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Autism



Today’s session

Theory

• Debunking myths

• Facts around gender difference

Practice

• So what can we do?

-  Learn more about the presentation of autism in girls and 

use this to support girls in your setting

- Gain and share knowledge of best practice

- Share resources and strategies



Debunking myths

• The autistic population is made up of mostly 

boys/men

•Girls are less likely to be autistic

•Girls don’t get diagnosed



Facts around gender differences

• Around forty years ago it was believed that the ratio of men with autism to women with autism was 15:1. In 

2015, data from the National Autistic Society suggested it could be 3:1.

• Historically, autism was seen as a male-only condition (Hans Asberger, Simon Baron-Cohen)

• There is a bias towards males in the diagnosis process, with the specific needs of girls on the spectrum not 

sufficiently researched

• When boys display characteristics of autism, these are more likely to be recognised by parents, carers, 

teachers or health professionals

• Girls are thought to use masking or camouflaging more frequently than males, and are more reluctant to 

draw attention to themselves

• Girls tend to be diagnosed as being on the spectrum at a significantly later age than boys

• Girls are less likely to be diagnosed than boys, when they show the same level of behavioural ‘symptoms’

• Some girls may present differently from the classic male presentation: lower levels of repetitive behaviour, 

interests may appear more similar to neurotypical e.g. makeup

• Girls often struggle socially but this is not always obvious



So what does this mean?

• A huge amount of knowledge and research on autism has focused on its 

presentation in boys

• There is far less research conducted on how autism presents in girls – though 

this is beginning to change

• As less is known and there is less research about the presentation in girls, 

often autistic girls are not identified (as they present differently to boys) – 

This can mean that a diagnosis is not sought after and support is not put into 

place

• Autism in girls can be more subtle and less obvious



The Impact

Insights of a Neurodivergent Clinician (neurodivergentinsights.com)

https://neurodivergentinsights.com/


Real experience

The Independent | The Independent

https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/autism-awareness-day-women-girls-autistic-discrimination-a8283691.html


girls_and_autism_-_flying_under_the_radar_0.pdf (nasen.org.uk)

Real experience

https://asset.nasen.org.uk/girls_and_autism_-_flying_under_the_radar_0.pdf


girls_and_autism_-_flying_under_the_radar_0.pdf (nasen.org.uk)

Real experience

https://asset.nasen.org.uk/girls_and_autism_-_flying_under_the_radar_0.pdf


What can we do to help?

• Learn more about the presentation of autism in girls and use this to 

support girls in your setting

• Gain and share knowledge of best practice

• Share resources and strategies



Autism in Girls

• Behaviour

• Intense Interests

• Masking/camouflaging

• Friendships

• Mental Health



Behaviour interpretations

Gender and play   

•   Language skills that may appear to be advanced for their age

• A range of non-verbal communication skills

• A highly developed imagination and enjoyment of fiction, pretend and fantasy play

•   Getting ‘mothered’ by peers at primary school

Subtle differences 

•   Seen by others as quirky, or a daydreamer ‘head in the clouds’ rather than misbehaving

• Repetitive behaviours that are deemed ‘normal’, such as hair twirling, preening 

themselves, reading, art, playing an instrument (some of these are lone hobbies and 

reduce the need to communicate or interact- lowering anxiety) 

• Being considered an overly fussy eater

• Perfectionism – studious with work, inability to stop working on something until time runs 

out, can become very down when they are unhappy with their work/or their results



Intense interests

• May be the same as neurotypical peers

• May be advanced for their age

• May be focussed on culture, art, people, music or 

animals. 

• Interests may stem from a desire to match those of their 

peers, or to fit in with others of the same age



Intense Interests



Masking/camouflaging



Masking/camouflaging

Jessi Crowther – Aged 12

“This character is my 
persona mask is based on 
negative emotions such as 
sadness, misfortune and 
bit if an anxiety.” 

“This picture was after the 
induction, as making new 
friends is quite hard for 
me.”



Masking/camouflaging – Theory of Mind



Friendships

The social struggle is not always obvious!

•Having a very limited number of close friendships

• A tendency to become very intense and possessive in friendships, 

which can also end very suddenly

•Avoiding or not seeking social interaction

•Being seen by others as excessively shy, or preferring not to 

engage with others

•Can be seen as extrovert when it comes to their interests and 

hobbies



Friendship

• Often rule driven and potential for "social policing"

• May fixate on one person

• May be controlling or domineering in relationships

• May seem on edge of a group, flit between groups or change 

groups frequently

• May gravitate to older or younger students

• May idealise the perfect relationships

• Can be over apologetic and appeasing – vulnerable

• Can find it hard to separate from others' feelings so become exhausted 

by social interactions.



