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Welcome to The Transporters

Autistic children tend to avoid looking at human faces, 
probably because they don’t understand why the features 
of the face move in the way they do, or that faces express 
the emotional or mental states felt by the person. This 
series of films uses mechanical vehicles with real actors’ 
faces to encourage autistic children to look more at human 
faces. 

The Transporters is a make-believe world of imaginary 
characters where vehicles have feelings! For children on the 
autistic spectrum, The Transporters acts as a bridge between 
the mechanical world that they can cope with and the 
human world of emotions that they usually turn away from. 

This booklet explains how you can make the best use of the 
interactive episodes to help children recognise emotions. It 
contains activities that build on each of the episodes

TM
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by Professor Simon 
Baron-Cohen. 
Director, Autism 
Research Centre, 
Cambridge University 

The Transporters was created with 
funding from the UK government 
and developed with a team of film 
and technology experts, along with 
scientists from my own group at the 
Autism Research Centre. 

It’s the first time that I’ve seen 
high-quality broadcast animation 
techniques used to produce a series 
expressly for children on the autistic 
spectrum. 

Tailor-made for autistic 
children 
The Transporters has been created 
especially for autistic children who 
find it hard to recognise facial 
expressions of emotion. 

Such children also have difficulty 
understanding the causes 
of emotions. Our aim is to 
help children (including those 
without autism) to enhance their 
understanding of the causes 
of emotions and of emotional 
expressions. 

How The Transporters 
appeals to the autistic mind 
We know that children on the 
spectrum tend to love vehicles, 
probably because they are not alive 
and therefore move predictably. 

What they seem to dislike are 
objects that move when they 
don’t expect them to, and for no 
apparent reason. In the world of 
vehicles, some forms of transport 
are more predictable than others. 
For example, cars, planes and space 
rockets can move in almost any 
direction, at the whim of the driver. 

In that sense, cars and planes are 
almost as difficult as people – they 
are hard to predict. Other kinds of 
vehicles are much more controlled 
in their movements. Trams have to 
go in straight lines because they are 
attached to tracks and overhead 
cables. So do cable cars and trains. 
If you think about it, such vehicles 
can only go forward and backward 
or along the gentle curve of a track. 
These are the vehicles most loved by 
autistic children. 

The idea behind The Transporters 
is to help children to learn about 
emotions in a way that they will 

Introduction 
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enjoy. For a child who doesn’t 
naturally want to look at faces 
or people (because they move 
unpredictably), here’s a world in 
which the only human faces that 
appear are ‘grafted’ onto beautifully 
predictable, attractive vehicles. 

Suddenly, real people’s faces are 
interesting to the child who will 
therefore find it easier to learn to 
understand the expressions on 
these faces. 

The evidence that The 
Transporters actually works 
The Transporters took years to 
make, with careful testing with 
children along the way. Feedback 
from parents and carers told us 
that children enjoyed this unique 
combination of real human faces on 
animated vehicles but we needed 
proper evidence. 

A team of clinical scientists including 
myself and Dr Ofer Golan studied a 
group of autistic children. 

We encouraged them to use the 
episodes for 15 minutes a day at 
home, over a 1 month period. At 
the beginning of the project, we 
tested the children to see how well 
they could recognise emotions 
from facial expressions, and then 
re-tested them 1 month later. The 
results were remarkable. 

As a group, these children showed 
significant improvement in their 
ability to recognise emotions, 
compared to their own previous 
levels. They also improved on tests 
of facial expressions of emotion 
that they had never seen before, 
and even on tests using photos with 
a very different format from The 
Transporters, suggesting that they 
were able to generalise from what 
they had learned. 

We did not see these changes in 
an equivalent group of autistic 
children who had not had the 
benefit of watching The Transporters 
for the one month period. What 
we found most exciting was that 
whilst the children on the spectrum 
were below average at recognising 
emotions at the start of the project, 
following the 1 month of learning 
from The Transporters they had 
caught up to the levels expected of 

Jamie playing with The Transporters
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typically developing children of the 
same age. 

The important conclusion 
is that emotion recognition 
difficulties found in autism are 
not insurmountable, and that 
The Transporters is a scientifically 
evaluated method that can lead to 
significant improvement. 

Finally, I’m delighted that profit 
from this series will further autism 
research, with profits going to the 
Autism Research Trust. 

Simon Baron-Cohen

An example of a close-up facial expression

“This is such a wonderful 
initiative and is going to 
make a huge difference 
to the lives of some very 
vulnerable children. 
Both the concept 
and the execution of 
The Transporters are 
excellent.

Having worked in the 
field of autism for over 
25 years, I know that a 
sensitive approach like 
this is exactly what’s 
needed, and I am 
delighted that profit 
from the series will 
go back into autism 
charities and research.”

Jane Asher, President, 
National Autistic 
Society, UK
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The fifteen main emotions featured 
in The Transporters are: happy, sad, 
angry, afraid, excited, disgusted, 
surprised, tired, unfriendly, kind, 
sorry, proud, jealous, joking and 
ashamed. Additional emotions 
include worried and embarrassed. 

Don’t be concerned if your child is 
not familiar with all (or even any) of 
these emotions. 

The development of emotional 
understanding starts in infancy 
and continues throughout a child’s 
life. Most children can recognise 
the emotions covered in this series 
by nine years old, but emotional 
understanding starts by being 
exposed to the relevant emotion. 

Some children are delayed in 
recognising emotions, and The 
Transporters aims to accelerate 
understanding through 
entertainment and simple 
repetition. The Series is organised so 
that episodes featuring more basic 
emotions, understood by younger 
children, appear first. 

These are followed by episodes 
featuring more complex emotions. 
Throughout the series, whenever an 

emotion is presented, the narrator 
names it: eg ‘Dan was happy.’ 

