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PRACTICE BRIEF 

Summary 

You play a key role in helping your students to develop emotional literacy, which is the ability to identify, 

understand and respond to one’s emotions. Some students, including those on the autism spectrum, often 

struggle to recognise and understand their own emotions and the emotions of others. This can lead to larger 

behaviour concerns within your classroom or other students not understanding why their school friend 

doesn’t understand. By supporting your whole class in developing emotional literacy, you can allow discussion 

about emotions and establish a deeper understanding. Emotional literacy is essential for all children to 

understand that the emotion they feel is neither good or bad, and to understand how to process emotions in 

a healthy way. This creates empathy and kindness within your classroom. 

 

Australian Professional Standards for Teachers related to this practice 

• 1.6 - strategies to support the full participation of students with disability 

• 4.1 - support student participation 

For further information, see Australian Professional Standards for Teachers AITSL page 

 

Preparing to Teach 

The ability to identify, understand, and label emotions develops over time and it is critical that adults actively 

foster it. Plan to foster students’:  

• emotional vocabulary  

• identification of the full range of emotions experienced 

• communication of emotional experiences to others (parents, peers and teachers) 

• recognition of situations that evoke these emotions. 

By also labelling feelings in appropriate situations, you: 

• expose students to a rich vocabulary for expressing feelings 

• teach your students about empathy for others 

• assist students to understand when to express their emotions.   

It also allows your students to understand where the emotion comes from, recognise it, and learn how to 

self-regulate before a strong reaction occurs. 

 

It works better if: 

• you consider student communication skills; emotions are abstract concepts so use visual supports 

(graphics or video) where possible 

https://www.aitsl.edu.au/standards


  

 

© Copyright 2023, Autism CRC.  All rights reserved. 

PRACTICE BRIEF 

• you start by teaching universal primary emotions (e.g., happy, sad, angry) to establish a base 

understanding before continuing to  secondary emotions (e.g., jealous, embarrassed) 

• you use different strategies to teach about emotion (e.g., visual, oral, movement) 

• strategies for managing challenging feelings are taught while the student is calm. 

It doesn’t work if: 

• strategies are taught during times of distress; we all have trouble learning when we are very stressed 

or upset 

• your student has interoception needs and may struggle to recognise body clues when they are feeling 

emotion 

• your explanation of the feeling and associated events is too complicated or the student is not able to 

understand the emotion being taught. 

 

In the classroom 

How do I do it? 

Throughout the school day 

• Model responding to, and regulating emotions (e.g., taking deep breaths when frustrated) 

• Label emotions in context, use nonverbals to show the emotion and describe how students can 

express their feelings 

• Encourage students to label their own emotions 

• Sing songs, read stories, and role-play in relation to a variety of feeling words. You can find some of 

these online. 

An example 

A student who always plays with a certain toy cannot find it. You can intervene by frowning and saying, “You 

look frustrated by not being able to find your toy. I would feel frustrated too if I cant find something I am 

looking for.” This labels the emotion and models using the word 'frustrated' for the feeling the student is 

experiencing, as well as showing the student that what they are feeling is normal in the situation they are in. 

You can then model some positive coping strategies for the student such as looking for another toy or asking 

a friend if they have seen the toy. 

 

Further reading 

Kansas Inservice Training System Newsletter: Fostering Emotional Literacy in Young Children: Labeling 

Emotions. http://kskits.dept.ku.edu/publications/NewslettersPDF/Vol17_2Spring2008.pdf 

The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning: Enhancing Emotional Vocabulary in 

Young Children. http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/modules/module2/handout6.pdf 

http://kskits.dept.ku.edu/publications/NewslettersPDF/Vol17_2Spring2008.pdf
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/modules/module2/handout6.pdf

