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Supporting Young Girls with Autism
Introduction: 
Good evening and thank you for joining me to explore issues that young girls with autism face and how we can best support them. This subject is very close to my heart as an autistic female myself, however I was unrecognised as a child and only received a diagnosis at age 18 after experiencing severe mental health issues. I hope by supporting other practitioners to learn how to recognise and support, the future generation of autistic girls will not face the same issues I did.
Autism is a genetic condition (Rylaarsdam and Guemez-Gamboa, 2019) most commonly recognised within young boys and men, this is due to research primarily focussing on male presented autism (Kreiser and White, 2013; Cruz et al., 2024). As a result, many practitioners and early years workers struggle to identify, diagnose, and support young girls with autism. As research progresses and awareness spreads, it is important that we truly recognise and support young girls with autism.  

Identifying and diagnosing: 
I’d like to talk a little bit about the characteristics and diagnostic process for autistic girls. 
The most commonly known characteristics of autism within children, such as avoiding eye contact and lack of pretend play and speech (NHS, 2022b), are often not present, or are hidden within young girls, as female autism doesn’t follow the common behavioural patterns associated with autism and young girls often have the ability to copy the behaviour and play style of their peers. The lesser-known characteristics of female autism include withdrawing from situations that they find difficult whilst appearing to cope better within social situations, and fewer signs of repetitive behaviours.  Further research is being conducted into understanding and identifying female autism characteristics (NHS, 2022b). 
A study conducted in a primary school demonstrated that girls with autism use a variety of compensatory behaviours such as staying near their peers and moving between social groups and activities to disguise their differences (Dean, Harwood, and Kasari, 2017). If practitioners and parents continue to identify autistic children through the commonly known characteristics, then young girls will continue to be overlooked.
Diagnosis
Many autistic women have stated that diagnosis is essential to self-understanding and is the most important thing that has happened in their lives (Harmens, Sedgewick, and Hobson 2022) as it enables them to form an identity in which their behaviours are accepted as positive. Unfortunately, as female autism presents differently to the currently known traits of autism, females are often inaccurately diagnosed with disorders such as OCD, anxiety disorders, eating disorders, psychosis, schizophrenia, and many other conditions (Kentrou et al., 2024). Therefore, it is essential that young girls with autism are identified and supported from a young age to prevent inaccurate diagnosis and difficulty in later life. 
The diagnostic process can be disappointing for autistic females with many being dismissed for not exhibiting expected behaviours (Chellew, Barbaro, and Freeman, 2022). Currently, 80% of autistic females receive a diagnosis after the age of 18 and for every three males diagnosed, only one female is (McCrossin, 2023). Research by Dobrzynski et al. (2012, cited in Duvekot et al., 2017) discovered that autistic girls are more likely to receive an early diagnosis if they present with additional behavioural or cognitive issues.  The process for an autism diagnosis consists of a referral to an autism diagnostic service by a GP, and an autism diagnostic assessment by a clinician specialising in autism (NHS, 2022a). This consists of a screening test, the most common tests being the Autism-Spectrum Quotient, a Social Responsiveness Scale, and the Ritvo Autism Asperger Diagnostic Scale – Revised (Engelbrecht and Silvertant, 2023). These screening tests, as well as many others, focus on behavioural presentation as opposed to the child’s internal experience, causing a disadvantage for many girls. Fortunately, a range of evidence is now considered during assessment, including observations by practitioners and parents, along with informant interviews with the autism specialist (Howes et al., 2021). This enables the professionals to gain a broader understanding of the child and a higher likelihood of receiving an accurate diagnosis. 

