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This guide aims to 

Introduce the female 

presentation of autism 

Recognise the key issues 

facing girls with autism at 

school 

Provide practical school-based 

strategies  

Share personal, professional 

and academic experiences 

Autism is the lens through which a person on the 

spectrum sees and processes the world.  

The autistic brain develops differently from conception and this can affect the 

individual’s language and communication, cognition, sensory processing, motor 

control and social behaviours.  

Official figures show that about 1 in 68 children have an autism diagnosis1, with emerging research 

suggesting rates of autism could be around 1-2 percent. Statistics show that boys are almost four times 

more likely to receive an accurate autism diagnosis than girls – a prominent gender difference. 

Accurate rates of autism in girls are harder to measure.  

The challenge of receiving a proper diagnosis for their daughter is an early hurdle faced by many parents. 

Boys are often diagnosed in early childhood, whereas  

girls often receive their diagnosis later, with an average 2 Girls with autism may present  

age of diagnosis being nine. differently to boys (see page 4) 

This difference in diagnosis ratios has been attributed to 

Girls with autism presenting differently3 Gender bias in existing screening tools and diagnostic criteria 

Existing stereotypes about how autism presents  Girls often get diagnosed later  

Lack of clinician’s training and experience in recognising autism in girls 

This practical guide has been developed to support their autism 

autistic girls at school and uses the lived experience of autistic girls and women, together with input from teachers, 

psychologists and other key professionals. For a list of resources, go to page 14. 

 
1 (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder – Data and Statistics’, US Department of Health and Human  
Services, accessed 24 April 2017). 2(Ormond, S., Brownlow, C., Garnett, M.S., Rynkiewicz, A. & Attwood T. (2017). Cox, I., McGillivray, J., Manjiviona, J., 
Bulhak-Paterson, D.T. & Stokes, M.A. (2017). 3 Jamison, R., Bishop, S. L., Huerta, M., & Halladay, A. K. (2017). 
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The Hidden Presentation 

Although there are some shared traits in both boys and 

girls with autism, girls often present differently. This 

can result in girls being  

misdiagnosed, misunderstood, or missed  

completely. Because girls with autism are less 

identifiable and diagnosed later than  

boys they may not receive appropriate  

and timely support.2 

Girls with autism may be better at masking their    

difficulties in order to fit in with their  
peers, and, in general, they present with a more 

stable profile of adequate social skills.5  

Girls tend to have more cognitive resources to mask 

their autism, including better language  
and imitation skills, and a stronger ability to  
blend in socially than their male counterparts.   

Girls with autism are often less noticeably different 

or disruptive than boys with autism.6  

These dynamics help explain why girls tend to fly under 

the radar and why so many misconceptions currently exist 

around girls with autism. 

Case Study 
My son was quite easily diagnosed with who really understood the subtle ways autism at five years old. It was 

“outwardly girls with autism may present.  

obvious” to me and his teachers, that he  Once we dug deeper, we were able to see displayed the more 

common traits linked to  other traits that were less obvious. Her autism e.g., repetitive and rigid behaviours, 

 sensory sensitivities were not so apparent, anxiety and lack of receptive language.  but equally 

in need of support. If we had an Whilst the path to diagnosis was easy for my  earlier diagnosis, I am certain 

her learning son, the journey to diagnosis for my daughter  needs would have been better supported. was fi 

lled with doubt, lack of expertise and  

recognition. She was oft en dismissed as Natalie, Mum to Girl 9 years old and being ‘just shy’ and ‘fine’, 

and when I raised Boy 7 years old, both with an Autism diagnosis. concerns over her troubles connecting 

with peers and her hidden anxiety, I was turned away again and again. It wasn’t until she was in grade two, and 

her learning was beginning to be impacted, that we really had to push for answers and sought out an expert 

 ben om extra support? 