Fragile mental health

Autistic young men and women are more affected by psychiatric conditions and have an increased risk of 

hospitalisation as a result of their mental illness compared with non-autistic people. Autistic women are particularly 

vulnerable.

Women on the autism spectrum are more likely to be diagnosed with a co-morbid mental health disorder, such as 

depression, anxiety, or increased risk of self-harm than males with autism.

Autistic Women Have Increased Risk of Mental Illness - Neuroscience News

Autistic Women Are Experiencing A Mental Health 
Crisis | Glamour UK (glamourmagazine.co.uk)

https://neurosciencenews.com/asd-mental-health-21735/
https://www.glamourmagazine.co.uk/article/autism-medical-misogyny
https://www.glamourmagazine.co.uk/article/autism-medical-misogyny


What can we do to help?

• Learn more about the presentation of autism in girls and use this to 

support girls in your setting

• Gain and share knowledge of best practice

• Share resources and strategies



Gain and share knowledge of best practice

Author: Victoria Honeybourne
25th August 2015

Research and new publications updates archive (unitus.it)

http://old.unitus.it/public/platforms/18/cke_contents/3716/Girls%20in%20classroom%20FINAL.pdf


Gain and share knowledge of best practice

https://youtu.be/NwEH9Ui4HV8 

(10 minutes long)

https://youtu.be/NwEH9Ui4HV8


Listen to autistic women and girls about their lived experience

(10 minutes long)

1. Autism covers a wide spectrum – looking and acting autistic – lots of characteristics some of 
which some individuals score highly. Prefer high or minimal support needed.

2. We have high emotions – we may not always express things in the way you might expect – 
feelings are felt more strongly or intensely – we can’t filter them out and sometimes shut down.

3. Social interactions can be very challenging – what comes naturally to you, an autistic person does 
it manually.

4. Diagnosis can happen at any age – the diagnostic criteria historically geared to boys/white 
people.

5. Nuances can be challenging – including subtleties of dating and sex (e.g. Netflix and Chill), lack of 
sex and relationship education, and more likely to be victimised as naïve and honest. Social 
aspects of sexuality and relationships are not always taught nor are they explicit.

6. Lots of interests (not just maths/science) – bands, novels, arts, languages, makeup.
7. Bullying is hard – but friendships can be hard too!
8. Improvement comes – the future can be bright and hopeful. With more diagnosis and more social 

acceptance, you can meet your full potential!

What Women With Autism Want You to Know | Iris – YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NwEH9Ui4HV8&t=11s


Limpsfield Grange

• Limpsfield Grange School is the UK’s only school solely for autistic girls. 
• Outstanding special school, maintained by Surrey County Council.
• Day and residential places are available for students aged 11 – 16.
• Autism Documentary: Inside the UK’s only school for autistic girls – YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iy3jYIqRIJg&t=145s


Limpsfield Grange



Limpsfield Grange

ASC Tools – Limpsfield Grange School

https://limpsfieldgrange.co.uk/about-us/information/asc-tools/


Limpsfield Grange Autism Documentary: Inside the UK’s only school for autistic girls - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Iy3jYIqRIJg&t=1s


Limpsfield Grange Resources

“Meltdowns are not fun.  It’s like being stuck on a rollercoaster 
for eternity… In the dark with flashing lights.  Everything else 

makes no sense.”



Autism in Girls: Unofficial Checklist - Samantha Crafts

Samantha Crafts

• Autistic woman
• parent of autistic son
• MA in Education
• created a checklist in an effort to assist health professionals in recognising autism: 

http://www.myspectrumsuite.com/samantha-crafts-autistic-traits-checklist/

Section A: Deep Thinkers
Section B: Innocent
Section C: Escape and Friendship
Section D: Comorbid Attributes
Section E: Social Interaction
Section F: Finds Refuge When Alone
Section G: Sensitive
Section H: Sense of Self
Section I: Confusion
Section J: Words, Numbers, and Patterns
(Optional) Executive Functioning & Motor Skills

Suggested Use: Check off all areas that strongly apply to the individual. If each area has 75%-80% of the 
statements checked, or more, then you may want to consider that the individual may be autistic.

