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The specific educational needs of
autistic girls & young women
Large numbers of undiagnosed girls going through the education system.
The problems they encounter are: Lack of identification, support and appropriately trained teachers/ staff
• Many similarities to boys in terms of need for structure, visual as opposed to verbal strategies, low
arousal environments.
• Girls face the same academic struggles as boys but are not as vocal as boys: will not ask for help, will
try to hide difficulties.
• Girls tend to ‘suffer in silence’ and hope the teacher won’t notice and get upset with them.
• The result – girls ‘disappear’ into the mix of students
• Reduced grades and reduced future prognosis
• Not able to access curriculum as not differentiated
• Social isolation and a negative impact on adult relationships
• Increased anxiety and mental health issues
If the diagnosis had come earlier in her life, as a girl Postgate believes she would have been a lot more
successful.
“At school I was bright, but eccentric. If I had been a boy, that would have been tolerated more. I’d have
gone into science, I’m sure – I might have gone on to be a nuclear physicist.” (Orr, 2008)
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Autism in girls –early gender differences
• The three that impact significantly on education are: (ASSQ-REV, 45-item extended version
(Gillberg and Kopp 2010)
• Lacks best friend

(30% girls vs 70% of boys)

• Follows other children like a shadow

(40% girls vs 10% of boys)

• Demand avoidance

(65% girls vs 20% of boys)

Social instinct
Social communication needs
Masking and compliance
‘Trying to be normal’ – Gunella Gerland

Dr
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Teacher’s ‘checklist’
• Social immaturity
• Special interests – the intensity of them
• Different eye contact
• Poor handwriting
• Poor gross motor co-ordination
• Isolation or teasing by peers
• Lowering grades
• Viewed as ‘odd’ by teachers
• Disorganised
• Passive and lack of interest in classroom activities
• Lack of empathy
• Repetitive questioning

(From Attwood, 1999; Kopp & Gillberg, 1992; Lord et al., 1982; Smith, 1997)
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The traditional methods used
in mainstream education
Verbal instruction
Social context
Team and group work
Non verbal communication
Indirect instruction
Lack of explicit structure
Transitions
Behavioural expectations
Consequences
Expectations of hierarchy, social conventions
Range of subjects offered
Broad and balanced curriculum
Examinations

Difficulties students on the autism spectrum
encounter
Social communication and social understanding
difficulties
Processing auditory information
Sensory differences
Generalisation
Motivation
Memory
Processing time
Theory of mind
Direct vs indirect learning
Cause and effect
Immaturity
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“You need to teach autistic students in the way that they
think, perceive the world and therefore learn”

Dr Reuven Feuerstein:
•It’s NOT that a student can’t
learn something –
•It’s just that YOU haven’t
learnt how to teach him or her
that yet!!
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What educators need to know
• Children with autism perceive the world differently
• They think and process information differently
• Therefore they learn differently and
• need to be taught differently –
whatever setting they are in
Indirect verses direct teaching and learning
Scientific verses social intuitive teaching and learning
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Some of the barriers that autistic girls
experience in educational settings
Communication:
‘Girl talk’ – the complexity of female communication
Effort in processing language
Differences in speech and language
Social understanding problems:
Social expectations and demands
Navigating social situations
Having to adapt own behaviour
Being misunderstood by peers and staff.
Social imagination and cognitive issues:
Not being taught certain concepts explicitly
Coping with change and transition
Difficulty in self-regulation
Difficulty understanding or expressing feelings
Coping with sensory issues
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What autistic students need to be taught can differ
from that of their non-autistic peers
Making explicit what’s implicit:
Reading between the lines
Literal understanding of language
May not understand the intentions of others
Social isolation and lack of ‘practice’
Difficulty generalising across situations
Unaware of risk or danger

Teaching social communication and interaction:
Need to learn and practice in a range of social situations
Explicity teach: healthy and unhealthy relationships, concent, appropriate touch and feelings.
Explicitly teach gesture, reading facial expressions or body language
Recognising the physical sensations that occur when experiencing emotions.
Teach girls to be assertive and to question the actions of others.
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The different experiences of autistic girls
and young women in educational settings
Abilities:
•