 
2 (Attwood 2007; Cheslack-Postova & Jordan-Young 2012; Kopp 2010; Kopp& Gillberg 1992; Kothari et al. 2013; Kreiser & White 

2013; Mandy et al. 2012b; Willey 2012) 5(Dworzynski et al. 2012) 6(Attwood 2007)  
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special interest (commonly animals, people,  

nature, books, art)  

  She may be described as being either ‘extremely 

shy’ or not aware of ‘social  

boundaries’  

  She may contain her anxiety in public but then 

melt-down or shut-down once home   She may 

be overly dependent or reliant  on one friend 

who may play a nurturing  and protective role, and 

have trouble  coping without them 

  She may be extremely interested  in socialising, 

but unsure how to approach  

making connections 

  She may have sensory sensitivities   

(e.g., noise, food, clothing, temperature)   

She may exhibit extreme reactions to minor 

events (e.g., changes to the classroom 

routine) and have difficulty controlling her 

emotions     

play with peers and have great difficulty with 

reciprocal play    

  She may interpret language literally   She 

may be more fluid in her gender identity 

(e.g., prefers less ‘girly’ clothes  or be 

extremely ‘girly’) 

  She may be extremely empathetic, 

nurturing and sensitive 

  She may have a great attention  to 

detail 

  She may appear to have a good 

imagination8 

  She may be a perfectionist in some areas and 

at the same time be disorganised with basic 

routine tasks   She may prefer playing with boys 

in physical activities and may be perceived as 

being a `tomboy’. This may be because she sees 

girls as too socially demanding. 
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This list has been developed with the help of clinical psychologists Dr Danuta Bulhak-Paterson, and Dr Janine Manjiviona. This is for information purposes only, and should not 

be used as a diagnostic checklist. Please refer to a clinician for further information. 

Common Challenges 

Whilst there are many challenges faced by all children on the 

spectrum, the following outlines those common challenges 

faced by autistic girls attending school, based on research, 

practitioner insight and the lived experience.  

The hidden curriculum 
Research shows that girls with autism are oft en harder to 

identify. Apart from the typical language, communication, 

cognitive, sensory processing, motor control and social 

challenges, navigating the ‘hidden curriculum’ is an oft en 

overlooked or unknown challenge faced by autistic girls. The 

hidden curriculum is about the aspects of the school day that sit 

outside the boundaries of traditional lessons, but aspects that 

are critical to the positive experience of the classroom 

environment. Girls with autism may not learn intuitively so must 

be taught rules and school culture. However, their coping 

mechanisms of masking and internalising diffi  culties and 

anxieties make them vulnerable to not having their needs met in 

school, even with a formal diagnosis.3 

 
3 (Moyse, & Porter 2015) 10(Charman et al. 2011; Szatmari 2011) 
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Knowledge of this hidden curriculum is vital. When teachers understand 

the need to address this, they can then eff ectively teach the known 

curriculum in a way that girls with autism  

can understand.10 

Case Study 

I am now paying the price as an adult, having gone 

through school as an undiagnosed autistic girl and 

feeling isolated and trying to be anyone else other 

than myself just to fi t in.  I am now working with a 

psychologist to undo 20 years of emotional damage 

and abuse that I’ve infl icted on myself. The damage 

of believing the labels given to me over the years by 

my peers and teachers that I was rude, naughty, lazy 

and odd. If only they knew the toll it was taking on 

me and how these labels have negatively shaped how 

I view myself now as an adult. I don’t want my 

daughter to go through the same thing. I want her  
to feel like she can be herself and be proud of who 

she is. I want teachers to be able to understand her 

and look beyond the surface and realise the 

immense power they have to shape her future self-

worth.   

Teresa, mum to girl 13 years old. 

Both have an Autism diagnosis 

Have you noticed any girls 
in your classroom that 
have difficulty 
understanding social 
nuances? 



Girls with Autism | 9 

Tips and Strategies 
  Check in with her regularly. It’s best to be discreet and 

off er her a variety of ways she can approach you. For 

example, in early years, a visual sign that girls can use 

to identify that she needs help is eff ective, and in 

older years being allowed to email the teacher directly 

can improve communication.  

  Get to know her. Understand her individual triggers for 

anxiety and dig deeper if they are not obvious - she 

may be camoufl aging them. It is also worth checking in 

with parents as they will have great suggestions as to 

what is helpful for their daughter. 

  Establish a safe haven or quiet place for her to access 

in the classroom or on the playground and provide 

her with a discreet exit strategy to access these 

when needed.  

  Allow her to have her comfort items close to hand 

e.g., fi dget or sensory tools, soft  toys. 