On the screen the child is shown a 
close-up of the facial expression, 
and the cause of this emotion is 
explained in clear, uncomplicated 
language: eg ‘Dan was very happy 
that he had made Sally laugh.’

Educational aims 
The series aims to be entertaining, 
though it has clear educational aims. 

These include: 

1. To familiarise children with 
the human face, and increase 
the time they spend observing 
faces. 

2. To introduce emotional 
concepts to children. 

3. To show the context of 
emotions (their causes and 
consequences). 

4. To show how different 
characters react differently to 
the same situation.

Making the most of the Series 
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There are eight characters in the 
series, all toy vehicles with their own 
personalities and function.

They are part of a toy set in a child’s 
bedroom; an environment that is 
designed to be predictable (since 
autistic children love predictability) 
but not distracting. 

The characters come to life when 
their owner, Jamie, goes off to 
school in the morning. In the series, 
human figures are shown as static 
plastic toys in a deliberate attempt 
to keep human action simple and 
to avoid the type of movement 
(animacy) that autistic children turn 
away from. 

A narrator helps children to focus on 
the facial expressions, rather than 
watching the characters talking. 

The toy set has four key locations: 
Hillside Junction, where the 
characters can all meet up; 
the harbour, which most of 
the characters can visit; the 
Observatory, a popular destination 
for a picnic; and the quarry. 

Storylines are simple, with clear 
and uncomplicated language and 

obvious references to the emotions 
being expressed. 

Each episode of The Transporters 
focuses on one key emotion, which 
is presented in different contexts 
throughout the story. 

This central emotion is expressed by 
more than one character, to allow 
children to explore the expressions 
on different faces. 

Additional emotions appear in 
each episode to form the context 
for the key emotion. For example, 
the episode dealing with fear has 
characters worrying about the 
dangerous situation that is making 
one of the characters afraid.

About The Transporters
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The Transporters characters

WILLIAM: CHAIN FERRY
William takes other Transporters from 
the junction to the harbour on the 
other side of the estuary. He is solid 
and dependable.

NIGEL: COACH
Nigel carries passengers to a variety of places. He is 
impatient and loves travelling at a breakneck speed. 
Although he is always happy to help his friends, Nigel is 
sometimes careless and is also a bit of a show-off.

CHARLIE: TRAM
Charlie is a fun-loving tram. He loves helping 
others even if it involves overcoming his fear of 
heights.

JENNIE: TRAM
Jennie is usually a very caring tram but on 
occasion she can be a little boastful. She is very 
punctual and, despite being a tram, she loves 
traffic lights.
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SALLY: CABLE CAR
Sally is one of the youngest of the Transporters. 
She loves taking passengers up to the Observatory, 
especially if there is a picnic involved.

DAN: CABLE CAR
Dan has the distinction of being the youngest Transporter. 
He is very mischievous and likes making up rhymes and 
playing tricks on the other Transporters.

OLIVER: FUNICULAR RAILWAY
Oliver takes passengers up the hill to the 
Observatory. He is usually grumpy but can 
occasionally enjoy a laugh.

BARNEY: TRACTOR
Barney is the oldest of the Transporters and he 
often explains things to the younger ones. Despite 
being very slow, he can be relied on to take goods 
and cargo to the harbour and quarry.

GRAB: VERSATILE MULTI-FUNCTION 
TOOL
Barney, Charlie and Nigel can all use Grab 
when an important repair is needed or some 
heavy moving is required.
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Episodes and themes

TM
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Episode 1: The Transporters’ Happy Day 

Most of the Transporters are happy because they are doing things 
they really enjoy. Sally is carrying passengers, Dan is making 
William laugh, Barney is working at the quarry, Nigel is travelling 
very fast, William is taking Charlie across the harbour and Oliver is 
oiling his rail.  

But Jennie is sad because one of her wheels has buckled and she 
is stuck. The other Transporters rescue her, making them all very 
happy.  

Key emotion: happy. 

Additional emotions: sad, surprised. 

 
Themes: 
1. Happiness is caused by getting something we want or by 

doing something we like

Ask the child: What do you like doing? How does it make you feel? 
What would you like to have? How would it make you feel? How do 
you know you feel happy? How can other people tell you’re happy?

2. Different people enjoy different things and want different 
things to make them happy

Ask the child: What does your brother/sister/parent/friend like 
doing? What would he or she like to have? How would that make 
him or her feel? Does he or she like/want the same things as you?
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Episode 2: Sally’s Sad Day  

Sally is very happy because she’s taking the schoolchildren to the 
Observatory, where a photographer is going to take a picture. 
Dan is sad, because he cannot join in. On her way Sally gets 
splattered with mud, making her sad because she will be dirty in 
the photograph. Sally is even sadder when she is told that the trip 
has been cancelled because there is a broken rail on the viewing 
platform at the Observatory. 

But then she discovers the trip has been changed to a picnic on 
top of the hill. This makes Sally happy. Dan is also happy, because 
he can now come with Sally and the children. When they get to the 
picnic area, the photographer makes sure Sally’s muddy door can’t 
be seen. 
 

Key emotion: sad. 

Additional emotions: happy, sorry, surprised. 

 
Themes 
1. Sadness is caused when we lose, or when we don’t get 

something that we really want, or when we can’t do 
something that we would like to do: 

Ask the child: How did Sally’s feelings change when different 
things happened to her? How did she help herself to feel better? 
How did her friends help her to feel better? 

Ask the child: What do you like doing? How do you feel when you 
can’t do it? What do you like having? How do you feel when it is 
lost/broken/ finished? How do you know you feel sad? How can 
other people tell you’re sad? What makes you feel better?
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Episode 3: Nigel’s Slow Day 

Nigel likes speeding, but he has to travel slowly aboard the chain 
ferry, which makes him angry with William. He has to be diverted 
because Jennie has broken down on the level crossing, and then 
ends up stuck behind Barney. He shouts and hoots at Barney, and 
makes Barney angry with him. Barney explains that Nigel will have 
to be patient, but Nigel is very angry because he can’t bear to go 
slowly. He grumbles but finds that going slowly isn’t so bad after 
all, since he notices things around him that he usually misses. That 
said, he can’t wait to go fast again!  

