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INTRODUCTION:WORKING WITH
PARENTS AND CARERS OF AUTISTIC
GIRLS

Research carried out as part of the Doctorate
in Education and Child Psychology at the
University of Manchester

How can Educational Psychologists work
effectively with parents/carers of autistic girls?

Note on Language
Autism-first terminology

Binary language (autistic girls)



https://www.deviantart.com/pride-flags/art/Nonbinary-1-543925806
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

RATIONALE FOR THE RESEARCH

Existing autism literature is bias towards autistic males

Research has highlighted the under-identification, under-diagnosis, and late
diagnosis of autism in girls (Duvekot et al., 2017).

Recently, literature has identified differences in the presentation of autism in
females (Happe & Frith, 2020).

Gap in the literature of working with parents and carers of autistic girls



THE FEMALE PRESENTATION OF AUTISM

Reduced repetitive
externalising behaviours
such as hand flapping
(Gould & Ashton-Smith,
2011).

More internalised
difficulties, such as anxiety A stronger desire to fit in
(Gould & Ashton-Smith, with peers (Lai et al., 2015).
2011).

More ‘random’ restricted
interests, which may Autistic girls tend to ‘mask’
appear in line with the their social challenges
interests of their compared to autistic boys

neurotypical peers (Hiller (Dean et al., 2017).
et al., 2014).




THE FEMALE PRESENTATION OF AUTISM: EXAMPLES

More obvious More subtle
characteristics characteristics

May not show eye contact | May have more of a desire to ‘fit in’

or interest in social niceties | with peers and show more socially
normative behaviour from copying
others

Interests may be more May be passionate about animals,

technical, or object based drawing or reading

such as cars or trains

Extremely repetitive and May have a rich and elaborate

ritualistic behaviours such fantasy and dream world.

as hand flapping, jumping, May repetitively re-watch their

lining up objects favourite films or re-read their
favourite books




THE IMPACT OF
MASKING

Masking has been discussed as a partial explanation of the missed and late
diagnosis of autism in girls (Duvekot et al., 2017). There is emerging
evidence that masking can have negative consequences for
autistic girls:

Masking can be exhausting and distressing, which may
impact on relationships, learning and mental health

(Halsall et al., 2021).

Masking can result in physical and emotional exhaustion,
and issues around identity and authenticity (Hull et al.,
2020).

Greater masking demands within the school setting lead
to social exhaustion at home (Anderson et al., 2020)-
Suggests that autistic girls’ needs tend to be more
pronounced at home.



WORKING WITH PARENTS

Allows for a more holistic
view of a child, behaviour
in one context can have a

significant effect on the
other (Pellegrini, 2009).

Aligns with the SEND
Code of Practice (2014).
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PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS’ PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Explored Educational Psychologists’ perspectives of effective practice and areas of
further development when joint working with parents/carers of autistic girls:

What is an area of further
development!?

What is effective!?




PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS’ PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Effective practice:

Listening to parent concerns

EP’s having up to date knowledge of
the female presentation of autism

Raising awareness of autistic girls

Working collaboratively with parents




PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Effective practice:

Listening to parent concerns

EP’s having up to date knowledge of
the female presentation of autism

Raising awareness of autistic girls

Working collaboratively with parents

“...these autistic girls are trying so hard to kind of fit in and keep
a lid on it and mask at school, then they come home, and they
feel so comfortable at home with their...parents, they can show
almost like the worst side of themselves, and they can let it all out
because they know it’s safe. So, believing the parents...that that
is happening has been...really important...”

“we need to come from...a really calm place
of understanding and having empathy for
the parents about maybe the journey that
they’ve been on”



PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Effective practice:

Listening to parent concerns

EP’s having up to date knowledge of
the female presentation of autism

Raising awareness of autistic girls

Working collaboratively with parents

“l do feel that we need to have an up-to-date understanding of
autism and girls because it is, you know, a relatively new area in
terms of research, compared to boys with autism..."



PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Effective practice:

Listening to parent concerns

EP’s having up to date knowledge of
the female presentation of autism

Raising awareness of autistic girls

Working collaboratively with parents

“| think it’s trying to help parents understand where that’s coming
from...and what that behaviour is trying to communicate”

“helping staff within school to understand that it may be that those
children are internalising”



PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Effective practice:

Listening to parent concerns

EP’s having up to date knowledge of
the female presentation of autism

Raising awareness of autistic girls

“...1 think it always helps to have it...quite led by...the parents in

Working collaboratively with parents terms of...what are their concerns?



PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS’ PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Areas for further development:

Need for increased involvement with
parents

More structured training for parents
and school staff

Differing views of home and school




PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Areas for further development:

Need for increased involvement with
parents

More structured training for parents
and school staff

Differing views of home and school

“they [parents] do know their children better than anybody and so they are a really
important voice to have in consultation”

“...that would be sort of like the gold standard...just being alongside them on
that journey, helping them to...understand, you know, that process, the diagnostic
process and what that means, what the implications of that are.™



PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Areas for further development:

Need for increased involvement with
parents

More structured training for parents
and school staff

Differing views of home and school

’pbarent workshops to... upskill parents...in terms of knowledge
and interventions, you know, useful strategies”

“[for school staff to] have those conversations with parents
earlier on, | think, would be really, really helpful in terms of
kind of getting better long-term outcomes”™

“that’s something that | would definitely like to do...you know,
training for staff in schools...that would be really good.”



PILOT STUDY: EDUCATIONAL PSYCHOLOGISTS” PERSPECTIVES OF

WORKING WITH PARENTS/CARERS OF AUTISTIC GIRLS

Areas for further development:

“sometimes, | think...[parents] just feel that maybe school staff...or
us don’t necessarily really realise how...challenging the behaviours
are at home...”

Need for increased involvement with
parents

“l think sometimes parents don'’t feel like they're being believed, you
know, when they're talking about what’s going on at home, | think
sometimes they feel like school staff don’t believe them because they
don’t see it...”

More structured training for parents
and school staff

“Those children...that are presenting with quite challenging
behaviours are the ones who are going to get...the EP time and so |
really do think there are so many girls there...who are just not even
being picked up...theyre just not even being identified...”

Differing views of home and school




NEXT STEPS:

= 4

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

Research exploring parents’ perspectives of what
they would consider to be effective, and areas of
further development, when working with EPs to

support their autistic daughters.


https://theconversation.com/what-we-know-about-tablets-and-how-your-child-learns-to-read-35150
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/

REFLECTIONS AND DISCUSSION

= What aspect of this research are you most interested in?

= What areas would you like more resources in?



USEFUL LINKS AND RESOURCES

= National Autistic Society (NAS) https://www.autism.org.uk/

= Online training (autistic women and girls) https://www.autismonlinetraining.com/

= Autistic girls network charity https://autisticgirlsnetwork.org/

= Short film to support professionals in identifying the different presentations of autism
https://autismwales.org/en/community-services/i-work-with-children-in-health-social-
care/the-birthday-party/

= Nasen guide to girls and autism https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-
radar

= Girls and Autism book - Carpenter, B., Happe, F, & Egerton, . (Eds.). (2019). Girls and autism:
educational, family and personal perspectives. Routledge.



https://www.autism.org.uk/
https://www.autismonlinetraining.com/
https://autisticgirlsnetwork.org/
https://autismwales.org/en/community-services/i-work-with-children-in-health-social-care/the-birthday-party/
https://autismwales.org/en/community-services/i-work-with-children-in-health-social-care/the-birthday-party/
https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-radar
https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-radar
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ANY QUESTIONS?
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