It can be diffi cult for staff 
to support the social  

lives of autistic girls alongside  

their studies, but it is a crucial aspect 
of school life and  

personal development. Alex, 

Grade 5 Teacher 

Views fr om Teacher, Practitioner and Autistic 

Female 

Teacher It’s really important to understand her individual 

triggers and signs of anxiety. It may not be obvious at fi rst, but 

 
4 (Head, A., McGillivray, J. & Stokes, M. (2014). Cox, I., McGillivray, J.A., Manjiviona, J., 

Paterson, D.T. & Stokes, M.A. (2017). Cox, I., McGillivray, J., Manjiviona, J., Bulhak-

Paterson, D.T. & Stokes, M.A.  

you almost need to be a good detective to fi nd the clues 

and see what’s going on under the surface.   

Practitioner Anxiety can impact learning, and can be 

seen in subtle presentations e.g., nail biting, twirling of 

hair, fl icking of nails. Ongoing and untreated anxiety can 

result in signifi cant  issues such as school refusal and 

more serious longer term mental health consequences. 

Autistic Female My anxiety is silent. You 

wouldn’t even notice a change on the outside. But 

when I get stressed I stop managing to do even simple 

tasks. I am oft en misunderstood as being lazy but in 

reality I am just overwhelmed. I wear the mask well. 

(2017).) 12(Attwood 2007; Kopp 2010; Kopp, Kelly & Gillberg 2010;  

Kreiser & White 2013; Solomon et al. 2012)  

Internalising and Hidden Anxiety 

Girls with autism oft en internalise or “mask” their diffi  culties (e.g., sensory, social, 

communication) resulting in symptoms of anxiety and depression.4  

Studies have shown that anxiety is higher in autistic females than in autistic males.12 
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Views from Teacher, Practitioner and Autistic 

Female 

Teacher In my experience, girls with autism can have many 

different types of relationships. I have seen girls be very 

attached to one person, or have difficulty establishing any 

friendships at all. Then there are the girls who float between 

groups, known as the ‘floater’. They appear to have many 

friends, but if you look closer, they never spend enough time 

with any particular group to establish meaningful connections.  

Practitioner Girls are often more aware of and feel a 

need to interact socially. They are involved in social play, but 

may be led by their peers rather than initiating social contact. 

In our society girls are expected to be social in their 

communication, therefore there may be more challenges in 

this area that need support. Whilst you may help them widen 

their friendship circle, it’s important to remember they may 

be happy with their less demanding, casual friendships. 

Adult Female with Autism Interacting is mentally 

draining. At school I was often misunderstood  
as being defiant or insensitive. Most  

of the time, I was simply processing conversations 

differently. What came naturally to my peers, I 

struggled with. I spent a lot of energy trying to 

understand and process the words people were 

saying, the context they were being spoken in, the 

tone, facial  
expressions, physical gestures, and body 

language to even get close  
to working out their feelings, and intentions. 

At the same time, I had to  
formulate how I was feeling, and how  

I was going to reply. There were so many 

nonverbal cues that went over my head, and I 

 
5 (Head, A., McGillivray, J. & Stokes, M. (2014). Cox, I., McGillivray, J., Manjiviona, J., 

Bulhak-Paterson,   

am sure many of those led to many of my 

social struggles. I was very bright, but 

because of these hidden processing 

differences, many of my peers and 

teachers assumed that I had chosen to 

misinterpret instructions or not act what 

was socially acceptable. This was my 

hidden disability. 

Tips and Strategies 

 W ork with her to choose a classroom and 

playground buddy so she has a built in ally or 

‘go to person’ that can support her in 

unstructured times. 

 C reate a culture at the school that promotes 

inclusion for all e.g., set up a friendship 

bench, reading nook or lunchtime clubs 

that provide more opportunities for semi-

structured play during social times.  

 P rovide explicit teaching about how she can 

join groups, how she can check to see what 

the children are playing, how to leave a group 

if she no longer wants to be a part of the 

game e.g., use social stories. 

 U nderstand she might find it easier to 

connect with students who are older or 

younger than herself rather than students 

her own age. Allow her to access all play 

areas if she wants to. 

 G irls who have just one or two very intense 

friendships may need help widening their 

circle and understanding why this matters. 

