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Abstract 

There is a growing recognition of the limitations of identifying autistic girls in a timely 

manner (Beeger et al 2013; Kirkovski et al 2013; Rutherford et al. 2016; Happé et al. 2016). This 

qualitative research explores primary school teachers’ perspectives and experiences in recognising 

and supporting autistic girls in mainstream education. Semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with 12 primary school teachers to elucidate experiences with recognising and supporting autistic 

girls in the school context using the Continuum of Support. Reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019) was employed to analyse the data, with NVivo software used to support the coding 

and organisation of themes. The ultimate aim of this research is to discover factors apparent to 

teachers that contribute to successful recognition and support for autistic girls, ultimately providing 

timely support and improving outcomes for autistic girls in primary school. This research adopted 

a social constructivist paradigm. This perspective is essential for understanding autism beyond 

traditional, deficit-based models, focusing instead on how social and cultural factors shape the 

recognition and support of autistic individuals.  

Findings reveal that teachers often feel they lack knowledge and confidence in 

understanding autistic girls, leading to significant challenges in early recognition. Teachers 

reported relying on observable behavioural differences, yet many autistic girls mask their 

difficulties, complicating the process of recognising their needs. Additionally, the study highlights 

barriers such as limited resources, time constraints, and systemic biases in educational practices. 

Despite these challenges, participants demonstrated a commitment to fostering inclusive 

classrooms through individualised support, sensory accommodations, and collaboration with 

families and specialists. 
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This study highlights the need for professional development tailored to recognising and 

supporting autistic girls. Recommendations include incorporating gender-sensitive approaches 

into teacher professional learning and creating school-wide frameworks for early recognition and 

support. By amplifying teachers’ voices, this research contributes to bridging the knowledge gap 

and enhancing the educational experiences of autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. 
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1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the overall research area of the current thesis. 

Firstly, the thesis rationale and aims will be presented, situated within the Irish context. Then, the 

relevant literature pertinent to the research area will be outlined. The key constructs that will be 

examined in this thesis, namely, autism, gender differences, and the female phenotype of autism 

will be explained. The underpinning epistemological perspectives and conceptual framework 

will then be outlined. Finally, a visual map of the structure of the thesis will be presented.  

1.1 Thesis Rationale and Aims  

 This thesis aims to explore teachers’ perspectives and experiences with 

recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary schools.  Research suggests that 

autistic girls are frequently under-identified or often go undetected in mainstream classroom 

settings, largely due to their tendency to camouflage or mask their behaviours, which can result 

in their needs being overlooked or misunderstood by educators (Goodall and MacKenzie, 2019; 

Hebron, 2017; Moyse and Porter, 2015). Unlike autistic boys, who often display more apparent 

characteristics that align with traditional diagnostic criteria, from the DSM V and ICD 11,  

autistic girls may exhibit more subtle social and behavioural differences (Cook et al., 2021). This 

phenomenon, known as ‘social masking’ or ‘camouflaging’ involves consciously or 

unconsciously mimicking neurotypical behaviours to blend in with peers, thus making it 

challenging for educators to observe any obvious signs of autism in the classroom (Hull et al., 

2020). Research has shown that girls who adopt camouflaging behaviours often receive their 

diagnosis later in life, if at all, because their coping mechanisms can mask the traits that would 

otherwise lead to identification (Kirkovski et al., 2013; Wassell & Burke, 2022). Evidently, these 
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subtle behaviours and camouflaging tendencies can make it challenging for teachers to recognise 

signs of autism, leading to delays in identification. As a result, autistic girls frequently miss out 

on early supports that are crucial for their development and educational success (Goodall & 

MacKenzie, 2019). 

 Understanding teachers' experiences and perspectives is crucial in addressing this 

issue. Teachers play a pivotal role in the recognition of student’s strengths and needs as they are 

often the first to observe these students in structured and social learning environments. However, 

many teachers report feeling ill-equipped to do so due to a lack of adequate training and 

resources tailored to understanding the unique presentation of autism in females (Frederickson et 

al., 2010; Humphrey & Symes, 2011). Without a clear understanding of how autistic girls may 

present differently, teachers may unknowingly contribute to the ongoing cycle of under-

identification and inadequate support (Whitlock et al., 2020). By gathering the lived experiences 

of teachers who have encountered both successes and challenges with autistic girls in the 

mainstream classroom, this research aims to illuminate the gaps in current educational practices 

and the systemic barriers that impede effective support for autistic girls. 

The research outlined in this thesis aims to fill a critical gap in the literature by exploring 

the experiences of primary school teachers in recognising and supporting autistic girls in 

mainstream classrooms. Through semi-structured qualitative interviews, the study seeks to gain 

insights into how teachers become aware of potential autistic traits in girls, as well as the 

strategies they use to support these students once needs have been recognised. By analysing 

these experiences, the study will identify key themes aligned to the Continuum of Support model 

(Classroom Support, School Support, Individualised Support) and how this phased approach is 
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being utilised by teachers to support autistic girls in current educational frameworks. The 

Continuum of Support, which provides a tiered framework for identifying and meeting students' 

needs in Irish primary schools will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 3. 

The rationale for focusing on teachers’ perspectives comes from the understanding that 

educational environments must adapt to the diverse needs of students to promote inclusivity and 

equitable learning opportunities (Shevlin et al., 2009). Current evidence suggests that while 

educational policies advocate for inclusive practices there is often a disconnect between policy 

and practice especially concerning support for autistic girls (Goodall, 2018). Teachers' 

perspectives provide valuable insights into how these policies are implemented within the 

learning environment and the practical challenges they face, such as high student-teacher ratios, 

limited access to specialised training, and a lack of resources (O’Hagan et al., 2022). 

Additionally, understanding these perspectives may help inform the development of targeted 

training programmes that better equip teachers to recognise and support the unique needs of 

autistic girls. By focusing on the experiences of teachers with first-hand experience of working 

with autistic girls in mainstream classrooms, this study seeks to bridge the gap between research, 

policy, and practice, ultimately contributing to a more equitable and informed educational 

landscape for autistic girls. 

Therefore, the following research questions were devised in order to explore how 

teachers currently navigate the complexities of recognising and supporting autistic girls within 

mainstream classrooms (Figure 1). The research questions aimed to explore the factors that 

influence teachers’ understanding, recognition, and support of autistic girls, as well as how the 

Continuum of Support is used in practice to guide inclusive strategies. Additionally, this study 
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explores the factors that enable or hinder effective recognition of needs and support for autistic 

girls, including the role of the Educational Psychologist (EP). 