Key emotion: angry. 

Additional emotions: excited, happy. 

 
Themes 
1. We get angry with people when they do something we don’t 

like and we think it is on purpose: 

Ask the child: Why did Nigel get angry with William? Did William 
go slowly on purpose? Ask the child: Why did William get angry 
with Nigel? Why is it important to say ‘Thank you’? 

Ask the child: What makes you angry? Who have you been angry 
with? What for? Why did they do this? Was it on purpose? How do 
you know you are angry? How could other people know? What 
makes you feel better? 

2. Changing the way we usually do things makes us learn and 
experience new and interesting things: 

Ask the child: What happened to Nigel when he had to drive 
slowly behind Barney? Discuss how hard it is to do something 
differently from usual. Discuss how this makes you learn and enjoy 
new things. Use examples from the child’s experience.
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Episode 4: Charlie Saves the Day 

Sally is afraid when she is stranded above the viaduct with a storm 
brewing. William sees that Sally is swaying in the wind and calls for 
help. Her only chance of rescue is Charlie, but he will have to cross 
the viaduct, and he is afraid of heights. 

Charlie makes his way slowly across the viaduct, fighting his fear 
all the way. He reaches Sally, and fixes her clamp back on the cable 
so that she can get back to the junction safely just as the storm 
breaks. Charlie is a hero!  

Key emotion: afraid. 

Additional emotions: happy, proud, worried. 

 
Themes 
1. We become afraid when something bad happens, or when 

we think something bad is going to happen very soon. Fear 
makes us want to run and hide: 

Ask the child: What was Sally afraid of? Was it dangerous/bad? 
What was Charlie afraid of? Was it dangerous/ bad? 

Ask the child: What are you afraid of? How do you know you’re 
afraid? How can others tell you’re afraid? What makes you feel 
better? 

2. Fear stops us from doing things. Overcoming our fear means 
we can enjoy new experiences: 

Ask the child: What did Charlie have to do to help Sally? How 
did he overcome his fear? How did he feel when he overcame his 
fear of heights? Ask the child: Have you ever overcome your fears 
to do something? How did you do it? How did you feel when you 
overcame your fear?
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3. The importance of helping others: 

Ask the child: What did William do when he saw Sally swaying in 
the wind? What did Charlie do? Could Sally fix things for herself? 
Discuss the importance of helping and asking for help from others 
when we can’t do something ourselves. 

Ask the child: Have you helped others? Have you asked for help 
from others? What was it about? How did helping/being helped 
make you feel? Discuss how helping makes you feel good about 
yourself, and makes others want to help you when you are in 
need.
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Episode 5: A Very Exciting Day 

All the Transporters are excited because a new clock is being built 
at the station and the mayor will be visiting to start the clock. 
Everyone has a job to do. Barney and Charlie are excited, because 
they have to collect clock parts; Jennie is excited because she has 
to collect the mayor. But Barney gets held up by a road blockage. 
Nigel comes to the rescue to clear it and Barney arrives with the 
clock hands, just in time. Everyone is excited to see the mayor 
starting the clock.  

Key emotion: excited. 

Additional emotions: happy, worried. 

 
Themes 
1. Helping others: we feel excited when we are about to do 

something that we really like, or something important. 
Excitement can feel good but sometimes we can get over-
excited, too. 

Ask the child: Why was Barney excited? Why was Jennie excited? 
How can you tell they’re excited? 

Ask the child: What makes you excited? How do you know you’re 
excited? How can others tell you’re excited? How does it feel in 
your body? 

2. Working together towards a goal gets better results: 

Ask the child: Who helped to get the clock ready on time? Could 
Charlie bring the cogs and the hands on time on his own? Could 
Barney arrive on time without Nigel’s help? Discuss how working 
together in a group gives better results. 

Ask the child: Who did you work with to achieve a goal? What was 
your goal? Could you do it as well on your own? How did working 
together make you feel?
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Episode 6: Jennie’s Smelly Adventure  

Barney is in the paint shop and 
can’t collect his cargo from the 
harbour. Jennie volunteers to help, 
not realising that it is a wagon of 
smelly fish for the market. She is 
disgusted by the horrible smell, 
but since she promised to help 
Barney, Jennie takes the cargo. 

Jennie is worried that people will think she is smelly. When Charlie 
arrives, he is disgusted by the smell. Jennie is embarrassed 
because she thinks Charlie will think she smells, but Charlie 
doesn’t. He kindly offers to go with Jennie. They then make their 
way to the market, trying to hold their breath as best they can!  

Key emotion: disgusted. 

Additional emotions: embarrassed, happy, worried. 

 
Themes 
1. We become disgusted when we see, taste, smell or touch 

something bad or unpleasant: 

Ask the child: Did Jennie like the smell of the fish? What did she 
want to do when she smelled them? 

Ask the child: What makes you disgusted? How can others know 
you are disgusted? What can you do to feel better? How can you 
tell when other people are disgusted? 

2. The importance of keeping promises: 

Ask the child: If Jennie was disgusted by the fish, why did she take 
them? Why was it important that Jennie kept her promise to help 

Jennie is disgusted by the smell of fish
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Barney? How would Barney feel if Jennie hadn’t kept her promise 
to take the cargo? 

Ask the child: Has someone ever promised you something 
and broken the promise? How did that make you feel? Why is it 
important to keep promises?
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Episode 7: Barney’s Special Day

It’s Barney’s birthday but all the 
other vehicles go about their 
business as if it’s just any other day. 
Barney is surprised that no one has 
remembered. This makes him sad. 

But what Barney doesn’t know is 
that his friends are preparing a 
surprise celebration for him when 
he gets back to the junction that evening. 

