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ABSTRACT
In this extended abstract, we outline a PhD project which inves-
tigates the relationship between emotion and metacognition in
children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in order to design
and develop an automatic Machine Learning based tool with real-
time feedback to support metacognitive process of both Typically
Developing (TD) children and children with ASD.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing→ Empirical studies in HCI.
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1 RESEARCH TOPIC
The learning experience of children with Autism SpectrumDisorder
(ASD) may be negatively affected due to impaired social commu-
nication, restricted interests, and repetitive behaviour. There is a
great distance in learning attainment for some children with ASD
to their Typically Developing (TD); the mathematics learning gap is
one instance of such a distance [5, 27]. The reason why some chil-
dren diagnosed with ASD have difficulties in mathematics is that it
requires a comprehensive accurate cognitive process to understand
mathematics concepts. To support mathematics learning, one of
the most cost-efficient educational interventions is to support one’s
metacognition [15]. Metacognition is described as ‘thinking about
one’s thinking’ [25]. It is the ability to understand and control one’s
learning by comparing features of learning experience with the
standards of experience, and it is directly related to one’s math-
ematics performance [11]. Evidence from research experiments
have revealed that children with ASD have impairment on the
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metacognitive process. A significant difference is shown in the
metacognitive monitoring score between a group of children with
ASD and a group of Typically Developing (TD) children [4, 6, 13, 24].
An impaired metacognitive monitoring process is unfavorable for
children with ASD because the metacognitive monitoring process
is one important part of self-regulation of learning (SRL), which is
one’s ability to understand and control one’s learning environment
[16]. The impaired metacognitive monitoring process could explain
why children with ASD have difficulties with SRL and perform a
delayed performance in the mathematics study.

Current interventions which improve children’s mathematics
learning by supporting metacognitive monitoring ability can be cat-
egorised into traditional-based and computer-based interventions.
Based on research experiments, the mathematics performance of
children or adolescents with ASD are improved after working on
these interventions [8, 10, 14, 17, 18, 27]. Compared with traditional-
based interventions, computer-based interventions have additional
advantages for children with ASD. First, the computer-based in-
tervention can build a more comfortable learning environment for
children, since children with ASD tend to enjoy themselves and
be engaged when interacting with computers as these interactions
occur in a safe and trustworthy environment [32]. Second, the
computer-based intervention can use technological devices and al-
gorithms to collect and analyse more precise features from children
such as emotion, temperature, body motions, and learning perfor-
mance [17] which can be used to improve the quality of support.
Third, computer-based interventions are replicable so that every
child with ASD can be supported by one independent machine [8]
to receive more specific targeted support.

In the proposed research, such ‘support’ of metacognitive mon-
itoring ability appears in the form of some feedback about the
judgement of learning activity [17]. One limited aspect of the tradi-
tional feedback in the proposed research is having to be provided
after children finish the learning process because the feedback is
based on children’s postdictive judgement of their answers. Such a
delay in providing feedback can not support children’s metacog-
nitive monitoring process in real-time, whilst active learning is
in progress [33]. To evaluate the metacognitive monitoring pro-
cess in real-time, research groups have focused on exploring the
relationship between emotion and metacognitive monitoring ac-
curacy of TD children [9, 29, 30]. It has been studied that typical
emotions such as ‘boredom’ and ‘surprising’ have a significant rela-
tionship with metacognitive monitoring accuracy [9, 30]. However,
the relationship between emotion and metacognitive monitoring
accuracy of children with ASD is still emerging. The Facial Emotion
Expression (FEE) of children with ASD can not be recognised with
a reliable accuracy [3, 22, 26, 31], because children with ASD have
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unique and impaired emotion expressions [2, 28]. Thus our research
project aims to fill the following gaps:

(1) Current interventions can not provide feedback in real-
time and omit the heterogeneous behaviours of children
[17, 30].
(2) Research has shown emotions can have a positive in-
fluence on the metacognitive process, but the relationship
between emotion and metacognitive monitoring accuracy
has not been investigated in children with ASD [12, 30].
(3) It needs to be explored which patterns of emotional ex-
pression are significantly different in children with ASD
[26].

1.1 Key-terms Descriptions
In this subsection, we will illustrate all key terms we used in this
review.

Self-regulated learning (SRL): Self-regulated learning refers
to one’s ability to understand and control one’s learning
environment. It include goal setting, self-monitoring, self-
instruction, and self-reinforcement.
Metacognitivemonitoring accuracy: Metacognitivemon-
itoring accuracy represents the accuracy of one individual’s
metacognitive monitoring process when monitoring the cog-
nitive error [33].
Emotion change: The term ‘emotion change’ represents the
change of one’s emotion evidence score such as joy, anger,
surprise, boredom, etc [30].
Traditional feedback: The traditional ‘feedback’ is pro-
vided to children after completing required tasks such as the
the rate of accuracy, the scores obtained, the goal reminder,
and the strategy for the next action [17, 18].