D.T. & Stokes, M.A. (2017).) 14(Attwood 2007; Beteta 2009) 15(Attwood 2007, Head, A., 

McGillivray, J. & Stokes, M. (2014).) 

Peer Relationships 

Social communication differences and a possible lack of understanding of the ‘hidden curriculum’ impact 
on the peer relationships of girls with autism.5 

Girls with autism often find forming friendships difficult. They want to experience friendship in the way 
their peers do but they may not have the innate skills to make the relationships work.14 Autistic girls 
mask this challenge as they are more able to follow social actions by imitation, observation and copying 
other children.15 
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Help them find other young people or peers with 

shared interests. 

Studies reveal a majority of girls with autism experience bullying and/or exclusion.    

Kopp (2011)6 found that more than 50% of girls with autism had been bullied. Girls’ bullying techniques are 

often more covert than boys, less physical and harder to observe. Girls’ bullying includes social 

intimidation and social exclusion, threats, name calling and teasing. The longterm emotional impact of 

bullying and extended periods of feeling excluded can detrimentally impact on outcomes for girls and 

contribute to low self esteem, anxiety and depression.17  

Views from Teacher, Practitioner and Autistic Female 

Teacher The fear of being bullied or feeling different but I also had many unique strengths. Yes I had 

challenges,  can lead to girls choosing to isolate themselves. On  

the other hand, some girls with autism may not even  If we had been able to tap into those understand 

bullying as a concept or recognise when  more at a younger age, I think   

they are being bullied. This may diminish their ability I would have felt more confident  to seek help.

 and supported. 

Practitioner Girls with autism can be very empathetic,  Mary, Year 12 student to a point where 

they can take on the emotional pain of others. They can often hold onto things that upset them longer, 

because they feel more intensely. It’s important to acknowledge this and support them. 

The best thing teachers can   

Autistic Female I was often overlooked or ignored do for girls with autism is to find  in class, but it was even 

more obvious how different out how they learn best. Allow girls  
I was in the playground. Girls either were mean to  

me, or completely ignored me. This is where I felt  to work to their strengths and nurture  

completely ostracised, and needed more support an environment which embraces during unstructured times.

 uniqueness. Victoria, Grade 2 teacher  

Tips and Strategies 
 E nsure she has a ‘safe’ person and place (e.g., teacher, principal, support staff, trusted friend) she can access 

if she is being bullied or excluded. 

 
6 (Kopp 2011) 17(Attwood 2007; Attwood & Grandin 2006; Cridland, et al. 2013; Jackson 

2002; Solomon et al. 2012) 

 

 Bullying and Exclusion 
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 E mpower her to access this support group through a variety of methods (e.g., verbal, written, direct or 

indirect requests) when needed. A ‘Bully Box’ held at the office for students to anonymously report 

situations can be helpful for her to use if she is not comfortable revealing her identity. 

 B e aware of the different types of bullying.  It can be less obvious for females and often takes more ‘covert’ 

forms (e.g., hidden or out of sight actions, including making up stories to get someone in trouble or 

spreading rumours). 

 A ctively promote positive, inclusive attitudes through a whole school approach that actively involves 

students, staff and parents.  
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Completing Tasks and Executive Functioning 

Autistic girls have a diff erent profi le of cognitive skills that must be recognised and accommodated when 

they are undertaking academic work at school and home. One aspect of the profi le is impaired Executive 

Function.7 Autistic girls may have diffi  culty planning, organising and prioritising, have a need for 

supervision and guidance and need help determining what is relevant and redundant. They may need help 

with time perception and time management. Impaired Executive Function can signifi cantly impact the 

ability of autistic girls to learn and engage in busy school environments.20  

Views fr om Teacher, Practitioner and Autistic 

Female 

Teacher The oft en hidden or invisible need in the 

classroom is helping our girls with their executive functioning. 

The minds inner ‘personal assistant’ is oft en in need of help 

to support our girls with organisation to help girls reach their 

full potential. Practitioner Many girls struggle with issues 

with planning and prioritising , and can be misunderstood as 

being lazy or as simply procrastinating. If you dig deeper, you 

may see that she is overwhelmed and simply freezes and does 

nothing. On the other hand, many autistic girls can be 

perfectionists and have a real strength in this area. 