Key emotion: surprised.

Additional emotions: excited, happy, sad.

 
Note, for the sake of simplicity, disappointment was broken 
down to surprise followed by sadness throughout the episode. 
If the child you work with can understand the concept of 
disappointment, you can introduce it in this episode.

Themes 
1. We become surprised when we expect something to happen 

and it doesn’t, or when something that we didn’t expect 
happens. Surprise can be good (eg getting a present you 
didn’t expect) or bad (eg finding that someone has eaten the 
chocolate you were keeping). 

Ask the child: What did Barney expect his friends to do when they 
saw him? When they didn’t do it, how was he feeling? Was it a good 
surprise or a bad one? Did Barney expect to have a party when he 
got back to the junction? How did he feel? Was it a good surprise 
or a bad one? 

Ask the child: Has something happened to you that you didn’t 
expect? What was it? Was it a good or a bad surprise? How did 

Barney returns to Hillside Junction
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it make you feel? How might others have known that you were 
surprised? 

2. Different people know different things:

Ask the child: Did the Transporters know it was Barney’s birthday? 
Did he know that they knew? Did Barney know his friends were 
preparing a party for him? Discuss how not knowing about 
something allows others to surprise you. 

3. Withholding information: 

Ask the child: If the Transporters knew that it was Barney’s 
birthday, why didn’t they wish him happy birthday? Why was 
it important that they didn’t tell him they knew? Discuss the 
importance of withholding information to create a surprise.
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Episode 8: William’s Scrapyard Nightmare  

William is crossing the estuary, but 
something is wrong. Although he is 
usually so strong and powerful, he 
finds that he is losing his strength 
and feeling very tired. He is very 
worried that he is ready for the 
scrapyard. Barney tells William that 
the problem is simply a broken 
cogwheel in William’s engine. 

Barney then fixes William. Fixing 
William makes Barney tired too, but William is very happy that 
he is not ready for the scrapyard. Key emotion: tired. Additional 
emotions: happy, sad, surprised, worried. William is crossing the 
estuary, but something is wrong. 

Although he is usually so strong and powerful, he finds that he is 
losing his strength and feeling very tired. He is very worried that he 
is ready for the scrapyard. Barney tells William that the problem 
is simply a broken cogwheel in William’s engine. Barney then fixes 
William. Fixing William makes Barney tired too, but William is very 
happy that he is not ready for the scrapyard.  

Key emotion: tired. 

Additional emotions: happy, sad, surprised, worried. 

 
Themes
1. We feel tired when we’ve worked hard or have done a lot 

without a rest We can also feel tired when we’ve been 
thinking or worrying about something too much, because our 
mind needs a rest: 

William’s broken cog makes him tired
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Ask the child: William worked hard to get to the junction. How did 
it make him feel? Why was he tired? Why did he think he was tired? 
Why did William ask Charlie to stop singing his rhyme? Why did 
Charlie’s rhyme tire William? How did Barney feel after working so 
hard to fix William? 

Ask the child: What makes you tired? How do you make yourself 
feel better? Discuss both physical and mental tiredness. 

2. Telling others about our problems can help: 

Ask the child: Why did William think he was so tired? Why was 
William really tired? Was William really ready for the scrapyard? 
Who told William he had a broken cog? How did Barney help 
William? Could Barney have helped William if he hadn’t told him he 
had a problem? 

Ask the child: Who do you tell when you have a problem? 
What do they do? How can telling others help you deal with you 
problems better?
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Episode 9: Charlie’s Missed School Run 

Charlie is looking forward to doing 
his favourite school run, only to 
find that Jennie has already done 
it, which leaves him with a bad 
feeling. He snaps at the other 
Transporters, who wonder why 
he is being so unfriendly. Charlie’s 
unfriendliness hurts Sally’s 
feelings.

Jennie gets to the root of the problem and explains to Charlie that 
she thought it was her turn to do the school run and she hadn’t 
meant to upset him. To make amends she offers to let Charlie 
do her school run the next day. Charlie greets Sally, who is being 
unfriendly to him because he hurt her feelings earlier. Charlie 
apologises for being unfriendly to everyone.  

Key emotion: unfriendly. 

Additional emotions: happy, sad, sorry, surprised. 

 
Themes 
1. When we’re being unfriendly to someone we are not nice, 

and we can even be nasty to them. Sometimes we can be 
unfriendly because the other person has upset us, and 
sometimes it’s because something else is bothering us: 

Ask the child: How did Charlie answer William’s greeting? Was 
he angry with William? Did William do him any wrong? Why was 
Charlie unfriendly to William? Why was Sally unfriendly to Charlie? 
Did Charlie do her any wrong? 

Ask the child: What gets you in an unfriendly mood? Is it always 
something that the person you’re being unfriendly to has done? 

Charlie’s unfriendliness upsets Jennie
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2. Different reactions to intentional and unintentional actions: 

Ask the child: Why was Charlie unfriendly to Jennie? Did he 
think that Jennie took his school run on purpose? Why did Jennie 
take Charlie’s school run? How did Charlie feel when he learned 
that Jennie did not take his school run on purpose? Discuss how 
Charlie’s belief about the situation made him feel and react to 
others in a certain way. 

Ask the child: Have you ever thought that someone had done 
something to you on purpose but it turned out to be a mistake? 
How did you feel when you thought it was on purpose? How did 
you feel when you learned it was a mistake? 

3. Different people react differently to the same situation: 

Ask the child: How did William feel when Charlie was unfriendly to 
him? Why was he surprised? How did Sally feel when Charlie was 
unfriendly to her? Why was she sad? Ask the child: How would you 
feel if someone was unfriendly to you? Does it matter who it is? 
Would you feel differently if it was a parent, a brother or a sister, 
another child, or a teacher?