http://www.myspectrumsuite.com/samantha-crafts-autistic-traits-checklist/


Autism in Girls: Unofficial Checklist - Samantha Crafts

Section C: Escape and Friendship
1.Survives overwhelming emotions and senses by escaping in thought or action
2.Escapes regularly through fixations, obsessions, and over-interest in subjects
3.Escapes routinely through imagination, fantasy, and daydreaming
4.Escapes through mental processing
5.Escapes through the rhythm of words
6.Philosophizes, continually
7.Had imaginary friends in youth
8.Imitates people on television or in movies
9.Treated friends as “pawns” in youth, e.g., friends were “students” “consumers” “members”
10.Makes friends with older or younger females more so than friends her age (often in young 
adulthood)
11.Imitates friends or peers in style, dress, attitude, interests, and manner (sometimes speech)
12.Obsessively collects and organizes objects
13.Mastered imitation
14.Escapes by playing the same music over and over
15.Escapes through a relationship (imagined or real)
16.Numbers bring ease (could be numbers associated with patterns, calculations, lists, time and/or 
personification)
17.Escapes through counting, categorizing, organizing, rearranging
18.Escapes into other rooms at parties
19.Cannot relax or rest without many thoughts
20.Everything has a purpose



• Get better at identifying characteristics that may point to autism in 

girls.

• Observe carefully and support using the strategies we discussed last 

week.

• When it comes to friendship difficulties:

-Establish what the problem is and who it is a problem for.

-Consider if there is a thinking difficulty – if so, gently challenge thoughts 

about the person or situation e.g., exploring different perspectives.

- Consider if there a specific problem – if so, perhaps support the young 

person to explore options for themselves and decide the solution they 

think will work best.

- Consider specific teaching to help them to understand some of the 

“hidden” social rules e.g., filtering what they say and how.

- Tools: Social skills and friendship interventions e.g. Friendship Terrace.  

Comic strips to unpick social understanding.

• With parent support and consent help them to understand their 

diagnosis.

- They may need to understand the impact of social interactions on 

them.  May need additional time to prepare for and recover from social 

events (autistic burn out/exhaustion).

- Help neurotypical peers to understand difficulties autistic young people 

struggle with and promote .

- Promote understanding in the school community.

Gain and share knowledge of best practice



What can we do to help?

• Learn more about the presentation of autism in girls and use this to 

support girls in your setting

• Gain and share knowledge of best practice

• Share resources and strategies



Further Resources and Strategies

Books by autistic women and girls
Autistic women and girls (autism.org.uk)

The following books were suggested by NAS staff:

Non-fiction
•Autism and masking: how and why people do it, and the impact it can have, Helen Ellis, with Dr Felicity Sedgewick and Dr 
Laura Hull
•Safeguarding autistic girls: strategies for professionals, Dr Carly Jones MBE
•Spectrum women, Barb Cook and Dr Michelle Garnett (editors)
•Supporting spectacular girls: a practical guide to developing autistic girls' wellbeing and self-esteem, Helen Clarke
•Taking off the mask: practical exercises to help understand and minimise the effects of autistic camouflaging, Hannah 
Belcher
•The independent woman's handbook for super safe living on the autistic spectrum; The autism-friendly guide to periods; 
The autism-friendly guide to self-employment, Robyn Steward
•Women and girls with autism spectrum disorder, Sarah Hendrick

Autobiography
•Drama queen: one autistic woman and a life of unhelpful labels, Sara Gibbs
•Odd girl out: an autistic woman in a neurotypical world, Laura James
•Travelling by train: the journey of an autistic mother, Laurie Morgan

Fiction
•A Kind of Spark, Elle McNicoll
•Can You See Me?, Libby Scott and Rebecca Westcott

https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/what-is-autism/autistic-women-and-girls


Further Resources and Strategies – From autistic women 
and girls

Sara Gibbs, autistic comedy writer, told us: "I think there is a lack of understanding of how autism can 
present in girls, who are often socialised differently."
Charl Davies, autistic tattoo artist, said: "I find that being a female I am expected to behave a certain 
way to fit in socially which is why I have spent so much time masking."
Dr Camilla Pang, autistic scientist and author, explained: "I feel autistic women are more likely to be 
described as ‘anxious’ and an autism diagnosis overlooked, since it can challenge gender stereotypes."
Dr Kate Fox, autistic poet and comedian, said: "I don’t think there’s an inherent difference between 
autistic men and women. What there is a difference in, is how society treats and socialises males and 
females."