1.2 Problem Statement
Webuild on evidence that childrenwithASDhave impairedmetacog-
nitivemonitoring abilitywhen engaging in complex and constrained
problems [4, 6, 13, 24, 33]. This impairment in metacognition can ex-
plain why the mathematics performance of some children with ASD
is poorer than their peers. Based on two research outcomes: first,
Maras and Brosnan [17] studied that traditional feedback which
supports metacognition can improve children’s mathematics perfor-
mance; second, Taub [30] has investigated the relationship between
emotional change andmetacognition in TD children, wewill investi-
gate the relationship between emotional change and metacognitive
monitoring accuracy in children with ASD and explore how an
automatic Machine Learning (ML) tool can be designed to pro-
vide feedback in real-time based on emotional changes to support
metacognitive monitoring skills in children with ASD.

1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
In this research project, we aim to design and build automatic
computer-based learning tools for TD children and children with
ASD, to improve their mathematics performance by providing per-
sonalized real-time feedback to support their metacognitive moni-
toring accuracy. To achieve this aim, the objectives below need to
be accomplished:

1. Validate the accuracy of emotion recognition tool for TD
children and children with ASD.
2. Explore the relationship between emotion change and
metacognitive monitoring accuracy in children with ASD.
3. Analyze the effect of feedback generated in real-time on
metacognitive monitoring accuracy of TD children and chil-
dren with ASD.

2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS
To solve the research problem and accomplish our research objec-
tives, there are two research questions that will drive the research
work in this project:
RQ 1: Can the emotion recognition tool improves the metacognitive
monitoring accuracy of TD children and children with ASD?

This question is focusing on whether the metacognitive moni-
toring accuracy of children (TD and ASD) can be increased if we
provide feedback in real-time to children based on their expected
emotional changes such as boredom and surprise.
RQ 2: Which emotional expressions are significantly different in chil-
dren with ASD while engaging in the metacognitive monitoring pro-
cess?

As children with ASD have unique facial expressions, to monitor
their emotional change in RQ 1, this question needs to explore
which emotions are significantly different, and how to classify and
measure these emotions in children with ASD.

3 CURRENTWORK DONE SO FAR
Building on two research outcomes (Maras et al. and Taub et al.)
mentioned in Sec.1.2, now we aim to explore whether providing
real-time feedback which based on emotional change can improve
children’s metacognitive monitoring accuracy and thereby improv-
ing the mathematics performance. As recognising facial emotional
expressions is a vital procedure in this project, we need to validate
the accuracy of the emotion recognition tool for children (the first
objective in Sec.1.3). To be aware of unique behaviours of facial
expression with small training dataset, transfer learning algorithms
have been applied on training Neural Networks (NN) to classify
emotions [1, 20, 21]. We tested the accuracy of a transfer learning
algorithm (loss-reweighting) [7] and deep learning neural network
(NN) in classifying emotions in ChildEFES1, the result (see Fig.1)
showed that the transfer learning algorithm can improve the accu-
racy of facial emotional classification based on a generic classifier
and a personalized classifier (see (a), (b) in Fig.1 that the mean accu-
racy in middle is higher than both end), and this result is consistent
with the experiment in [22, 23, 26]. Now we are requesting the
permission of accessing an emotional dataset of children with ASD
to test the accuracy of emotional classifier on children with ASD.

4 NEXT STEPS
Next, a ‘between-groups study design’ will be employed, where
each group will be exposed to one of the following conditions: C1 -
learning without feedback support; C2 - learning with traditional
feedback support; C3 - learning with real-time feedback support.

1ChildEFES [19] is a photo and video database of 4-to-6-year-olds expressing the
seven induced and posed universal emotions (happy, disgust, surprise, fear, sad, anger,
contempt) and a neutral expression.
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Figure 1: The accuracy of loss-reweighting on ChildEFES: (a) re-weight between gender aware NN (when bias=0.0) and generic
NN (when bias=1.0), (b) re-weight between nationality aware NN (when bias=0.0) and generic NN (when bias=1.0).

The difference between C2 and C3 is that C2 will get feedback
at the end of the learning task, while C3 will get feedback when
children’s metacognitive monitoring process is keeping lower than
usual. We expect to answer whether the real-time feedback based
on emotional change can improve the metacognitive monitoring
accuracy and mathematics performance.

With our PhD project, we will fill up the research gap about the
relationship between emotion and metacognition in children with
ASD and will provide a reliable approach to evaluating children’s
metacognitive monitoring accuracy in real-time for the research
community. The metacognitive monitoring processed of children
are expected to be improved from real-time feedback. This will offer
a direction for future research to provide high-quality feedback for
TD children and children with ASD to support their metacognitive
process.
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