4. Restoring friendship: 

Ask the child: What did Charlie do to become friends with Jennie 
again? What did he do to become friends with Sally again? Why is 
it important to apologise? How does it make the other person feel? 
Have you ever upset someone by being unfriendly? How did you 
make friends again?

5. Telling other people about your problems can help: 

Ask the child: What did the Transporters suggest that Charlie 
should do next time he feels bad? How could telling others help 
him? Who do you tell when you feel bad? How do they help you 
then?
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Episode 10: Oliver the Kind Funicular 

Oliver is sad because he can’t travel 
up to the Observatory while a new 
window is being fitted. Sally kindly 
waits with him to keep him company. 
When the window has been fitted 
she leaves Oliver to get back to work. 
Later a very tired Sally realises that 
she still has to make one more trip 
to the Observatory. 

The usually grumpy Oliver 
remembers how nice it felt when 
Sally was kind to him earlier. He 
kindly offers to take her passengers 
and let her rest, glad that he can 
return Sally’s friendship. However, he 
still wouldn’t like to be called ‘Oliver the kind funicular’!  

Key emotion: kind. 

Additional emotions: happy, sad, surprised, 

unfriendly, tired, grumpy. 

 
Themes 
1. When we’re being kind to people, we are nice and friendly to 

them. We want to listen to what they say and help them if 
they need help: 

Ask the child: How was Oliver feeling? Why was he sad? Was Sally 
kind to Oliver? What did she do? When Sally was tired, why was 
Oliver kind to Sally? What did he do? Discuss how being kind to 
someone might make them want to reciprocate, and how kindness 
can take the form of physical help or emotional support. 

Oliver cheers up because Sally is 
kind to him
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Ask the child: When you’re feeling bad, who is kind to you? What 
do they do? How does it make you feel? What do you do when you 
see that your parent/brother/sister/friend is sad or worried? Is that 
a kind thing to do? Why are you being kind to them? How does it 
make them feel? 

2. Noticing other people’s mood: 

Ask the child: How did Jennie think Oliver was feeling? How did 
Sally think Oliver was feeling? Who was right? How could they 
tell how Oliver was feeling? Discuss the importance of looking at 
someone’s face, listening to them and asking them questions, in 
order to learn how they’re feeling. 

Ask the child: Can you tell when your parent/brother/sister/friend 
is feeling sad? How do you know they’re sad?
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Episode 11: Slow Down Nigel! 

A rock is blocking Jennie and Barney’s path. Before they can 
stop him, Nigel drives into the rock to help them by pushing it 
out of the way. But the rock flies through the air and smashes a 
window! Nigel is very sorry. After being angry with Nigel for his 
carelessness, 

Barney is sorry, because he realises Nigel only wanted to help. 
Nigel then speeds off on his way, to be told to slow down by 
everyone he meets. He doesn’t, and crashes into Charlie, knocking 
him off his track. Nigel is very sorry and fixes Charlie back on the 
track. He says sorry to everyone, until eventually he has to say 
sorry for saying sorry so many times!  

Key emotion: sorry. 

Additional emotions: angry, excited, kind, proud, 

sad, surprised, worried. 

 
Themes 
1. We feel sorry when we find out that something we have done 

turns out badly in a way we didn’t intend: 

Ask the child: What happened when Nigel hit the rock? Did Nigel 
mean to break the window? How did he feel when it happened? 
Did Nigel mean to bump into Charlie? How did he feel when it 
happened? 

Ask the child: What have you done that you didn’t mean to turn 
out badly? How did it make you feel? How did other people feel 
about it? What have you done to make it better? 

2. The importance of listening to others: 

Ask the child: Did Nigel listen when Jennie and Barney said he 
shouldn’t bump the rock out of the way? What did he do? How did 
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it end up? How did Nigel feel? Why was Oliver angry with Nigel? 
Did Nigel listen to William and Sally when they told him to slow 
down? How did it end up? How did he feel? Discuss the importance 
of listening and discussing things with others rather than doing 
things on your own. 

Ask the child: Do you listen to others before doing something you 
haven’t done before? Who do you listen to? Does it help to listen to 
others? Have you ever been sorry for not listening to others? 

3. Apologising and making amends: 

Ask the child: What did Nigel say when he saw the damage he had 
done? How did Nigel saying sorry make his friends feel? Did Nigel’s 
apologies help Charlie after he’d been derailed? What did Nigel do 
to help Charlie? Discuss the importance of apologising. Stress that 
apologies are sometimes not enough and that, if this is the case, 
action may be needed to put things right. 

Ask the child: Have you ever done something you’re sorry 
for? What did you say and do to make things better? How did 
apologising make you feel? How did it make the other people feel?
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Episode 12: The Great Race

Nigel is very proud of being the fastest 
of the Transporters and challenges the 
others to a race. Only William is willing 
to race, which surprises everyone. Surely 
Nigel will win easily! 

They set off on the race, but Nigel stops 
to chat, boasting that he is fast enough 
to stop for a break and still beat William. 
But he stops for too long and William 
beats him, making it William’s turn to be 
proud.  

Key emotion: proud. 

Additional emotions: sad, surprised, worried. 

 
Themes 
1. We are proud when we feel that we are good at something or 

have done something very well: 

Ask the child: Who did Nigel think was the fastest? Did Nigel like 
being the fastest? How could we tell that from his face? Who won 
the race? Did William like winning the race? How did he feel at 
the end? What was the special thing he had done that made him 
proud? How could we tell that from his face? 

Ask the child: How does it feel when you do something very well? 
How can other people tell that you are proud of what you did? 

2. Being too proud:

Ask the child: Why did Nigel want to race the other Transporters? 
Didn’t he know he was the fastest? What did Nigel do when William 
suggested he’d race him? Why did he laugh at William? Was it a 

Nigel reaches the harbour moments 
after William and loses the race
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nice thing to do? Why did Nigel stop to chat to the others during 
the race? Did he think it would make him lose? Why did Nigel lose 
the race? How did he feel then? 