Autistic Female During my later years at school when it 

came to completing more complicated tasks, I would oft en 

ask for clarifi cation more oft en than my peers. Because of 

this, I had the reputation of being precise and detail 

orientated amongst my peers, but the fact was that I 

struggled with starting and completing a task without 

knowing all the moving parts. I would oft en get bogged down 

in the detail, not being able sift  through what was relevant 

and important and as a result I would rarely fi nish work on 

time. I was then oft en misunderstood as being a 

procrastinator or lazy by my teachers. If only I had known that 

my executive functioning was a big part to play  

in this, and if I had  Looking back, I would developed 

better  have loved my teachers strategies to  to 

know what my current special support this, I believe I 

 
7 (Attwood 2007) 20(Manjiviona, J. 2003) 

8 (Moyse & Porter, 2015) 22(Victoria, Birmingham 2015) 

 interests were and use them to 

would have had  motivate and engage me. 
greater learning  Sally, Year 9 student 
achievements.  

Tips and Strategies 

 P rovide her with clear written or visual 

instructions to reinforce what you have said. 

  Regularly check for understanding of verbal 

and written instructions as she may not ask 

for help.   

  Give her the big picture. For instance she may 

benefi t from understanding the end result 

before beginning her work.  

  Help her understand time. For example use 

an analogue clock so she can see time 

passing and plan how to use it. Also break 

tasks into smaller steps and help her 

determine the time needed to complete 

each step.  

  Help her get organised with lots of visual 

prompts, including colour codes for each 

subject or picture sequences. 

frustration and increased anxiety.22 

Class Rules 
 

 

A key area, in which the hidden curriculum appears to create difficulties for autistic girls is class rules.8 
Autistic girls identify difficulties with authority and rules, stating that rules had to make sense to them 
and be consistently applied, otherwise this caused confusion,  
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Views from Teacher, Practitioner and Autistic 

Female 

Teacher I have found that girls with autism often have a strong 

sense of fairness, justice and a desire to abide by the rules. This 

has led to many conflicts with their peers who may not feel the 

same. This can cause anxiety amongst the class, so it’s important 

to manage. 

Practitioner I have seen girls with autism who easily get 

distracted by their surroundings, which can impact on their ability 

to focus and follow what is expected.  

Autistic Female I have never responded well to authority 

and would often question teachers at school on the rules. I 

didn’t do this to be disrespectful, I just processed this differently 

and needed to understand ‘why’ the rules were in place and 

also see them enforced fairly.  

Case Study 

I’m nineteen-years-old now and I’ve finished doing 

sixteen years at school. I’ve come  out the other side but 

I’m not going to lie,  it was hard! I struggled a lot with 

friendships and while it may have seemed that I didn’t 

want to play with the other kids in the playground, the 

fact was that I simply didn’t know how to start a 

conversation or enter a play situation. I felt silly, and 

awkward, and I felt like I was intruding if I tried and go 

up and play with someone on my own accord.  I also 

struggled with knowing what to say as their language 

was strange to me and their ways of communicating 

were different than my own. So I was the child who 

spent their lunch time crying in the bathroom, because I 

so, so desperately wanted to make friends, but didn’t 

know how. Looking back now I  

Tips and Strategies 

 H elp her understand why the rules are in 

place and be ready to provide a logical 

reason rationale that she can 

understand and relate to. 

 B e clear consistent and explicit.  Avoid 

idioms, metaphors and figurative 

language e.g., say what you want to 

happen – if you say “your desk is getting 

very messy” she may not pick up the 

implied meaning that you expect her  to 

clean it up.    

 E xplain the unwritten rules to the class 

and ensure she understands them. wished that a 

teacher could have gone up to a nice little boy or 

girl in my class and encourage them to invite me to 

join them at kickball or skipping or tag. I struggled 

in the classroom as well. I was often described as 

being ‘naughty’ by my teachers and while I didn’t 

mean to be disruptive I found it so hard to sit still 

in uncomfortable chairs with lots of things 

happening for long periods of time. I used to move 

around the classroom a lot as a way to stay calm 

and focused but my teachers thought I was being 

purposely disruptive when in fact I wasn’t. These 

were the strategies I was using to help me learn 

and be a better student. 

Chloe Hayden, diagnosed 
with Asperger Syndrome at 

the age of 13. 
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