 

Figure 1.  

Research Questions 

 

It is anticipated that these research questions will provide meaningful insights into more 

equitable and gender-sensitive approaches to autism support in education, and inform future 

developments in teacher professional learning, professional development, collaborative practice, 

and policy. 

 

• What are teachers' experiences of recognising autistic girls in 
mainstream primary school settings?

RQ 1- RECOGNITION

• What are teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic girls in the 
mainstream primary school settings using the Continuum of 
Support?

RQ2 – SUPPORT 

• What factors enable or hinder effective recognition and support, 
including the role of the Educational Psychologist?

RQ 3 –FACTORS
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1.2 Central Constructs  

1.2.1. Terminology.  

This thesis adopts a neuroaffirmative approach to language, aiming to respect the 

preferences and dignity of the autistic community. Where possible, identity-first language (e.g. 

“autistic person”) is used in recognition of its growing acceptance among autistic individuals 

who view autism as an integral part of their identity rather than something separate or negative 

(AsIAm, n.d.). However, person-first language (e.g. “person with autism”) may appear in direct 

quotations or where it aligns with the terminology used in official documentation or participant 

responses. The choice of language in this thesis reflects a commitment to inclusive and respectful 

discourse, while also acknowledging that preferences may vary among individuals. This 

approach reflects the researcher’s intention to be mindful of the varying preferences within the 

autism community concerning terminology (Kenny et al., 2015). It also aligns with the American 

Psychological Association’s guidelines (APA, 2020) on using bias-free language and 

acknowledging the significance of group membership preferences in self-identification. Some 

autistic individuals, including Adam Harris, founder and CEO of AsIAm, also prefer to capitalise 

the ‘A’ in Autism to symbolise a strong connection to the autistic community and to distinguish 

themselves from non-autistic professionals involved in autism research or support. However, in 

academic writing, standard conventions typically favour the use of a lowercase ‘a’ (e.g., “autistic 

person” or “autism”), and this convention will be followed throughout this thesis. Furthermore, 

terms such as “recognising autism” are used intentionally to describe the role of educators in 

observing and responding to students' support needs, without implying a diagnostic 

responsibility. 
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1.2.2 Gender. For the purpose of this thesis, sex is understood as referring to the 

biological and physiological attributes such as chromosomes, hormones, and reproductive 

anatomy that are typically associated with being male or female (WHO, 2023). Gender, on the 

other hand, refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviours, expressions, and identities of 

individuals, which can vary across cultures and over time (WHO, 2023). It is important to 

acknowledge that gender is increasingly recognised as fluid and diverse, and so too is the 

experience of autism. While this thesis explores traits and presentations that are more commonly 

associated with autistic girls, it is vital to emphasise that no two autistic individuals are the same. 

Just as we should never make assumptions about a person’s needs based solely on their 

diagnosis, we must also be cautious not to make assumptions based on their gender identity 

(Misheva, 2024). The profiles described in this research may be more frequently observed in 

girls, but the insights and strategies may be relevant to any child who presents similarly, 

regardless of gender. This approach promotes a more inclusive, person-centred understanding of 

autism that honours individuality over labels. 

1.2.3. Autism.  Autism Spectrum Disorder is the official term used by diagnostic 

instruments such as the DSM-5 and ICD 11. The term "dyad of impairments" in autism, as 

outlined in the DSM-5, refers to the two main areas of challenge: ongoing differences with social 

communication and interaction, and the presence of restricted, repetitive behaviours, interests, or 

activities (APA, 2022). Prevalence rates of autism appear to be increasing which provides a good 

rationale to uncover more about the condition and understand it on a deeper level for all genders. 

Currently in Ireland the prevalence rates of autism are reported to be 1 in 65 (NCSE, 2016; 

Boilson et al., 2016; Department of Health, 2018), a figure that broadly aligns with international 

prevalence rates. For example, the U.S. Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 2023) 
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report a prevalence of 1 in 36 children, while rates in the UK are approximately 1 in 57 (Roman-

Urrestarazu et al., 2021). Variations across countries may reflect differences in diagnostic 

criteria, awareness, and access to services. Notably, these figures often underestimate prevalence 

among girls, whose presentations may be more easily overlooked due to camouflaging 

behaviours or more internalised characteristics (Loomes et al., 2017). Research suggests males 

are 5 times more likely to have autism (NCSE, 2016), with a current rate of 78% autistic males in 

Ireland (Boilson et al., 2016). A recent meta-analyses of 54 studies found a male-to-female ratio 

close to 3:1 (Loomes et al., 2017). This high level of variability in gender ratios between studies 

suggests that prevalence estimates of autistic females may be inaccurate and leads us to question 

gender differences in autism. On average, females receive autism diagnoses later (Giarelli et al., 

2010). This suggests a possible diagnostic gender bias, placing females at risk of misdiagnosis, 

late diagnosis or remaining undiagnosed (Loomes et al., 2017).   

1.2.4. Female Phenotype for Autism. As described above, gender-differences have been 

noted in relation to the prevalence of autism diagnosis and presentation in females (Giarelli et al., 

2010; Begeer et al., 2013; Rutherford et al., 2016; Rabbitte et al., 2017; Ratto et al., 2018). As a 

result, Kirkovski et al. (2013) posits the theory that there is a female phenotype for autism which 

may provide an explanation. This is based on a review of 113 studies of gender differences in 

autism which found 78% of studies supported the existence of a different phenotype for autistic 

females. Lai et al. (2015) also proposed a female phenotype of autism based on the camouflaging 

abilities of autistic girls. The concept of camouflaging or masking is increasingly recognised as a 

key feature of the autistic experience, particularly among girls and women. Self-managing 

strategies and adaptive behaviours can be employed by some autistic individuals whereby they 