Ask the child: What are you good at? Do you like telling others 
how good you are? How might they feel about it? Discuss how 
being proud of something you are good at is different from 
bragging (being ‘too proud’) and making fun of others who may not 
be as good at it.  

3. The importance of staying on task: 

Ask the child: How did William win the race? Did he stop on the 
way to chat like Nigel? Why did Nigel lose, even though he was 
faster? Discuss how staying on task made William win the race, 
while stopping to chat and not staying on task made Nigel lose. 

Ask the child: Are you good at sticking to something you are 
doing? Does that make you do things better?
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Episode 13: Why Can’t I Be Someone Else?

Oliver is jealous of all the other Transporters. Nigel goes so fast, 
while all Oliver does himself is go slowly up and down the hill. Sally 
has Dan to keep her company and Jennie gets to stop at traffic 
lights. 

The other Transporters try to show Oliver the positive side, though 
Oliver soon finds another thing to be jealous about. But when 
there is a power failure at the sub-station on the hill, only Oliver 
can reach it. He has to fix it to get the traffic lights working again, 
before there is an accident. 

Oliver realises that what he does is very important and he doesn’t 
feel jealous any more. But now Nigel is jealous of Oliver, who can 
fix the sub-station!  

Key emotion: jealous. 

Additional emotions: happy, kind, proud, 

worried, grumpy. 

 
Themes 
1. We feel jealous when someone else has, or can do, something 

we really want: 

Ask the child: What can Nigel do that Oliver can’t? What did Sally 
and Dan have that Oliver didn’t? What can Jennie do that Oliver 
can’t? What did Oliver want? How could you tell from his face that 
Oliver was jealous of his friends? 

Ask the child: Do you sometimes want to have things that other 
people have, or to be able to do something as well as they do (do 
you sometimes feel jealous of others)? Is that a good or a bad 
feeling? What do you do to feel better? 
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2. Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses: 

Ask the child: What was Oliver good at? How did he save the 
others from an accident? Could the other Transporters fix the sub-
station? Discuss how each of the Transporters has his or her own 
strengths. Get examples from the child. 

Ask the child: What are you good at? Are there things you can do, 
or you have, that others can’t do or don’t have? Are there things 
that others (eg a brother, sister, friend etc) can do or have that you 
can’t or don’t? What are they? 

3. Focusing on what we do have can help us deal with jealousy: 

Ask the child: What did Sally and Jennie do to help Oliver when 
he felt jealous? How did Oliver feel when Sally told him that his 
passengers like him to go slowly? How did Oliver feel when Jennie 
told him that he can talk to her on the radio? Did this help Oliver 
feel less jealous? 

Ask the child: How can you help yourself feel better when you get 
jealous? How can you help others feel better when you see that 
they’re jealous?
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Episode 14: Playing Around

Dan decides to play around to make everyone laugh. He makes 
Sally, Barney and Jennie laugh, but also manages to make 
Oliver jump, causing him to set off down the track without his 
passengers. 

Oliver is angry with Dan, who feels sorry when he realises what 
he’s done. He apologises and explains that he meant to make 
Oliver laugh, not to make him angry. Oliver is no longer angry and 
pulls a funny face to make Dan laugh.  

Key emotion: joking (playing around). 

Additional emotions: angry, excited, happy, sorry, 

surprised, tired, grumpy. 

 
Themes 
1. We play around when we feel good and want to make other 

people laugh and be happy too: 

Ask the child: Why did Dan pull a funny face at Sally? Why did he 
make up the rhyme for Jennie and Barney? How did it make them 
feel? How could Dan tell that Sally, Jennie and Barney enjoyed his 
playing around? 

Ask the child: Do you ever feel that you’d like to make other 
people happy or laugh? What do you do to make people laugh? Are 
there other ways apart from making faces? How can you tell that 
people are enjoying your playing around? 

2. Reaction depends on personality and mood: 

Ask the child: Did Sally, Jennie and Barney enjoy Dan’s playing 
around? Did Oliver enjoy Dan’s playing around? How could you tell 
that he didn’t? Why didn’t Oliver enjoy it? Discuss how different 
people may react differently to jokes and pranks, depending on 
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their personality and the situation. When you try to make people 
laugh, does it work with all of them? Why? Are there people who 
enjoy certain kinds of jokes more than others? How can you tell if 
they enjoy your jokes? 

3. Apologising and making amends: 

Ask the child: What happened to Oliver when Dan shouted ‘Boo’? 
How did that make Oliver feel? Did Dan want to make Oliver angry? 
How did Dan feel when he saw that Oliver was angry? What did 
he do to make Oliver feel better? How could Oliver know that Dan 
was sorry? What did he do to show that he wasn’t angry anymore? 
Discuss the importance of apologising and explaining our motives 
to restore friendship. 

Ask the child: Have you ever tried to joke with someone who 
didn’t think it was funny, or was offended? What did you do to 
make them feel better? Have other children ever offended you by 
playing around? How could you make yourself feel better?
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Episode 15: Jennie’s Difficult Day 

Barney is late picking up his cargo. Jennie tells him that he is 
always late, whereas she is never late. Barney is ashamed about 
being late. But later that day Jennie realises that she is late herself. 
She goes off to the quarry to hide, ashamed of being late and of 
the way she spoke to Barney.

The other vehicles become worried about her and form a search 
party. They eventually find her at the quarry, feeling ashamed. 
They tell Jennie there’s nothing to be ashamed about at all, 
because she wasn’t running late – the church clock is running ten 
minutes fast!  

Key emotion: ashamed. 

Additional emotions: happy, sad, sorry,

surprised, worried.

 
Themes 
1. We feel ashamed when we have done something bad that we 

don’t want others to know about: 

Ask the child: Did Barney enjoy being late? How did he feel when 
Jennie told him that he’s always late? What did Jennie think when 
she saw the church clock? How did being late make Jennie feel 
after she had told Barney that she’s never late? 