Autistic women and girls (autism.org.uk)

Purple Ella – YouTube

Crazy Girl in an Aspie World (aspie-girl.blogspot.com)

Jessi C'Artoon: 'Girl in a mask' draws out school fears - BBC News

Autistic girl praised for 'life as perfectionist' account - BBC News – Libby Scott

https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/stories/stories-from-the-spectrum-sara-gibbs
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/stories/stories-from-the-spectrum-charl-davies
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/stories/stories-from-the-spectrum-camilla-pang
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/stories/stories-from-the-spectrum-kate-fox
https://autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/what-is-autism/autistic-women-and-girls
https://www.youtube.com/@PurpleElla/videos
http://aspie-girl.blogspot.com/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-devon-45422985
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/blogs-trending-44858018


Further Resources and Strategies

NAS campaign for girls and non-binary people: https://youtu.be/9WHftgSJNF4 Now I Know 

(autism.org.uk)

Autism symptoms in GIRLS – YouTube Autism in girls - I was wrong - YouTube

Autism and gender identity

Girl who initially hated her diagnosis: https://youtu.be/2_tyB1WyB_Y

https://youtu.be/9WHftgSJNF4
https://autism.org.uk/what-we-do/campaign/our-new-campaign/now-i-know-campaign?utm_source=youtube&utm_medium=organic&utm_campaign=nowiknow&utm_content=landingpage
https://autism.org.uk/what-we-do/campaign/our-new-campaign/now-i-know-campaign?utm_source=youtube&utm_medium=organic&utm_campaign=nowiknow&utm_content=landingpage
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ixRSb00BplM&t=4s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YAhQJ08bzgs
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/what-is-autism/autism-and-gender-identity
https://youtu.be/2_tyB1WyB_Y


Resources – Cognus

https://www.cognus.org.uk/services/autism-and-social-communication/resources/


Session General Plan for Content

1

•Introduction

•My physical identity

•My personality

•Neurodiversity

2

•Autism

•Videos and facts

3

•What does autism mean to me?

•Masking

•Boundaries and scripts

4

•Our senses

•Advocacy

•My autism identity statement 

5 •Toolkit

•Other autistic individuals

•Signposting to further information and 

support



What can we do to help?

• Learn more about the presentation of autism in girls and use this to 

support girls in your setting

• Gain and share knowledge of best practice

• Share resources and strategies

Questions and comments?



Questions and Answers – from you!

• Inclusion strategies for girls to be supported socially 
-Teach pupils about difference, neurodiversity and autism in the setting (I can send some information on famous autistic individuals and 
their strengths and achievements).
-Review what you currently offer – based on what you have learn today it might be worth auditing your provision – you could do this in 
consultation with your pupils (I can send you some ways to do this).
-Ask the children what they want (clubs, activities for play/lunch times, spaces that could be used for calm times) and come up with a plan 
to make improvements to the provision.

• What steps can be taken to promote awareness among educators and peers about the unique needs and strengths of girls on the 
spectrum?

– Please share with them the information I have shared with you today. I’ll email out all the videos and links too – please share! 
- The Cognus factsheets are accessible and might be a good place to start if its all a little overwhelming. 

• Resources to support teachers to gain better understanding.
- The school needs to commit to regular autism CPD (like this course) to drip feed information and strategies. 
- Cognus offer whole school training too on our traded offer – this may be worth considering if there is budget for it. 
- There are some training/courses offered by other providers that staff can take (some are free!) but consider how realistic these are when 
staff are already so pressured for time and completing a course is additional pressure.

• Classroom strategies for getting an autistic child into class. (I currently do 121 with an autistic boy but i currently cannot have him in 
the classroom because he struggles to cope)

- Have you asked the child what the problem is?
-Consider auditing the environment to see if sensory/anxiety/communication support can be improved to make the school more 
accessible.
-Reward charts, celebrating small steps (even 5 mins in the room), implementing movement/brain breaks after short stints in the 
classroom
-Have a look at the AET tools for teachers document that I’ll send through to you – it have lots of practical tips and ready-made/editable 
tools
- Emotional Based School Avoidance workshop is in the pipeline for parents – if professionals think this will be helpful, I can offer a 
professional version?





Feedback

https://forms.office.com/e/wvWVa4VUne

https://forms.office.com/e/wvWVa4VUne


Alex.cozens@cognus.org.uk
theautismservice@cognus.org.uk

mailto:Alex.cozens@cognus.org.uk
mailto:theautismservice@cognus.org.uk
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