‘mask’ or ‘camouflage’ their differences in order to integrate into their social environment 
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(Attwood, 2007). Recently, there has been an increased focus on the growing body of research 

on camouflaging in autism, particularly in autistic females. The concept of camouflaging is 

predominantly associated with autistic females, as they attempt to conceal their differences and 

imitate the social skills of their peers (Dworzynski et al., 2012). Camouflaging refers to the 

conscious or unconscious strategies used by autistic individuals to hide or minimise behaviours 

that may be perceived as socially atypical, such as stimming, differences in eye contact or 

conversational differences (Hull et al., 2017). These strategies are often employed to blend in 

with peers, avoid stigma, or meet external expectations in social or educational settings. While 

camouflaging can help individuals navigate neurotypical environments, it often comes at a 

significant psychological cost contributing to exhaustion, anxiety and a delayed recognition of 

support needs. In this thesis, the term ‘camouflaging’ is used to highlight the ways in which 

autistic traits may be intentionally or unintentionally masked in school settings, which can make 

recognition, particularly by teachers, more complex. Findings from a systematic review confirm 

that females exhibit higher levels of camouflaging than males across the lifespan (Cook et al., 

2021). Therefore, if females exhibit higher levels of engagement in the behaviour and it is 

impacting on them the most, then it is vital that we further explore how this impacts teachers’ 

abilities to recognise and support autistic girls in the school environment.  

1.2.5. Autism and Mental Health. Mental health difficulties are consistently found to be 

prevalent for autistic individuals across the lifespan (Lever & Geurts, 2016; Simonoff et al., 

2008). They have been linked to lower social and adaptive functioning (Moss et al., 2015), 

employment and educational challenges (Keen et al., 2016; Lounds Taylor et al., 2015) and 

reduced quality of life (Adams et al., 2019). Qualitative findings continuously indicate that 

camouflaging has detrimental consequences for autistic people such as fatigue, burnout, anxiety, 
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stress, depression, and identity problems (Bargiela et al., 2016; Hull et al., 2017; Tierney et al., 

2016). Furthermore, autistic females are reported to experience increased levels of internalising 

symptoms such as low self-esteem and present with mental health challenges, such as depression 

or anxiety (Mandy et al., 2012; May et al., 2014). Similarly, Baldwin and Costley (2016) suggest 

that autistic females experience higher levels of co-occurring emotional difficulties despite 

appearing socially interested and competent. However, the question remains whether girls’ more 

subtle traits are distinctive features of autistic females or whether they are due to other factors 

such as diagnostic processes, camouflaging tendencies, societal pressures, or perceptions of 

autistic girls. Camouflaging may be a significant factor impacting the mental health of autistic 

individuals and leading to vulnerability within the population.  

1.2.6. Policy. Recent policy developments in the Irish context such as the ‘Wellbeing 

Policy Statement and Framework for Practice’ (DES, 2018) have brought wellbeing and mental 

health practices to the fore in schools. In line with this, it is important that a better awareness and 

understanding around autistic girls’ mental health and wellbeing is developed, including the 

factors that impact their mental health. Furthermore, NEPS recently published ‘Autism Good 

Practice Guidance for Schools’ (DES, 2022) which noted gender differences in autism, thereby 

raising teachers’ awareness. However, it provided limited information on the diverse 

presentation of autism in girls. To ensure more inclusive support, guidance must acknowledge 

the variability in autism presentations and actively challenge the male-biased perceptions that are 

often at play. It is important that research in this area continues to progress so we can keep 

adding to the growing body of literature and enhance our understanding. Recent policy advice 

from the NCSE (2024) advocates for the progressive realisation of a fully inclusive education 

system, where all students, including those with complex needs, are ultimately educated together 
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in their local schools. However, the NCSE also acknowledges the current need for a continuum 

of provision and supports a phased transition towards inclusion, recognising that schools require 

enhanced resources, training, and therapeutic supports to implement such changes effectively 

(NCSE, 2024). It is important to reflect on what this evolving model might mean for autistic 

girls, particularly those who camouflage their difficulties and may be overlooked in inclusive 

settings. Therefore, it is relevant in this thesis to explore where teachers currently stand in terms 

of recognising and supporting diverse needs in their classrooms, especially more subtle 

presentations, such as those often seen in autistic girls. Currently in Ireland, Progressing 

Disability Services for Children and Young People (PDS) is underway which is an Irish national 

programme introduced by the Health Service Executive (HSE) to improve how disability 

services are delivered to children and families. It aims to ensure equity of access to services 

regardless of a child’s diagnosis, location, or where they attend school (HSE, 2020). While this is 

a positive development for disability services in terms of providing equitable and family-centred 

practice, it appears there are a lot of issues on the ground with long waiting lists and staff 

shortages (HSE, 2020; Inclusion Ireland, 2022). It is important to consider the impact this may 

have on autistic girls, in terms of delays in diagnosis or missed opportunities for early support.   

1.2.7 Continuum of Support. The Continuum of Support (COS) is a national framework 

developed by the Department of Education in Ireland to guide schools in recognising and 

responding to the varying levels of need among children with special educational needs (SEN). It 

recognises that SEN exist along a spectrum, from mild and transient to more complex and 

enduring and provides a three-tiered model of support. This tiered approach encompasses a 

collaborative problem-solving process that includes assessment, planning, intervention and 

regular review and is documented through the Student Support File. The Continuum promotes 
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early intervention, inclusive practice and data-informed decision-making, ensuring that children 

receive the right level of support at the right time, in line with their evolving needs (DE, 2024). 

The COS is underpinned by a needs-based model which emphasises a flexible, 

responsive approach to intervention based on the level of need rather than the presence of a 

formal diagnosis. This is particularly significant for autistic girls, whose traits may be masked or 

misunderstood, often resulting in delayed or missed diagnoses. If teachers can appropriately 

identify and respond to their specific strengths and challenges, then supports can be implemented 

through the use of the COS without needing to wait for a formal assessment. This proactive 

model allows schools to intervene early and meaningfully, supporting autistic girls based on 

observed need rather than clinical labels.  

In terms of educational placement, autistic students in Ireland may attend mainstream 

classes, special classes within mainstream schools, or special schools, depending on the 

complexity of their needs and in consultation with parents and relevant professionals. While 

many autistic girls thrive in inclusive mainstream environments with the right supports in place, 

others may benefit from the additional structure and flexibility offered in special classes or 

special school settings (DE, 2024). Figure 2 outlines the Continuum of Support Framework. 
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Figure 2.  