Ask the child: Have you ever felt ashamed about something you 
have done? Has anyone ever said something to you that made you 
feel ashamed? How might others know you are ashamed? What 
could make you feel better? 

2. Going away without telling anyone: 

Ask the child: Where did Jennie go when she saw that she 
was late? Why did she go to the quarry? Did she tell the other 



37

Transporters where she was going? How did the others feel when 
they couldn’t find Jennie? 

Ask the child: Have you ever gone somewhere without telling 
other people where you were? Did you like it there? How did 
your parents or teachers feel when they didn’t know where you 
were? How might you have made them less worried? Discuss the 
importance of telling parents or teachers where you are going, to 
prevent them from worrying. 

3. Hurting others: 

Ask the child: How did Barney feel when Jennie told him that he’s 
always late, while she is never late? Why did Jennie say that? Did 
she upset Barney on purpose? What did she do later on to make 
Barney feel better? How can she make sure she doesn’t hurt her 
friends again? 

Ask the child: Have you ever said something that hurt another 
person? How could you tell they were hurt? What could you do to 
make them feel better? What can you do to make sure you don’t 
hurt them again?
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Resources for teachers,  
parents or carers

TM
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Teachers and parents or carers can 
extend the educational potential of 
The Transporters through a variety 
of activities dealing specifically with 
emotions. 

Here are some ideas from which to 
develop lesson plans and activities 
using The Transporters that will 
reinforce a child’s understanding 
of emotions, their causes and 
consequences, and their associated 
facial expressions.

Make use of repetition 
Repetition is valuable. When 
children enjoy a film, they may 
watch it over and over again. With 
autistic children, repetitive playing of 
a favourite film may be even more 
common. It is important to allow the 
child to replay the episodes again 
and again, as a means of reinforcing 
an understanding of the emotions 
and social interaction. 

Often, the child may prefer to replay 
certain parts of the episodes (eg 
where spinning wheels are shown). 
If this happens, try to interest the 
child in watching the whole episode. 
Help the child to focus on faces and 

interactions. Make the section she 
or he is interested in appear at the 
end as the reward for the child’s 
attention to the emotional parts. 

If a child favours specific episodes, 
possibly because they feature 
characters they like, allow these 
episodes to be replayed. In parallel, 
encourage the child to watch other 
episodes, perhaps by looking for the 
part their favourite character plays 
in them, or by searching for other 
characters who express similar 
emotions to those expressed by the 
favourite character. 

For example, if the child likes Charlie 
because he saves Sally’s day by 
using Grab in Charlie Saves the Day, 
try to encourage the child to watch 
other episodes in which Charlie 
appears, other characters who use 

Activity suggestions

Charlie uses Grab to help Sally in 
‘Charlie Saves the Day’
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Grab, or other characters who feel 
proud (the way that Charlie feels 
after rescuing Sally).

Use the episode themes 
In this guide, each episode summary 
is followed by themes for discussion 
with the child. The themes include 
a description of the key emotion, its 
causes, how it feels and how it can 
be recognised in others. In addition, 
themes of social relationship that 
are brought up in the episode 
are highlighted for discussion (for 
example, the importance of keeping 
promises, or the importance of 
saying ‘sorry’). 

Each theme includes two types of 
questions to be discussed with the 
child: questions about the feelings 
and actions of the characters in 
the episode, followed by questions 
about the feelings and experiences 
of the child watching the series.

Try to start discussing the themes 
by using the characters in the 
series, to avoid the child rejecting 
discussion of difficult themes (such 
as apologising). After a child has 
successfully recognised the themes 
in the episode, ask about his or her 
own experience. 

This will get the child emotionally 
involved with the themes and 
could help with the transference of 
learning into everyday life. 

Select episodes by emotion 
Select an emotion the child can 
understand and look for this 
emotion across the different 
episodes and in different characters. 
Look for the similarities in the 
causes and the expression of the 
emotion in different characters in 
the different episodes. 

For example, when learning about 
‘happy’, discuss how happiness is the 
result of doing something one likes, 
or of getting what you want. Look 
for examples of this in the different 
episodes (eg Sally is happy when 
she gets Dan’s passengers because 
she likes chatting to passengers, and 
now she will have more passengers 
to chat with). You can use the 
episode themes for more ideas 
about causes of emotions.

Use the vocabulary of 
emotions
The series could help to increase the 
use of emotion words in the child’s 
speech, even when little language is 
used. Stress the labels of emotions 
when they appear in the episodes. 
Ask the child to try to remember all 
the emotion words in an episode. 
Encourage the child to use these 
labels in their everyday speech. 

Try to use these emotion words 
explicitly when you speak to the 
child and to others. 
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Draw attention to facial 
features
Many autistic children do not show 
any interest in faces, and don’t 
know where to look for social and 
emotional cues in the face. 

Associate the feelings the characters 
feel with the expressions on 
their faces. Show the child how, 
when something happens to 
the characters, their expression 
changes. Show the child examples 
from his or her everyday life (eg 
‘Look at your sister’s face. She is 
happy to see you, like Barney was 
happy to see Jennie’). 

Draw children’s attention to 
the facial regions that are most 
important for emotional expressions 
– the eyes and the mouth. 

Compare different facial expressions 
to pinpoint the differences in 

the shape of the important facial 
features. Close-up shots of the faces 
showing their emotions are a strong 
feature of each episode. 

You and the child can compare 
them, to see how the eyes and 
mouth are different in the portrayal 
of different emotions. 

Compare facial expressions of 
different characters expressing the 
same emotion and find common 
features in them (eg. all the happy 
ones smile with their mouth and 
their eyes). 

Look at changes in 
expressions 
Help the child to notice changes in 
expression that relate to changes in 
the plot. 

