and pupils in Cycle 1 were reviewed
to highlight the evolving process. A comparative study of the baseline Boxall Profiles against a
second profile conducted eight weeks later was integral to assessing developmental progress. This
analysis provided critical insights into the emotional intelligence of pupils, allowing for a
comprehensive understanding of the intervention's success over the designated period. The
findings serve as a foundation for subsequent phases of research and practice.
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Summary of Findings

Action Research Cycle 2 Research Question

What trusted emotion coaching processes can staff use to guide children who exhibit negative
responses to stress?

- The same process was used - the adult conducting the process became less central.

- As pupils became more familiar with the process, they became less reliant on the visual,
having internalised it.

- Staff refined understanding of emotion coaching — able to use strategies across their practice.

Analysis and next steps leading into conclusion(s)

The findings indicate that as the same emotional regulation process was consistently applied, the
role of the specific adult diminished, thus allowing any trusted adult to implement the procedure
effectively.

As pupils became more familiar with the process and overlearned the skills involved, their reliance
on visual aids lessened — thus demonstrating their ability to internalise the strategies.
Furthermore, empowering pupils with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) to
articulate their emotions, recognise triggers, and devise constructive next steps fosters a sense of
agency over their responses, thereby enhancing their overall emotional competence and
resilience.

CONCLUSION

Research aim/question

What trusted emotion coaching processes can staff use to guide children who exhibit negative
responses to stress?

Conclusion(s)

This study has refined the intervention process based on the initial findings from Cycle One. It was
observed that pupils exhibited a significant reliance on their class teacher for emotional
regulation, which posed a barrier to their independent success, as the same adult could not
always be present. A shift in focus from dependence on a single trusted adult to a structured
process enabled pupils to follow a pathway independently. Furthermore, feedback highlighted
that a singular planned response for achieving success was inadequate; thus, revisiting the
pathway facilitated discussions around various responses tailored to different scenarios.

The findings also indicated that the continual reiteration of the process proved beneficial, as it
allowed pupils to overlearn and internalise the necessary skills for emotional self-regulation. Fox
et al. (2019) state that ‘a child with severe or complex learning difficulties requires adults to plan
on their behalf, to begin to build that resilience early in life in order to maximise their potential for
independence and autonomy as they grow.’

These insights underscore the importance of fostering independence in pupils early in their school
career, which is crucial for their overall emotional and social development.

Next Steps

Research Cycle 3

The next steps within the school would be:

- to expand the process to all children who have exhibited negative responses to stress.

- share research with the Emotional Literacy Support Assistant® (ELSA) supervision group and
the school’s mental health practitioner.

3 ELSA Network (2017). What is ELSA? https://www.elsanetwork.org/about/
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Appendix 1 — Action Research Cycles

Establish the
research focus

Step 1: Identify the ISEND area for development which requires
research.

Study 1 Step 2: Review the research literature.
First Plan
Step 3: Start the process of refining the research.
Action Plan 1 Step 4: Decide what kind of direction you are going to take (direct or
Research enquiry).
Cycle 1 Step 5: Consider research ethics (engage with the ethics checklist).
Do 1 Step 6: Implement the first plan (either direct action or enquiry as
- action).
Step 7: Review and Reflect.
Review 1 Step 8: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
Study 2 Step 9: Review further literature if required.
Second Plan
Step 10: Based on the ‘reflect’ phase, refine the research (this may
involve revising or developing the research questions) and plan the
next actions.
Plan 2 Step 11: Decide what kind of action you are going to take (direct or
enquiry).
Action
Research Step 12: Seek any further ethical permissions if needed (engage with
Cycle 2 ethics checklist).
Do 2 Step 13: Implement the second plan — (either direct action or
- enquiry as action).
. Step 14: Review and reflect.
Review 2

Step 15: Analyse the meaning of the data gathered.
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Appendix 2 — Supporting Children Through Negative Responses to Stress
NB.* Jessica is not the child’s real name but rather is a pseudonym.

Date & Context
Emotions addressing
What | did in the session.