Continuum of Support 

 

 

1.2.8. Role of the teacher  

In the Irish education system, the teacher plays a central role in supporting the learning 

and development of all pupils, including those with additional needs. According to the 

Department of Education’s Continuum of Support framework (NEPS, 2007), teachers are 

expected to recognise and respond to emerging needs within their classroom through a staged 

model of intervention. This begins with classroom-based support, where the teacher monitors a 

pupil's progress and adapts teaching strategies as required. While teachers are not responsible for 

The class teacher addresses emerging needs 

through differentiated teaching and targeted 

strategies within the general classroom setting. 

Initiated when additional needs persist, involving the 

Special Education Teacher (SET) in planning and 

delivering targeted interventions, often in small groups. 

The highest level of support for children with significant 

and complex needs, requiring highly individualised support 

plans and often the involvement of external professionals. 
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diagnosing conditions such as autism, they are often the first to observe behaviours or learning 

differences that may indicate a need for further support. Their role at this pre-identification stage 

involves gathering information, consulting with colleagues, and engaging with parents to build a 

clearer picture of the child’s strengths and challenges. The Guidelines for Primary Schools: 

Supporting Pupils with Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools (DES, 2017) further 

emphasise the importance of collaborative practice, where teachers work closely with parents 

and school support teams to ensure timely and appropriate responses. In this context, the term 

‘recognising autism’ is used throughout this thesis to reflect the teacher’s role in noticing and 

responding to potential indicators of autism, rather than implying a diagnostic function. 

 

1.3 Epistemological, Theoretical and Personal Perspectives 

1.3.1. Ontology and Epistemology. Ontology addresses the question of 

whether reality exists independently of human perception or is entirely shaped by 

human interpretation and practices. A relativist ontology suggests that there are 

multiple constructed realities, where what is considered 'real' and 'true' varies across 

different times and contexts. Thus, knowledge is shaped by the context and manner in 

which it is generated (Braun & Clarke, 2013, p. 27). Epistemology, on the other hand, 

involves the philosophical assumptions that underpin research, specifically concerning 

how knowledge is acquired and what methods are considered most valid for 

uncovering truth. Epistemological positions influence what is deemed possible to know 

and, therefore, what is considered legitimate knowledge (Braun & Clarke, 2013). This 

research adopts a social constructionist epistemological stance, which views reality as 
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subjective or something that does not have to be universally shared, yet is still 

independent of the individual experiencing it (Darlaston-Jones, 2007, p.19).  

 

1.3.2. Theoretical. The theoretical perspective of this thesis is grounded 

in social constructionism, which emphasises that knowledge and meaning are 

constructed through social contexts, interactions, and cultural frameworks (Burr, 

2015). This perspective is essential for understanding autism beyond traditional, 

deficit-based models, focusing instead on how social and cultural factors shape the 

recognition and support of autistic individuals. Additionally, neurodiversity theory 

reframes autism as a natural variation in human cognition, advocating for acceptance 

and appropriate support rather than viewing it as a disorder (Silberman, 2015). 

Building on this foundation, the research incorporates the bioecological model of 

human development proposed by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) which is an 

evolution of the original ecological systems theory (1979). This updated model places 

emphasis on proximal processes such as the enduring, reciprocal interactions between 

individuals and their environment as the primary mechanisms driving development. In 

the context of this research, the microsystem, specifically the classroom setting and 

school environment serves as a critical space where teachers play a pivotal role in 

shaping autistic girls’ daily experiences. Teachers’ capacity to recognise subtle or 

masked presentations of autism in girls and to cultivate inclusive, responsive learning 

environments is vital for supporting their social and educational development.  

In addition, this study draws upon Maslow’s (1970) revised hierarchy of needs, 

which recognises that human needs do not always follow a fixed, sequential order but 
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are influenced by individual and contextual variability. This framework supports the 

view that for autistic girls to thrive in mainstream education, their fundamental needs 

for safety, belonging and esteem must be actively addressed. Only then can they 

progress toward self-actualisation including the realisation of their personal and 

academic potential. Within the school environment, these needs are deeply connected 

to how well educators understand and respond to the diverse expressions of autism. 

Together these theoretical models offer a comprehensive, multidimensional framework 

for exploring teachers’ experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls. By 

attending to both the systemic and interpersonal influences on development, and by 

prioritising inclusive practices that affirm identity and foster belonging, this research 

contributes to a deeper understanding of how educational environments can empower 

autistic girls to flourish. 

 

1.3.3. Researcher positionality. The researcher's positionality in this 

study is shaped by a unique combination of professional experience, academic 

background, and current training, all of which influence the approach to this research. 

The researcher has previously worked directly with autistic children as both a 

mainstream class teacher and special education teacher. Therefore, the researcher 

brings valuable first-hand insights into the practical challenges and complexities faced 

by educators in supporting neurodiverse students, aligning with research highlighting 

the importance of practitioner experience in shaping educational practices (Goodall & 

MacKenzie, 2019). The researcher developed an interest in the current research topic 

whilst engaging in reflective conversations with teachers and colleagues regarding 
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their challenges with recognising and supporting autistic girls in the mainstream 

classroom. From these experiences the researcher reflected that there was a gap in 

knowledge and understanding of autism among teachers, particularly about autistic 

girls. In addition, the researcher completed the Graduate Certificate in Autism Studies 

and Graduate Diploma in Autism Studies with the aim of addressing any gaps in the 

researcher’s own knowledge and understanding of autism. From this educational 

experience, the researcher is informed by both theoretical frameworks and evidence-

based practices, which allows for a critical examination of current educational policies 

and strategies (Pellicano et al., 2018). Furthermore, the researcher is now a Trainee 

Educational Psychologist (TEP), who has worked with autistic girls in both educational 

and healthcare settings in this role and has seen first-hand the need for the current 

research. Through this lens, the researcher adopts a more holistic perspective that 

integrates psychological theory, educational practice, and a commitment to advocacy 

for neurodiverse students, recognising the importance of understanding both individual 

and systemic factors in educational settings (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). This 

evolving professional identity enables the researcher to engage with the topic deeply, 

drawing on personal experience while critically examining the existing structures and 

their impact on autistic girls in mainstream education.  In light of these experiences, 

the researcher could be regarded as a ‘partial insider researcher’ (Chavez, 

2008). However, the researcher remains conscious of potential biases that may arise 

from their background, striving to approach the study with reflexivity and critical 

reflection (Darlaston-Jones, 2007; Braun & Clarke, 2018). 
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1.4  Overview of Thesis Structure 

This thesis is structured in accordance with MIC guidelines and is presented into three 

main components: a Review Paper, an Empirical Paper, and a Critical Review and Impact 

Statement. The Review Paper presents a narrative review that examines the current literature on 

the presentation of autistic girls and a systematic review of the current research in relation to 

teacher’s practices with autistic girls in primary schools. The Empirical Paper reports on the 

research conducted to address the study’s research questions. Structured similarly to a traditional 

research article, it includes information on the methodology, a presentation of results, and a 

discussion of findings. The Critical Review and Impact Statement offer a reflective analysis of 

the research and explore its potential impact on academia and educational psychology practice. 