Academic subjects

•

Art and practical crafts

•

Sports

•

Expressive arts

•

Music

Barriers:
• The school environment
• The social environment
• Traditional teaching methods
• ‘Autistic’ thinking – a different way of processing
information
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Key issues to be addressed
 The difference in learning styles of autistic girls & young women
 Adaptations to the curriculum that can help autistic girls & young women
engage in their learning
 What specific strategies should be considered when educating girls & young
women with an autism spectrum condition?
 The subjects that should be added to the curriculum to meet the needs &
young women






Social understanding
Communication
Problem solving
Independence

 Understanding how the ‘hidden curriculum’ can aid learning and prepare these
girls & young women for life and adulthood.

• How successful is the current education being provided
for these female students?
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Are autistic girls & young women different
academically?
• Love reading, especially poetry and fantasy books.
• Girls are strong systemisers as boys are. (Baron-

• Drawing, colouring in and handwriting
difficulties. (Wagner in Attwood, 2007)
• Teach touch typing or use dictation apps.

Cohen)

Tend to find males more compatible as they
have similar thought patterns – linear step
by step form of thinking and conversation.
(Lord, 2007)

• Tend to choose traditionally ‘Male’
orientated professions – electrical
engineering. (Lord, 2007)
• Does this have an impact on how and what
we teach girls and how we approach
vocational guidance?
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Educational modifications suggested for
autistic girls & young women
• Pre-teaching of content
• Girls hesitant to ask for help as don’t want to draw
attention to themselves by teachers or appear silly to
peers.
• Pre-teaching results in better understanding of content,
increased confidence, improved ‘status’ with peers.
• Using special interests to teach
• Girls interests are quite typical so it is easy to
incorporate into lessons
• Modular approach to teaching
• PE lessons based around interests

14

7

27/03/2021

The specific educational needs of autistic girls &
young women
• Writing production
• Difficulty switching from cursive to print and vice versa.
• Generally girls are expected to have better handwriting than
boys.
• Teach touch typing / ICT skills.
• Reduced homework
• Both boys and girls struggle with this – shut down, emotional
outbursts etc.
• Reduce the amount.
• Supervised homework at school.
• Web based.
• Additional time for tests and exams
Small groups.
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Strategies for girls
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Self-directed learning
Learning by teaching
Learning by reading
Learning through research.
Learning by doing
Topic based learning
Building on interests and strengths
After school activities

The curriculum needs to be:
•

Interest based

•

Functional – must have a purpose

•

Visual/spatial teaching – multi sensory approaches

•

Small group work and step plans

•

Clear, specific instructions

•

Check to ensure understanding

•

Low-arousal and calming environment

•

Sensory toolbox
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Why understanding ‘autistic thinking’ is
important in curriculum design
• Important to understand the basis of this individual thinking style in order to
plan successful teaching and learning experiences
• Without this understanding it would be difficult to extend the student’s ability
to problem solve.
• Understanding of thinking style allows teaching to be planned to maximize on
skills, e.g. rote learning, attention.
• Understand issues with generalization and transition.
• Deal with the ‘contradictions’ of an uneven profile.
• Understand the ‘can’t do’ as opposed to the ‘won’t do.’
• Develop their ‘specialist brains’ to full potential.
• Problems with ‘understanding self’ and ‘problem solving’
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Lack of understanding of self has an impact on:
Joint attention
Language
Theory of mind
Abstract reasoning
Problem solving
Memory recall
Learning from doing
Generalisation
Cause and effect therefore vulnerability
Understanding of friendship
Deficits in reciprocal social communication
Navigating social interactions with others
Keeping track of the relationships between oneself and others
Difficulty with change and transition
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Structure to support change
• Visual timetables and lesson schedules
• Photos and itineraries
• Concise language usage
• ‘Chunking’ work into appropriate size
• Presenting concepts visually or through demonstrations
• Providing lists with visuals
• Comic Strip Conversations and Social Stories
• Audit of sensory factors
• Structure the learning environment
• Positive, non-judgemental attitude
• Flexible approaches to learning including working independently
• Humour to diffuse, deflect and lower arousal
• Identify factors that lead to overload
• Identify and use personalised self regulation strategies
Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 202
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Teach awareness of student’s own learning
•
•
•
•