Challenges and barriers:
There are many challenges that young girls with autism will face throughput their lives, from increased risk of mental health issues, to being unrecognised and ignored within society. I would like to look at how autistic girls are viewed through the social model of disability and how have a genetic predisposition to long term health problems.
Social Model 
The two key ALN Acts within the UK are the Autism Act 2009 (GOV.UK, 2009) and the Equality Act 2010 (GOV.UK, 2010), both of which are considered to be inadequately implemented and therefore ineffectual (Graby, 2016). Autism is currently perceived as ‘something wrong’ within an individual and often dismissed as there is no medication or cure (Botha, Dibb, and Frost, 2020). Therefore, autistic individuals are often excluded from events and societal expectations; this perception of autism can lead to autistic individuals not seeking diagnosis and support for fear of rejection. 
The Social Model of Disability is a globally recognised model and aims to view disabilities not as issues but as unique traits that require society to adapt, to be inclusive to all (Sense, 2021). However, the model does not consider the neurodivergent population, in which autistic people are included (Williams, 2023). In the last decade, debate has begun regarding the future of the model to continue prioritising the inclusion of those with disabilities. Woods (2017) believes that a re-invigoration of the social model with focus on neurodivergence will enable the autistic community to be more widely accepted within the UK. This adjustment to the social model will allow society to view autism in a more positive light, by changing language and attitudes.
	Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome
Autistic females have an increased likelihood of chronic disorders, including a subcategory of Inherited Connective Tissue Disorders known as hypermobile Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome (hEDS) (Dhar,2024). Common characteristics of hEDS include joint hypermobility, skin hyperextensibility and tissue fragility (Dhar, 2024). These issues impact daily life and can result in easy bruising, scarring and poor wound healing, as well as immune dysfunction and chronic pain (Cincinnati Children's, 2023). During the early years, without diagnosis or awareness, the easy bruising and poor wound healing can be perceived as possible safeguarding issues (NHS, n.d.). Therefore, it is important to have a high level of trust and open communication with parents/carers to ensure the child is safe. For the child, experiencing a condition such as hEDS, adds additional stress and discomfort to their lives, and due to their tendency to masking their emotions, continually hiding their discomfort can lead to either a meltdown or shutdown (NHS, 2024). 

Strategy: 
It is important that we, as practitioners, are able to support these young girls throughout their time us and prepare them for the future. A key supporting strategy for young girls with autism is to enable them to understand themselves and their differences. This requires early years practitioners, parents, and health workers to understand female autism and have an awareness of support methods (Clarke, 2022). An educational programme, such as Recognising Girls (Brackenbury, 2025), designed for training these core groups in understanding and recognising female autism will support more young girls. Many parents often feel an initial sense of relief upon receiving an autistic diagnosis for their child; however, parents move to emotions of anxiety, fear, and heightened stress, due to their lack of understanding and own support system (Faraji-Khiavi et al., 2021). By educating parents, they will be able to show acceptance and enable their children to reach their full potential, which is essential to supporting young girls with autism (Hickman, 2024). 

Conclusion:
In conclusion it is evident that awareness of female presented autism is slowly spreading, however, both practitioners and parents should be encouraged to take on further learning to support these young girls understand and accept their autism.



Questions:
I would like to thank you for your time this evening and open the chat up to any questions.
What are the long-term impacts of supporting girls from a young age?
Excellent question, thank you. There are many positive long-term impacts of supporting autistic girls from an early age. A key one that I connect strongly with is improving their mental health. As I previously mentioned, and the work of Yau, Anderson, and Smith (2023) states, autistic girls have a higher likelihood of experiencing many mental health conditions alongside their autism and much of it originates from their lack of self-understanding. The teenage years are extremely difficult for undiagnosed females (Wassell, 2023) as questions such as ‘why am I so different to the people around me?’ And ‘why can’t I make friends like everyone else?’ often result in self-inflicted isolation, which will often lead to depression, self-harm, and occasionally suicidal thoughts and attempts. This is something I personally experienced and since receiving my diagnosis have spent much time discuss with other autistic women both early and late diagnosed to see what their experiences have been. Sadly, many late diagnosed women experienced the same issues as myself, whereas those who were diagnosed from a y0oung age had been able to create a strong support system so that by the time they reached their teenage years an had these occasional doubts and fears, their support system was there for them and provided them with the confidence and support myself and others lacked.

What are the current available steps for practitioners to take in expanding their knowledge on the subject?
There is a range of information provided on the National Autistic Society page, and an Understanding Autistic Women and Girls course available both online and in person, that I will be more than happy to put the link for in the chat, and they are also attached at the end of the reference list.. There are also key authors who have put a lot of research towards the subject of female autism such as Dr Rachel Moseley, who has several papers on autism in women and Sarah Hendrickx who has assembled a collection of personal stories, research papers, and her own experience into a book; Women and Girls with Autism Spectrum Disorder: Understanding Life Experiences from Early Childhood to Old Age.
Sadly, there is no female autism training programme that focuses purely on the early years. I intend to remedy this in the near future with the creation of Recognising Girls. A training programme delivered across Wales to support practitioners and parents to learn and understand the characteristics of autism within girls, and acquire the skills and knowledge to support them.
Ending
Are there any more questions?
If you do have any further questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me as I will be more than happy to answer them.
I would like to thank you all again for attending tonight and hope that you will be able to take anything new that you have learnt tonight and apply it to your practice. 
Thank you!
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