Reflective boxes, drawn from the researcher’s diary are integrated throughout the thesis to offer 

an ongoing reflective narrative (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022). A visual representation of the thesis 

structure is provided in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3.  

Visual Map of Thesis Layout 

 

 

  

Critical Review & Impact Statement

Critical analyses and reflection on the research project
A statement of the impact of the research across a range of 

domains

Empirical Paper

RQ 1- RECOGNITION- What are teachers' 
experiences of recognising autistic girls in 

mainstream primary school settings?

RQ2 – SUPPORT - ‘What are teachers’ 
experiences of supporting autistic girls in 
the mainstream primary school settings 

using the Continuum of Support?’ 

RQ 3 – FACTORS ‘What factors enable or 
hinder effective recognition and support, 

including role of EP?’ 

Review Paper

Narrative Review on Autism including brief history, theories and 
presentation of autistic girls

Systematic review on teachers' practice with autistic girls

Introduction

Introduction to research area
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2 Literature Review  

2.1 Introduction 

This section provides a brief overview of the historical development of autism as a 

diagnosis, key theoretical frameworks used to understand it and the emergence of the 

neurodiversity paradigm. This background provides essential context which will then lead into a 

more focused review that will explore the research in relation to the female presentation of 

autism and the research conducted to date with educators in relation to autistic girls.  

2.2 A Brief History of Autism  

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental condition 

characterised by differences in social communication, restricted interests, and repetitive 

behaviours (APA, 2022). While autism is now widely recognised and discussed in public and 

academic discourse, its conceptualisation has considerably evolved over time as outlined in 

Table 1. 

Table 1.  

Brief History of Autism 

Brief History of Autism 

Bleuler,  

1911 

Swiss psychiatrist, Eugen Bleuler was the first to introduce the term 

‘autism’ in 1911 in reference to symptoms observed in individuals with 
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schizophrenia marked by withdrawal from reality and absorption in 

fantasy (Bleuler, 1911; Evans, 2013). 

Sukhareva,  

1926 

Russian child psychiatrist Grunya Efimovna Sukhareva published an in-

depth account of autistic traits observed in several children. She noted 

similarities between these children and adults with schizophrenia but 

highlighted a key difference: unlike adults with schizophrenia who tended 

to decline, the children often showed progress over time. Sukhareva 

referred to these observations as ‘schizoid personality disorder’ 

(Manouilenko & Bejerot, 2015).  

Kanner, 1943 

 

 

The conceptualisation of autism began when American psychiatrist, Leo 

Kanner published a paper entitled ‘Autistic disturbances of affective 

contact’ which described a group of children with "early infantile autism" 

characterised by social difficulties, language and aversive to change 

(Boucher, 2017). Kanner named the condition "autism" which was 

derived from the Greek word autos, meaning "self” because he believed 

these children preferred being alone and appeared most content in 

isolation. Kanner observed that these characteristics differed from those 

of childhood schizophrenia because the difficulties linked to autism were 

evident from birth. On the other hand, children with schizophrenia 

typically showed typical development initially (Kanner, 1943).  

Asperger, 

1944 

A similar paper entitled ‘Autistic Psychopathy in Childhood’ was 

published a year later by Austrian medical student, Hans Asperger who 

described a similar presentation in boys with severe impairment in social 
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interaction, all-absorbing narrow interests, imposition of repetitive 

routines, good grammar and vocabulary but limited non-verbal 

communication (Boucher, 2017). Asperger described how these children 

spoke like ‘little adults’, which prompted him to refer to them as ‘little 

professors’ (Hartman et al., 2023). He also observed that these children 

demonstrated a notable lack of social connection and advanced skills in 

areas such as mathematics and science (Asperger, 1944). Asperger’s work 

was originally written in German, which meant it remained largely 

unnoticed in English-speaking countries for nearly 40 years until it was 

later translated which influenced Lorna Wing, in 1981, to propose 

Asperger’s as a distinct subgroup within the autism spectrum (Barahona-

Corrêa & Filipe, 2016). 

Rimland,  

1964 

In 1964, American psychologist Bernard Rimland, who was also the 

parent of an Autistic child, challenged the prevailing "refrigerator 

mother" theory by publishing Infantile Autism: The Syndrome and Its 

Implications for a Neural Theory of Behaviour. His work was pivotal in 

shifting perspectives away from blaming parents for autism and had a 

significant impact on how Autistic children were understood. While 

Rimland’s rejection of parental blame marked progress, his views were 

also controversial. He attributed autism to factors such as environmental 

toxins, antibiotics, and vaccines—though he did suggest a possible 

genetic predisposition (Kavanagh et al., 2025).  
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Wing and Gould, 

1979  

Wing and Gould conducted the first major epidemiological study on 

autism, revealing that it was more prevalent than previously believed 

(Wing & Gould, 1979). They introduced the ‘triad of impairments,’ 

which included challenges in social interaction, communication, and 

imagination—traits consistent with earlier findings by Kanner and 

Asperger. Additionally, Wing (1975) emphasised autism's heterogeneity 

by suggesting it exists on a spectrum, highlighting its varied presentation 

among individuals. 

DSM-III 

(APA, 1980) 

The formal inclusion of autism in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders (DSM) began in 1980 (DSM-III), which later 

evolved over successive editions to broaden the definition. This initial 

definition was called ‘infantile autism’ and was categorised by four 

diagnostic criteria: i) Lack of responsiveness to others, ii) impaired 

language and communication skills, iii) bizarre responses to aspects of the 

environment and iv) early onset (prior to 30 months) (Boucher, 2017).  

