
Monday, February 5
Kelly Mahler
Interoception:  The Eighth Sensory System

Interoception is an extremely important sensory system that helps us 
to ‘feel’ the internal states of our body. For example, the interoceptive 
system helps us feel many different internal sensations including: 
hunger, thirst, needing the bathroom, pain, body temperature, sexual 
arousal, heart rate and muscle tension. Additionally, interoception is a 
key component to our emotional experience. Research indicates that 
interoception (our ability to clearly sense body signals, like an increase 
in heart rate or tingly stomach), enables us to accurately identify, 
understand and control our emotions. 

Many individuals with high functioning ASD have an underlying 
disconnect with their interoceptive system. In fact, brain research has 
revealed the brain’s ‘Interoceptive Center’ as an area that is consistently 
impacted in people with autism, making interoception a crucial 
consideration when addressing skills in these individuals. Not only 
can difficulties with interoception cause significant challenges when 
regulating emotions and regulating body functions (such as hunger, 
thirst and pain), it has far reaching effects to skills such as perspective 
taking, problem solving and empathy. 

This presentation will provide teachers, therapists, parents and 
individuals with high functioning ASD a firm understanding of 
interoception including an overview of what research tells us about 
interoception, and how to apply this research when developing 
programming for individuals with high functioning ASD. Discussion 
will focus on the link between interoception and many important skill 
areas including emotion regulation, perspective taking, problem solving 
and empathy. Many practical strategies for assessing and improving 
interoception will be shared. Finally, a special segment will provide new 
and unique emotion regulation ideas, developed by individuals with ASD, 
that highlight their extraordinary way of thinking and viewing the world.

Kelly Mahler, MS, OTR/L, earned a MS in Occupational Therapy, 
as well as a Post-Professional Pediatric Certificate from Misericordia 
University, Dallas, PA. She is an occupational therapist and autism 
consultant who supports school-aged individuals and young adults 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders. In the evenings, Kelly is co-founder 
of Destination Friendship, an organization providing fun opportunities 
targeted at developing friendship skills in young people with ASD.
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Tuesday, February 6
Leah Kuypers
The Zones of Regulation

This presentation provides teachers, therapists and parents with hands-on 
knowledge on the nature of self-regulation and strategies for improving 
self-regulation and emotional control in individuals of all ages. The 
presentation addresses topics such as: the brain’s involvement, typical 
development, sensory processing, emotional regulation, and executive 
functioning. Participants will learn an explicit, stair-stepped method and 
tools to guide individuals in utilizing The Zones framework across situations 
and environments to regulate sensory needs, impulses, and emotional states 
to social demands. Visuals and student work samples are highlighted to 
illustrate numerous learning activities. A variety of tools (sensory supports, 
calming techniques, and thinking strategies) are explored to help individuals 
recognize their internal emotions, sensory needs, and thinking patterns 
in each zone, when shifting from one zone to another, and then to self-
regulate within zones. Participants explore ideas on how to teach, when, 
why, and how to use tools effectively. 

The Zones of Regulation presentation also incorporates core concepts 
from Michelle Garcia Winner’s Social Thinking® framework to help teach 
individuals about perspective taking so they better understand how being 
in the different zones impacts the thoughts and feelings of other people 
around them. 

This will be the first full day training in Edmonton on The 

Zones of Regulation. 

Leah Kuypers earned a BS in Occupational Therapy from the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison, a Graduate Certificate in Autism, and a MA in 
Education from Hamline University in St. Paul, MN.  She has practiced as 
an OT/autism specialist in school and clinical settings, specializing in self-
regulation and social learning, and has worked with students of all ages and 
challenges, including anxiety, ADHD, and ASD. Leah created The Zones of 
Regulation®, a curriculum designed to teach self-regulation, and is author of 
the book by the same name (2011, Social Thinking Publishing). In addition to 
working with students, she provides trainings and consultation to parents 
and professionals, and offers workshops on the Zones to groups across the 
country and Canada.
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