Point out and focus on the learning involved in a task
Pick out common features and individual steps in several similar tasks before students try it on their own.
Different approaches to that used with non autistic thinkers.
Point out to students what they are doing when they are thinking
I can see you are thinking about …
I can see you are listening carefully
Well done you found out the answer…

Difficulties in integrating information to grasp the intended meaning
Attention and learning is better when•the meaning and purpose of activities are clear,
•and where possible relate to real life
Tasks should be viewed to consider whether:
• the content makes sense
• whether the presentation will create attention problems
• whether opportunities for problem solving and independence are offered
Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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Teach problem solving skills
What is problem solving and why is it important?
Problem solving is the ability to draw on past learning
- knowledge skills and understanding in order to solve a problem.
• Problem solving is crucial to learning as it allows students to:
Build on previous learning
Consider strategies
Know they can be successful
Recognize tasks
Take into account more than one aspect of a problem

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

“On a daily basis, teachers need to create situations in the classroom
where students encounter a problem that they need to solve”
Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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Key curricular delivery considerations
• Any interest embedded in curriculum
• Disguise demands “ ask without asking “
• Use indirect style of language
• Allow for negotiation - ‘meeting half way’
• Use ‘delaying tactics.
• Be honest and factual with the student
• Use reflective listening
• Sometimes ‘no action’ can be just as important as taking action.
• Limit eye contact and social pressure
• Offer choices
• Avoid confrontation
• Only ask a direct question if you want the answer to be NO !!

Acknowledgement: Jilly Davis. Robert Ogden School. National Autistic Society. UK
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Key curricular delivery considerations
• Pitch the work at the right level for that day
•
•

at that time
and with that staff member

• Personalise the student’s daily visual planner
•
•

work focus on her interests at the time.
Free time identified.

• Staff the student likes teach subjects she is less interested in.
• Negotiate timing restraints
• Education programme must be highly individualised

• Flexible, Interesting, Novelty, Adaptable, Personalised
• Agree ground rules
• Intuitive/ look at body language, listen to every comment.
• Always start afresh the next day
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Important issues in the education of
autistic girls & young women
• Schools to be more ‘girl friendly’
• Better trained staff to recognise them and their needs
• Curr
• Peer support programmes
• Girl orientated social skills classes
• All aspects of female roles and relationships
• The ‘hidden’ curriculum
• The unwritten rules of girl’s social interactions.
(Myles, Trautman & Schelvan, 2004)
• Girl orientated PSHE (Personal, social, health education)
• Personal development and hygiene
• Sex education
• Relationships – friends, adult relationships
• Personal safety and independence
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The ‘hidden curriculum’ underpinning the academic
education of autistic girls and young women
• Social understanding

• Vocational training, hobbies and interests

• Teaching independence and reducing vulnerability
• Relationship skills
• Self image, self esteem and confidence building
• Gender identity
• Sex education
• Emotional wellbeing and fostering mental health
• Cultural expectations and the
right to choose one’s own path
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The impact of anxiety on girl’s
social interaction
• Feel as though people are unfriendly and rejecting of
them.
• Prefer to be on their own.
• May want to engage with others but don’t know how to.
• Have difficulty maintaining contacts as they can’t do
small talk nor understand social conventions
• Avoid social situations as they don’t want to repeat their
mistakes and subsequent humiliation.
• However hard they practice it just doesn’t seem to
work.
• Social isolation, loneliness and further loss of social
skills.
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Supporting autistic girls & young
women in the social domain
Schools need to recognise that the social domain is where
autistic girls and young women struggle most with is the
same area in which girls strive for dominance.
Typically developing girls mature more rapidly than boys
and learn how to use sophisticated levels of verbal and
non-verbal communication quickly, isolating less
proficient girls from the group.
As autistic girls and young women are not able to compete
in the acquisition and use of these communication and
social skills, they are frequently excluded.
Peer programmes need to be established in the classroom
and fostered throughout the school or these girls will
remain isolated.

27

Curricula areas to address:
Social communication
• Working in groups
• Participating in class discussions,
• Demand avoidance
• Social faux pas
• Passive aggression and/or over-apologising
• Social immaturity
• Immature communication and tone of voice
• Literal interpretation
• Eye contact, conversation skills

28
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Teaching strategies geared towards autistic girls &
young women
• Direct instruction – explicit, scientific
• Visual supports, schedules and routines. (like boys)

Use teaching methods that play to their
strengths.