DSM-III-R 

(APA, 1987) 

In a revised edition, the term 'infantile autism' was replaced with 'autistic 

disorder' (3rd ed., revised; APA, 1987), allowing for a more flexible 

diagnosis applicable to various ages and developmental stages (Siegel et 

al., 1988). Wings’ (1981) paper had influenced the direction of thought, 

and there was now a reduced emphasis on impaired language as it was no 

longer an essential requirement for diagnosis. Thus, now individuals with 

no concerns for language and learning but with social impairments and 
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restricted interests could receive a diagnosis of ‘autistic disorder’ 

(Boucher, 2017).  

ICD-10 

(WHO, 1992)  

The World Health Organisation (WHO) published the tenth edition of the 

International Classification of Diseases (ICD-10) which broadly 

conceptualised autism a set of subtypes under Pervasive Developmental 

Disorders (PDDs). Subtypes were named ‘Childhood Autism’, 

‘Aspergers Syndrome’ and ‘Atypical autism’.  

DSM-IV 

(APA, 1994) 

DSM-IV moved from a single or unitary concept to a broader set of 

pervasive developmental disorders (PDDs) (Boucher, 2017). This 

included the following distinct subtypes: autistic disorder, Asperger 

disorder, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified 

(PDD-NOS), childhood disintegrative disorder and Rett syndrome (APA, 

1994).  

DSM-IV-TR  

(APA, 2000) 

A ‘Text-Revised’ edition updated the diagnostic criteria by adding in 

further detail in relation to behaviours that may support the identification 

of PDD-NOS or Asperger Disorder.  

DSM-5  

(APA, 2013) 

This edition consolidated previously separate diagnoses (including 

Autistic Disorder, Asperger’s Disorder, and PDD-NOS) under a single 

umbrella term "Autism Spectrum Disorder”. Rett Disorder and Childhood 

Disintegrative Disorder were also excluded from the diagnostic criteria, 

prompting a reconceptualisation of autism as a spectrum condition with 

differing levels of severity (APA, 2013; Lobar, 2016). Additionally, the 

diagnostic criteria were revised to focus on two core areas: i) persistent 
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deficits in social communication and interaction and ii) restricted, 

repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities (APA, 2013). 

While this unified category reflects the heterogeneity of autistic 

experiences, it has also sparked debate, particularly regarding how 

diagnostic criteria may overlook gendered expressions of autism. 

 

The above history clearly illustrates how autism was considered rare and largely male-

specific for decades, which influenced early diagnostic tools and assumptions. All of Asperger’s 

initial patients were boys, while Kanner’s original group included eleven boys and three girls 

(Kanner, 1971). At the time, Asperger (1944) acknowledged the absence of girls in his cases, 

suggesting it might be coincidental or that autistic traits in females only become apparent after 

puberty, admitting, “We just do not know” (p. 85). He later recognised that girls could also 

exhibit similar behavioural patterns. The core features of autism identified by Kanner and 

Asperger in the 1940s remain significant today. While awareness of autism in females has 

increased substantially, it is clear that our understanding is still evolving, especially regarding 

how autism presents in females which emphasises the ongoing need for further research. 

2.3 Theories of Autism  

Numerous theories have been proposed as an explanation of autism, encompassing 

historical psychoanalytic perspectives, as well as behavioural, cognitive, biological, genetic and 

integrative theories. Table 2 explores various theories of autism, focusing specifically on how 

they enhance our understanding of autism in females. Further detail is provided in Appendix A 

outlining reflections on the researcher’s interpretation of theories and their relevance to autistic 

girls along with implications for teachers.   
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Table 2.  

Theories of Autism  

‘Refrigerator Mother’ theory (Mahler, 1952; Bettelheim, 1967) 

Psychoanalysts and psychotherapists suggested that autism was a form of neurosis caused by 

impaired mother-child relationship or cold parenting which led to the stigmatising term 

‘refrigerator mother’ (Boucher, 2017). This theory was later dismissed when studies 

discovered differences in brain structure and function of autistic individuals (Hutt et al., 1965; 

Rutter et al., 1967).  

 

Central Coherence (Frith, 1989)  

This theory describes how autistic individuals have difficulty seeing the "big picture"; and tend 

to focus on detail over global meaning (Frith, 1989). In a refinement of this theory, Happé and 

Frith (2006) note that this doesn’t explain all features and is now seen as one element of 

cognitive style. This theory may help explain detailed-oriented cognitive styles in autistic girls. 

 

Theory of Mind (Baron-Cohen, 1990)  

Theory of Mind (ToM), sometimes referred to as 'mind-reading' or 'mentalising', involves the 

capacity to understand, predict, and respond to other people's mental states, including their 

thoughts, emotions, beliefs, intentions, and perspectives (Milton, 2012; Martin et al., 2013; 

Boucher, 2017). According to this theory, autistic individuals struggle with Theory of Mind 

leading to difficulties in social interaction and communication (Baron-Cohen, 1990). 

Nevertheless, Theory of Mind has faced significant criticism, as poor performance on false 



 26 

belief tasks might stem from challenges with language comprehension or memory (Eisenmajer 

& Prior, 1991), or a reluctance to deceive others (DeGelder, 1987). Baron-Cohen (1989) later 

suggested these difficulties may reflect developmental delays rather than fixed deficits. Baron-

Cohen et al. (1985) did not specify the gender breakdown of their sample, raising concerns 

about the generalisability of their findings across genders. Later research introduced a 

hierarchy of Theory of Mind skills, showing that autistic individuals can perform both first- 

and second-order reasoning tasks (Happé, 1994; Bowler, 1992). Further studies are needed to 

explore whether such delays also apply to autistic females. 

 

Executive Functioning (Pennington & Ozonoff, 1996)  

Executive functioning (EF) refers to a broad set of cognitive abilities, including planning, 

working memory, impulse control, flexibility, and attention regulation (Boucher, 2017). This 

theory suggests that autistic individuals face difficulties in the organisation and control of 

physical and mental activities. Studies have found varying patterns of EF impairments, 

suggesting significant individual differences (Hill, 2004a; Nyden et al., 1999; Ozonoff, 1997). 

Despite this variability, the theory is supported by more recent meta-analyses indicating that 

executive functioning challenges are common in autism (Demetriou et al., 2018; Lai et al., 

2017). White et al. (2017) found that autistic females showed greater parent-reported 

difficulties in executive functioning (EF) and daily living skills than males, despite being 

matched on IQ, ADHD symptoms, and autism traits. 