The child’s reaction in the
session

Follow up

Impact seenin a
reactionary situation

26" January 2024

Jessica* has been doing
the opposite of what is
being asked and when told
to stop she has been
getting upset with both
the adults and the
children that she has been
unkind to.

1% February 2024
Jessica had upset her
friends at break time by
throwing a ball at them
and this carried on into
lunch because the girls
didn’t want to play with
her. Jessica took herself
away from lunch and
locked herself in the toilet
without telling an adult
where she had gone.

6™ March 2024

Jessica was feeling upset
and confused because she
had been accused of doing
something at lunchtime
that hadn’t happened. She
had passed a note around
in class saying ‘sorry’ for
something she hadn’t
done because she wanted
those children to be her
friend.

We discussed different
feelings and what Jessica
was wanting to happen by
not following instructions
and what may have
caused this kind of
behaviour.

Jessica was still upset and
was refusing to eat her
lunch. | empathised with
Jessica’s emotions and
how she was feeling and
that | understood why she
was upset that her friends
didn’t want to play with
her. We explored the
reasons as to why this
might have happened and
how her friends felt too.
Jessica was able to take
ownership of her feelings
and apologise to her
friends.

We identified why Jessica
might have upset children
and she said it’s because
they thought she had said
a swear word. We agreed
that she hadn’t and that
she felt the need to
apologise for something
she hadn’t done to try and
‘keep her friends’. We
chatted about what to do
next time if this were to
happen again and Jessica
said she would tell a
dinner lady or tell me after
lunchtime.

Spoke to Dad on the
phone who has had a chat
with Jessica and a
behaviour expectation
chart has been put in
place for Jessica to work
towards having her own
drawing time.

Mrs Callow recommended
informing Mum and Dad
of the Mental Health Drop
Ins that are available for
Jessica to attend. Dad did
come to a drop-in session
in school and said he
found the session helpful.

| spoke with the meal-time
supervisors to let them
know that this was
happening and they have
been keeping an eye on
Jessica.

Jessica has been following
instructions because she
knows that every time she
does this allows her to
work towards having her
drawing time.

Jessica hasn’t taken
herself away to the toilet
since and has instead
started to tell an adult if
she feels upset or angry
about something and then
we have had a chat.

Jessica hasn’t had another
incident where she has
felt like she has needed to
say sorry even when she
hasn’t done anything
wrong.
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11" June 2024

Jessica was told a ‘rumour’
by a friend that made her
feel uncomfortable. She
has then shared this with
the rest of the year group
and the girls that it was
about are upset and
Jessica is feeling worried
and confused.

We identified that this
rumour wasn’t true and
that Jessica was sorry for
sharing this with other
children in the year group.
We explored with Mrs
Callow how she might feel
if this was passed around
about her and reminded
her that not that long ago
someone had shared
information about her
that she didn’t like. We
empathised with Jessica
and understood how this
may make her feel
uncomfortable but Jessica
also apologised for making
the other girls feel that
way. We chatted about
how to handle this
situation next time and
that an adult can always
help.

| spoke with Jessica’s Dad
with Mr Miles to pass on
what had been shared.
Dad went and had a chat
with Jessica at home and
informed me of the
outcome and how Jessica
was feeling.

This incident didn’t
continue like it has
sometimes in the past.
Jessica was able to draw a
line under what had
happened and move on
which | know she has
spoken about finding hard
sometimes. Jessica has
been playing with these
children without any
problems.
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Appendix 3 — Talking Through Feeling Emotional
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Appendix 4 — Response to Stress and Managing Stress
For further information, see:

Irish Department for Education and National Educational Psychology Service (n.d). Managing Stress
and Anxiety, a guide for school staff. https://assets.gov.ie/85980/eabalf64-778a-46d3-8fd5-
a358f2811a6e.pdf

Irish Department for Education and National Educational Psychology Service (n.d) The Response to
Stress Information for School Staff. https://assets.gov.ie/85985/184e2e0a-4507-4634-97dc-
b185ddb41d71.pdf
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