• Modelling of people – point out what the model is doing and let her
emulate this.
• Video modelling – Video the behaviour you want her to learn and
replay, rewind and pause to explain clearly what you want her to learn.
• Role play or drama – particularly good for social skills, dangerous events
and situations that don’t occur frequently or arise naturally.
• Social skills classes including emotional recognition
• Write narratives about social
situations. Explain factually why.
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Teaching strategies geared towards
autistic girls & young women
• Social scripts – what to say and do in specific situations.
• To answer the phone, buy a bus ticket, how to respond to teenage chat.
• Power cards – uses a girl’s special interests to teach appropriate behaviour.
• The card explains how a favourite character would behave or handle a situation.
• Then encourages the girl to act in the same manner in a similar situation.
• Television and movies – an excellent teaching tool for girls.
• Point things out and talk about them.
• Ask what she thinks the character should do.
• Ask why the character is acting in a particular way.
• Books and the internet – Many autistic teenage girls like to read.
• Prefer to read instructions rather than being told.
• This applies strongly to personal hygiene, puberty issues and sex education.
(Nichols et al, 2009)
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Peer programmes for autistic girls
& young women
• Primary school – whole class approach

• Transition periods – Small group of socially aware,
trustworthy students to help her in class, playground,
hall etc

• Secondary School – individual students identified in
particular subject classes, after school clubs etc.
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The complexity of social
relationships
• All young people on the autism spectrum are different.
• Some are more motivated to spend time with peers and make
connections.
• Some want a single friend to talk to.
• Others may only want to play a computer game wordlessly, beside a peer.
Young people need the support to develop the skills needed to achieve her
own potential and individual social interests.
Schools need to recognise that the social domain is where autistic girls
struggle most with is the same area in which neurotypical girls in
particular strive for dominance.
As autistic girls are not able to compete in the acquisition and use of these
communication and social skills, they are frequently humiliated, teases
and excluded.

Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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Social contact and friendship
•

Despite being less interested than neurotypical children generally in having and maintaining
friendships, many young people, especially girls on the autism spectrum do want social
contact.
“… who share the similar interests and experiences, understand their difficulties, are
respectful, are appreciative of their strengths, and are tolerant of their weaknesses”. (Nichols
et al, 2009)

•

Friends are “…people I enjoyed passing a few hours or minutes with”. (Liane Holliday-Willey)

•

They do not necessarily want to spend a lengthy time with a friend discussing serious topics or
feelings, they would prefer to spend shorter periods of time talking about common interests
such as art, TV, movies, music, books or favourite actors etc.

(Nicholls et al)
•

Typical girls relationships are more complex than typical boys generally
– Teenage girls relationships - primarily based on ‘talking’ and intimate social
communication
– Boys relationships - more often based so on ‘doing’
– Girls with the autism spectrum’s are going to have a much harder time with the level of
communicative skill and social understanding required to fit in with female social
groups.” (Nichols et al, 2009.)
– Girls and boys also fight and bully differently e.g. gossiping or exclusion.

Social understanding – Why is it more difficult for girls on the autistm spectrum to acquire these skills despite greater social abilities than boys?

– Three is not company for girls!!
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ng autistic girls to succeed in group settings
• Set up playtimes with one or two others.
• Agree the focus or goal for the activity
• Structure the play/group time to allow ‘success’
• Shared interests as the focus
• Choose ‘strengths’ initially to ease transition into group activities
• Consider the environment.
• Consider the time frame.
• Opportunities to ‘role play’ or ‘practice’ in a safe setting.
• Teenage years can be very difficult.
• The positive impact of one good friend.
• What’s in it for me?
• A ‘peer mentor’
• Teachers as a ‘Friendship coach’
• Bridges: Scientific explanations

ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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Teach skills directly –
practice, practice, practice
•

Focus on one or two areas the student is struggling with the most. - Prioritise to avoid overload

•

Start with the basics:
• How to start and maintain a conversation
• How to interact in a reciprocal manner
• The ‘tactics’ of taking turns in a conversation
• The difference between sharing and grabbing
• Learning what is appropriate personal space
• Speaking in a normal tone of voice, not too loud.
• How to show an interest in others

•

How to negotiate or resolve conflicts

•

Practice observing other’s friendships.