Extreme Male Brain (EMB) Theory (Baron-Cohen, 2002) 

EMB theory suggests that higher levels of male-associated hormones, such as androgens, may 

contribute to autistic traits (Baron-Cohen, 2002). Traits like strong systemising skills and 



 27 

difficulties with emotional expression are considered exaggerated forms of typical male 

characteristics. According to the EMB theory, lower androgen levels—more common in 

females—may offer protection against developing these traits (Baron-Cohen et al., 2011, 

2015). Some studies link elevated androgen levels in females to increased autistic traits 

(Knickmeyer et al., 2006; Schwarz et al., 2011), but other research has found only a weak 

connection between early hormone levels and autism diagnosis (Guyatt et al., 2015). 

 

Monotropism (Murray et al., 2005)  

Monotropism, introduced by Murray et al. (2005), builds on the central coherence hypothesis 

and proposes that autistic individuals have a distinct cognitive and neurological processing 

style, particularly in how they focus and shift their attention and respond to sensory input 

(Murray, 2018; Murray et al., 2005). This theory helps explain the intense focus often seen in 

autism, suggesting that attention is more narrowly directed toward a limited number of 

interests. 

 

Double Empathy Problem (Milton, 2012)  

The Double Empathy Theory proposes that communication difficulties between autistic and 

non-autistic individuals stem from a shared misunderstanding, rather than a deficit on one side 

(Milton, 2012). Research by Crompton et al. (2020) showed that autistic individuals 

communicated well with each other, indicating that these challenges are more prominent when 

people of different neurotypes interact. This highlights that both neurodivergent and 

neurotypical individuals tend to communicate more effectively with others who share their 

neurotype. 
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Context Blindness Theory (Vermeulen, 2012)  

This theory builds on elements of the Central Coherence Theory, focusing on the difficulties 

autistic individuals may face in using contextual information to interpret meaning. Instead of 

relying on broader context, they may rely more heavily on specific details when processing 

information (Vermeulen, 2015). 

 

Social Motivation Theory (Chevallier et al., 2012) 

The Social Motivation Theory suggests that autistic traits may stem from differences in how 

individuals experience social rewards, such as interest in or enjoyment of social interactions 

(Chevallier et al., 2012). However, this view may overgeneralise, as many autistic individuals 

express a strong desire for connection but have difficulty with the skills needed to engage 

socially (Milner et al., 2019). Furthermore, recent findings by Bagg et al. (2024) show that 

reduced social motivation in autism may be more closely linked to co-occurring anxiety, 

particularly in females. Their study found that social motivation was negatively associated 

with autistic traits, and this relationship was significantly influenced by anxiety levels. 

Interestingly, social cognition skills (like Theory of Mind and emotion recognition) did not 

explain this link. This suggests that anxiety, rather than a lack of social interest, may be a key 

factor influencing social motivation in autistic individuals, especially girls. 

 

Female Protective Effect (Jacquemont et al., 2014; Robinson et al. 2013) 

The Female Protective Effect theory suggests that females may require a higher genetic or 

environmental “load” to express autistic traits, which may explain why autism is less 
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frequently diagnosed in girls. Studies by Jacquemont et al. (2014) and Robinson et al. (2013) 

support this, showing that autistic girls carry more harmful mutations and their siblings show 

greater traits. Supporting studies show that autistic females often have more spontaneous, non-

inherited genetic mutations than males (Gilman et al., 2011; Levy et al., 2011), implying a 

biological resilience. Additionally, it is proposed that the relatives of autistic females may 

carry a higher genetic load and display more autistic traits than relatives of autistic males. 

However, findings on this are inconsistent, with some studies showing the opposite (Ozonoff 

et al., 2011; Sandin et al., 2014), indicating that more research is needed to confirm this 

theory.  

 

Integrative Theory/ Bayesian Brain (Niculae & Pavăl, 2016) 

The Integrative Theory of Autism proposes a multi-level model that connects genetic, 

molecular, neural, and behavioural aspects of autism into one unified explanation (Niculae & 

Pavăl, 2016). It highlights how disruptions in retinoic acid (RA) and sex hormone signalling 

during development may alter brain connectivity, particularly between the cerebellum, ventral 

tegmental area (VTA), and prefrontal cortex which may lead to cognitive and social 

impairments. This theory is especially relevant for understanding autism in girls, as it accounts 

for sex-based differences in hormone sensitivity and genetic resilience. It offers a framework 

to explain why girls may present more subtly and be underdiagnosed. 

 

 

 

 



 30 

2.4 Neurodiversity and Identity  

The concept of neurodiversity was introduced by Judy Singer in the 1990s which frames 

autism as a naturally occurring variation in neurological development rather than a disorder 

(Singer, 1998). Singer’s research was informed by her personal experiences as a woman on the 

autism spectrum, as well as her involvement in early online communities for autistic individuals 

(Singer, 1998). This perspective, known as the neurodiversity paradigm, argues that autism 

reflects a difference in brain functioning rather than a deficit (Jaarsma & Welin, 2012; Angulo-

Jimenez & DeThorne, 2019). Advocates of neurodiversity seek to challenge conventional 

definitions of conditions like autism, ADHD and dyslexia, aiming to reduce stigma and promote 

acceptance. Central to this view is the belief that autism is an essential aspect of identity, 

deserving of recognition and support rather than correction or cure (Kapp et al., 2013; Leadbitter 

et al., 2021). 

The neurodiversity paradigm has faced several critiques. Jaarsma and Welin (2012) argue 

that the concept often centres on "high functioning" autistic individuals, excluding those with 

higher support needs. Additionally, the movement has been criticised for its lack of racial 

inclusivity, as it is predominantly shaped by and reflective of white experiences. This can lead to 

negative consequences for people of colour, who may face systemic biases and unequal levels of 

recognition or acceptance. However, applying intersectionality theory which explores how 

systems of oppression based on race, gender, and other identities intersect can enrich the 

neurodiversity paradigm (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991). Intersectional approaches offer the potential 

for more inclusive, culturally sensitive supports and transformative change (Strand, 2017). 