Sometimes this will be clearly stated 
by the narrator (eg ‘Traffic lights 
were one of Jennie’s favourite things. 
They always made her happy. But as 
Jennie approached the station her 
expression changed’). At other times 
the transition can be seen only on 
the character’s face. Associate these 
transitions with the plot. 

Explain how the change in the plot 
brought about a change in the way 
the character is feeling and in the 
way this new feeling is expressed on 
the character’s face. Point out the 
importance of eye direction 

Compare different facial expressions
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Ask where the character is looking 
and why. Associate where the 
character looks with what the 
character knows (eg ‘Oliver does not 
look in Dan’s direction; he doesn’t 
know Dan is going to shout “Boo” 
at him, and he is surprised when 
Dan does so’). Discuss the role of 
eye direction in predicting what the 
character wants to do next and what 
their intentions are (eg ‘Oliver is 
looking towards Dan and Sally when 
he wants to have someone to talk 
to’). 

Emphasise how gaze direction is a 
cue for communication with other 
characters – when a character wants 
to communicate with another, she 
or he looks into the other character’s 
eyes. Note when one character is 
deliberately avoiding looking at 

another. Mention how the character 
is feeling, eg, are they avoiding 
looking at the other character 
because they are sorry, ashamed or 
unfriendly? 

Mime emotional 
expressions 
Some autistic children use very 
limited facial expressions. For these, 
the series could be used to enhance 
the expression of emotion in their 
face. 

Select the child’s favourite 
characters and ask the child to 
mimic them.  Practice expressing the 
emotions facially in the same way 
that the characters do. Do it in front 
of a mirror, or film it and compare 
it with the expressions shown in the 
series. 

Encourage the child to think about 
what happens to his or her mouth, 
eyes, forehead, eyebrows, the angle 
of their head, the position of their 
neck and shoulders. Create role-play 
around emotional situations. 

Discuss the causes and 
consequences of emotions  
Emotions are confusing for autistic 
children partly because they find 
it hard to predict what causes 
emotions. The Transporters offers 
lots of examples of causes of 
emotions and their consequences. 

Eye direction can be a cue for communication 
with another character.
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Encourage the child to analyse the 
causes of different emotions. 

Try to focus on two kinds of causes: 
causes that relate to the situation 
(eg getting stuck on the rail makes 
Jennie sad), and causes that relate 
to a character’s beliefs, thoughts, 
feelings or wishes (eg ‘Charlie 
believed that Jennie took his school 
run on purpose. When she said it 
was a mistake, he was surprised’). 
Look for common features and 
underlying principles in the causes 
of the same emotion. 

Look at the episode themes above 
for some ideas (eg characters are 
excited when they are about to do 
something they like, or something 
that is special or important: ‘Dan is 
excited about making Oliver laugh’; 
‘Jennie is excited about going to get 
the mayor’). 

Contrast emotions with each other 
to look at the differences in the 
context of their causes (eg ‘When 
something I like is going to happen, 
I’m excited. When something I don’t 
like is going to happen, I’m worried’). 
Observe the consequences of 
emotions – how expressing a 
certain emotion evokes a similar 
emotion in the other person, eg 
being kind to someone makes them 
happy. Discuss what makes some 
characters respond to the same 

emotion differently. For example, 
why were Jennie and Barney happy 
with Dan’s playing around, while 
Oliver was angry? 

Discuss quick changes in emotion, 
and how these result from changes 
in the situation or in one’s thoughts, 
wishes or beliefs. For example, 
when Jennie approaches Barney 
in Barney’s Special Day, he is happy 
because he thinks she is going to 
wish him a happy birthday. When 
Jennie just collects her passengers 
without greeting Barney, he 
is surprised, because Jennie’s 
behaviour does not match his 
expectation. When Barney’s belief 
then changes into the belief that 
Jennie has forgotten his birthday, 
this makes him sad. 

Use examples from the child’s 
everyday life to help them 
understand the causes and 
consequences of the character’s 
emotions. 

Transfer understanding 
from the screen to real life 
Bringing the understanding of 
emotions from the series to the 
real world is a principal educational 
aim of the series. There are several 
things you can do to help with this. 

Look for similar emotional 
expressions on TV, in films and 
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newspapers, as well as in real life 
when watching other people. Talk 
about what happened, who the 
characters were, how they felt and 
how they showed their feelings. 
Choose pictures from magazines 
that convey different emotions. 

Try to work out what the people 
could be thinking or saying, looking 
at the similarities to emotions in 
the series. Associate the emotions 
presented in the series with the 
child’s immediate environment. 
Discuss examples from their lives. 

Ask the child to mention such 
examples from his or her 
experience. Ask the child to create 
similar stories to those in the series 
with his or her own toys.

“This is such a wonderful 
initiative and is going to 
make a huge difference 
to the lives of some very 
vulnerable children. 
Both the concept 
and the execution of 
The Transporters are 
excellent.

Having worked in the 
field of autism for over 
25 years, I know that a 

sensitive approach like 
this is exactly what’s 
needed, and I am 
delighted that profit 
from the series will 
go back into autism 
charities and research.”

Jane Asher, President, 
National Autistic 
Society, UK

What parents and 
teachers say about The 
Transporters

“After only watching three 
or so episodes he [my 
son] knew the names of 
every character… he then 
said to me, “Look, Daddy’s 
happy.” This was the first 
time he’d said this. Ever.”

“It’s a bit like someone’s 
flicked a switch in his 
head.”



45

Note: journal articles by Baron-
Cohen and by Golan are available 
to download from: www.
autismresearchcentre.com 
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Discover emotions  
the fun way 

The Transporters are eight 
lovable cartoon vehicles with 
real human faces. Join them 
on their adventures around 
Hillside Junction and explore 

the world of emotions. 
The Transporters is designed 
to help children understand 
and recognise emotions. It 
will be especially useful for 
children who find it hard to 
recognise facial expressions 
of emotion, such as those on 

the autistic spectrum.
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