•

Identify non-verbal communication to learn how to interpret it.

•

Emulate the behaviors of others; follow the examples of people with good social skills.

•

Remove themselves from negative people.

•

Find and join positive groups that match their interests.

•

Schedule time with friends and adhere to the schedule.

•

Be attentive to others by complementing them, listening to them, asking questions, etc.

•

Try to:
•
•
•
•

Keep things in perspective
Reflect and 1-1 ‘de briefing’
Make notes and prompts
keep a sense of humor

Teach these skills directly and ‘scientifically’

Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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Social stories: Carol Gray
•
•
•
•

Fill in gaps in a person’s understanding of people and social situations
Helps prepare for a new experience
Provides a ‘script’ for dealing with specific social situations
Non directive and non confrontational

• Presented in a number of visual ways to suit the individual
The structure of a social story:
• Introduction—setting the scene
• Middle
Other people’s perspective
Introducing a strategy
Personalising it
Suggesting a new way of behaving or
• Conclusion

Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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The impact of gender on
behaviour
• The stereotype of autism is boys.
• Girls tend to be diagnosed much later because their
presentation is more subtle.
• Girls care about what other people think and this worries
them.
• More vulnerable to the emotional impact of bullying
• Girls work hard to compensate for their difficulties- ‘Masking’.
• The growing awareness, as they get older, that they have to
work much harder than their peers without autism to
accomplish the same thing.
• This is very damaging to their self-esteem and mental health.
• The expectations of society and culture is different.
• The high levels of anxiety is very evident in autistic girls and
women

Flexible for different situations
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Emotional understanding and masking
Autistic girls frequently develop the ability to imitate or to mask their difficulties.
High masking abilities are associated with poor mental health in adulthood.
Autistic girls may internalise their difficulties more, leading to
• anxiety
• depression self-harming
• high risk behaviours suicidality
• eating disorders such as anorexia nervosa
• the inability or difficulty in accessing the curriculum
Teachers need to recognise the impact of
sensory issues
social communication and social understanding difficulties
the hight anxiety levels in autism
vulnerability – including bullying and reactive depression
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Bullying and autistic girls
• Girls tend to use social intimidation, threaten, name call and tease – more subtle.
• Includes social intimidation – you can’t play with us, we won’t be your friend etc.
• Autistic girls and young women may not understand that they are being bullied due to
language impairment and lack of social understanding, but when they do, it seems to upset
them far more than boys.
• Girls bullied over time become depressed and emotionally traumatised
(Miller, 2003) and more agitated at home and moody. (Gurian, 2002)
• When teaching autistic girls and young women how to deal with bullying –
use role play (Gray, 2004)
• Use video to record the correct way to respond to bullying and play repeatedly.
• Girls also appear to experience more social anxiety. (Lainhart, 2009)
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Reduction of anxiety
• Clear routines and structure
• Communication is key
• Predictability
• Non confrontational approaches
• Identify triggers for crisis points.
• ‘Calm box’
• Talk about emotions
• Empathy and sensitivity
• ‘Go stand with them in the rain’
Explain, explain,
check understanding
and explain again!
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What is resilience?
•
•
•
•
•

The capacity to recover quickly from difficulties
To ‘bounce back’ from difficult life events
The ability to deal with adversity
Mental toughness
Four types of resilience:
•
•
•
•

Psychological
Emotional
Physical
Community

• Problems:

• Major life
• Situational
• Daily
We need to teach self regulation and resilience as part of the
Curriculum to enable girls to thrive and make progress
academically

Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021

41

Teaching
resilience
• Change is constant
• To learn is to change
• To mature is to change
• Social scripts are not enough
• Teach how to cope with a changing world
• Teach problem solving skills
• Teach flexible thinking
• Reach how to control their anxiety
• Teach anger management skills
• Teach resilience from a young age
• Set up ‘safe scenarios’
• Teach individualised coping strategies
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Teaching self regulation
The ability for girls to self regulate will assist them in accessing the curriculum.
Seek the views of the individual student
Successful outlets for self-expression:
Story-writing
Poetry writing and reading
Diaries and journals
Research –about people
Art work and creative activities
Exercise and sport eg Yoga
Music
Drama
Curriculum delivery strategies:
Taking part in activities alongside others – parallel activities
Structured break and lunchtime activities
Some girls will prefer to be alone and others will enjoy pursuing their own interests
independently
‘Recovery time’ from social interaction or sensory overload.
Teaching emotional understanding.
The ‘Alert programme’ & ‘Zones of Regulation’
Building self esteem and self confidence
Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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Building self esteem
and confidence
• An important component of an appropriate
educational programme.
• Need to help autistic girls and young women
develop and internal sense of self.
• Help autistic girls and young women understand
their gender and identity.
• Build on individual strengths.
• Praise, acknowledgement, reward – capitalise
on their strengths.
• Understand and facilitate the need for
‘recovery’ or alone time.
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Strategies for developing self esteem
in young autistic girls
Capitalise on girl’s enjoyment of

An ‘All about me’ book:

making scrap books and studying
people – let them study themselves:

• What kind of person am I? - Kind, funny, clever, logical, shy etc
• What do I like to do? – Riding, watch movies, celebrity
magazines, Dr Who.
• Who am I compared to others? – I can draw and Jo does maths.
• What are my accomplishments and goals etc?
• What do I want to do in the future – tomorrow, when grown up?
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Teaching independence through reducing
vulnerability
• Young women are often immature, naïve, gullible, and easily deceived.
• Many girls and young women want to be accepted so may be coerced into things.
• Most important part of any curriculum is to equip our female students with the skills needed to be independent .
The internet is very popular, especially with sharing special interests, and many do so for longer and with greater intensity than their
typically developing peers.
(Nicholls, 2009)
Girls can be highly skilled in navigating the technology
but naïve with respect to the online social world.
Can give too much information on social networks e.g. Facebook.
Are particularly vulnerable to complying when told to do something.
Are more likely to respond to communication.
This therefore needs to form part
of the curriculum taught at school

46
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Facilitating independence through reducing
vulnerability
Abuse prevention curriculum:
Use role play, provide knowledge, practice scenarios
• Social skills – the ability to recognise and deal with inappropriate behaviours.
• Social communication- the ability to communicate ones wants and needs and request attention
from another.
• Emotional awareness – being aware of own and others feelings including being anxious, fearful,
uneasy.
• Sex Education – knowledge is a very powerful protective tool and will help her identify and report
inappropriate behaviour.
• Privacy awareness- social concepts therefore difficult – need an understanding of private places,
private behaviour, what not to talk about etc.
• Personal space, touching rules and boundaries – cultural concepts therefore difficult – need to
understand boundaries for self and others, saying no, not stalking or intimidating.
• Permission to say ‘no’ - a real issue for girls who are passive and like to please.
• Self advocacy - Teach how to report when she is feeling intimidated.
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Aim of education is to equip students to have
a quality adult life – further education & employment

• PCP and Transition planning introduced at Secondary transfer.
• At school, review extra curricular activities and hobbies as future
employment opportunities. (Grandin and Duffy, 2004)
• Adapt the curriculum to develop possible vocational opportunities
including traditionally considered male professions.
• Transition plan should address not only specific job skills but
also the social and communication skills required.
• Brain storm interests
• Work experience opportunities
• Seek out volunteer work
• Identify possible job coaches and mentors
• Create a checklist for ‘Getting along on the job’
• Teach the skills needed to apply for college, jobs etc
Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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The aim of education- to equip autistic girls
and young women to have a quality adult life
“I am what I do, rather than what I feel.”
(Grandin in Attwood)
• “ I can learn social skills, and learning social skills is very important, but I cannot learn
emotional relatedness.”
• “They (parents & professionals) need to understand that having meaningful work is what
gives life meaning.”
(Grandin in Attwood, 2007)
Are schools successful in preparing our female
students for meaningful careers?
Males with ‘disabilities’ are more likely to have
employment post school than females.
Women in employment were working in
unskilled jobs. (Rousso & Wehmeyer, 2002)
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The aim of education: A quality life
for autistic girls & young womensatisfying relationships
• The criteria for the perfect partner or friend for an autistic person:
• ‘Me’ in the preferred gender
• 1-1 interaction, not groups
• Limited, not constant contact – perhaps once a week
• Accepts you for yourself
• Shares interests
• Valued for knowledge
• Meets needs
• Comfort zone maintained – does not add to stress. (Hendrickz
2008)
• McIlwee Myers (2007) maintains that the reality of what
relationships entail should be taught realistically, factually and
logically e.g.
•
•
•
•

Dating and meeting people
Sharing living space
What relationships involve
Not getting enough ‘alone’ time
•

Nichols, Tetenbaum & Perlis – The ASD girls
curriculum.
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Teaching autistic girls and young
women to deal with cultural
expectations
• Rousso & Wehmeyer (2003) “…an attractive appearance for a young
woman in our society is linked to intelligence, kindness and overall
influence. Yet young women with ASD may be ambivalent about
appearance.”
• The decision on what clothing to wear may be influenced by their sensory
needs or by their need for repetition and consistency (or practicality)
rather than the latest fashion fad. (Attwood, 1999)
• “Men and women are judged differently when it comes to
appearance….Men who appear grungy, archaic in their fashion sense, or
just eccentric are usually excused for this shortcoming…. But a grungy,
unkempt, or strange-looking woman is a spectacle.” (Grandin, 2005)
• Women on the spectrum who do not conform are viewed as “ …childish,
disorderly, or rebellious and not accorded respect or taken seriously.”
(Grandin, 2005)
• Address these issues as part of the curriculum and strategies to overcome
or compensate for them.
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Making choices:
Equipping with autistic girls and young women the knowledge and confidence
to enable her to choose the right path for her
Understanding that it is ok if girls do / or do not want to be part of the ‘typical’
culture and its requirements.
• “There are rules about what women need in the way of relationships that are
pretty clearly communicated in our culture”…”these rules should not be
applied willy-nilly to girls with AS.”
• “Girls with AS, even more so than boys with AS, are often bombarded with
variations on the idea that being more social and being a better person are
the same.”
• Finding people with shared interests is more important “…data shows us that
people who have much in common are most likely to get along.” (Attwood,
2007)
• “You don’t find true love by being a fake; you find him by living and being the
best version of you that you can achieve.”
• “Romantic love is not necessary to human happiness so it is ok not to feel it”
(McIlwee Myers, J. in Attwood, 2007)
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To conclude - Educational interventions should address gender
differences in:
• Social communication
• Social behaviours and expectations
• Self esteem and mental health
• Vulnerability and Independence
• Adaptive skills associated with puberty, including hormonal
changes, dress etc
• Leisure and physical exercise geared to girl’s interests e.g. horse
riding, dog walking, working with animals, cleaning out stables,
grooming.
•
•
•
•

Music, reading, fantasy films
Yoga and tai chi, dance
Wii, Dance dance revolution (140)
Karaoke

Vocational opportunities based on special
interests or skills
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Reflective practice
• School environment
• Language use
• Structure, routine and predictability
• Curriculum design and delivery
• Sensory audit
• Opportunities for social understanding
• Set up problem solving opportunities
• Peer mentoring and support
• Lack of training
• Role models
• Overwhelmed
• High burnout rate
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“The future for students
on the autism spectrum
is unlimited and
boundless.

As parents and
professionals, we
cannot let our own fears
and lack of knowledge
inhibit our student’s
growth and
independence.”

We need a flexible,
unconventional,
person-centred and
responsive model in
all provisions that
educate and include
students with an
autism spectrum
condition.

(Wagner, S. 2007)
Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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“We need schools where difference
is valued and there is less
emphasis on conformity
and greater focus
on harnessing
strengths in order to
enable all, students and
staff alike “…to be
the best they could
become.”

• “Wouldn’t such a system be
one in which all could flourish?
• Understanding and getting it
right for children with ASD can
be a way of getting it right for
everyone.” (Jordan, 2008)

Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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• Thanks to some of the wonderful
women who are teaching us.

Dr Jacqui Ashton Smith. ShipCon. EU. Limassol. The education of girls and young women on the autism spectrum. 2021
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