Despite these criticisms, the neurodiversity paradigm has contributed significantly to the 

evolving perspective on models of disability. Traditionally, autism has been viewed through the 
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medical model, which frames it as a disorder defined by deficits and impairments requiring 

correction or treatment (Hogan, 2019; APA, 2013). In contrast, the social model of disability 

shifts focus to societal barriers, arguing that individuals are disabled not by their impairments but 

by an environment that fails to accommodate their needs (Oliver, 1990). While this model marks 

a crucial shift, many neurodiversity advocates reject strict adherence to either the medical or 

social model. Instead, they propose an interactionist perspective, which sees disability as arising 

from a mismatch between an individual's characteristics and the expectations or structures of 

their environment (Kapp et al., 2013; Bailin, 2019). This middle-ground approach has been 

further developed in models like the social-ecological model (Chapman, 2021) and Scandinavian 

interactionist frameworks (Gustavsson, 2004; Tøssebro, 2004), all of which emphasise that both 

individual and systemic supports are needed to create meaningful change. Collaborative and 

strength-based approaches are becoming more widely adopted, however, continued progress is 

needed to ensure that support reflects the values, goals and lived experiences of autistic people 

and their communities. In the current study, this perspective will be relevant for reflecting on 

how teachers support autistic girls in the mainstream school environment.  

2.5 Diagnostic Criteria and Gender Bias 

Currently, professionals rely on two primary classification systems to assess and diagnose 

autism: the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th edition, text revision; 

DSM-5-TR; APA, 2022) and the International Classification of Diseases, 11th Revision (ICD-

11; WHO, 2022). Both systems define autism as a neurodevelopmental condition characterised 

by persistent deficits. A brief explanation of these two systems is outlined below in Table 3. The 

diagnostic criteria outlined in the DSM-5-TR and ICD-11 can be found in their entirety in 

Appendix B.  
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Table 3.  

Current Diagnostic Classification Systems  

Current Diagnostic Classification Systems 

DSM-5 TR 

(APA, 2022) 

The DSM-5-TR (Text Revision) builds upon the DSM-5 by incorporating 

updated research findings and clarifying diagnostic criteria across various mental 

health conditions. The DSM-5-TR introduced clarifications to autism diagnostic 

criteria, particularly Criterion A in relation to social communication deficits 

(APA, 2022). To clarify diagnostic criteria, the language in DSM-5-TR now 

specifies that “all of the following” (three of three) must be present, correcting 

previous ambiguity (“as manifested by the following”) that suggested only one 

might be sufficient (First et al., 2022). 

According to the DSM-5-TR (APA, 2022), autism is diagnosed based on two 

core features: (i) "persistent deficits in social communication and social 

interaction across multiple contexts, and (ii) "restricted and repetitive patterns of 

behaviours, interests, or activities" (APA, 2022, p. 56). These traits must appear 

in early development, significantly affect daily functioning, and not be better 

accounted for by intellectual developmental disorder. The DSM-5-TR also 

outlines three levels of severity, reflecting the individual's functional abilities and 

support requirements (APA, 2022). 

ICD-11 

(WHO, 2022) 

The ICD-11 defines autism spectrum disorder as involving persistent difficulties 

in reciprocal social interaction and communication, alongside restricted and 

repetitive behaviours (WHO, 2022). Unlike the DSM-5, ICD-11 allows for a 
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wide range of symptom combinations without specifying how many are required 

for diagnosis, making it more flexible but less precise. Kamp-Becker (2024) 

argues that this broader approach may increase the likelihood of false positives 

and diagnostic overlap with other conditions, leading to challenges in clinical 

practice and research. 

ICD-11 criteria acknowledges that some autistic individual may appear to 

function well by exerting considerable effort to mask their difficulties throughout 

development. This ongoing compensation is noted to be more common among 

females and may negatively impact their mental health:  

 “Some individuals with autism spectrum disorder are capable of functioning 

adequately by making an exceptional effort to compensate for their symptoms 

during childhood, adolescence or adulthood. Such sustained effort, which may be 

more typical of affected females, can have a deleterious impact on mental health 

and well-being.” (WHO, 2022, code 6A02) 

The guidelines also acknowledge that autism can overlap with other conditions 

such as intellectual disability or ADHD, which are sometimes the initial 

indicators of autism. While ICD-11 does not detail how these features 

specifically present in females, its recognition of such patterns is still a valuable 

step forward. However, critics argue that broad conceptualisations in diagnostic 

criteria, which emphasises subjective experiences and compensation, could blur 

the boundaries between autism and other disorders, particularly in individuals 
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with high cognitive functioning, such as late-diagnosed females (Kamp-Becker, 

2024). 

 

There is ongoing debate in the literature with regards to the applicability of the current 

diagnostic criteria for autistic girls. Munroe and Dunleavy (2023) suggest that a lack of clarity in 

how autistic girls meet current diagnostic criteria contributes to their continued under-

identification. They argue that teachers often lack the knowledge to recognise autism in girls, 

particularly those with internalised or subtle presentations. Munroe and Dunleavy (2023) call for 

updates to diagnostic criteria, teacher professional learning and the inclusion of female-specific 

autism profiles in educational and clinical contexts to ensure early recognition and appropriate 

support. Similarly, Greaves-Lord et al. (2022) note that the criteria may not fully capture the 

subtle and internalised presentation of autism often described in females. For example, girls may 

meet social demands through camouflaging behaviours, which can mask core autistic traits and 

lead clinicians to overlook their difficulties. ICD-11’s recognition that symptoms may not 

become evident until later developmental stages is critical for females, whose traits often emerge 

or intensify during adolescence. However, the lack of detailed gender-specific guidance within 

the diagnostic framework may still limit clinicians’ ability to identify autism accurately in girls, 

especially those without co-occurring intellectual or behavioural difficulties (Greaves-Lord et al., 

2022). In contrast to this, Cook et al. (2024) argue that the existing broad definitions in the DSM-

5 can be appropriately applied to girls and women, as long as clinicians adopt a more flexible 

and nuanced approach in how these criteria are interpreted and operationalised during 

assessments. Namely Cook et al. (2024) recommend adapting the assessment process by 
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broadening the range of behavioural exemplars, avoiding over-reliance on standardised tools, 

considering camouflaging behaviours and utilising a multi-modal approach to the collection of 

information, as well as multidisciplinary case discussion. Overall, these insights highlight the 

ongoing need for more nuanced, gender-sensitive diagnostic approaches as well as pointing 

towards potential refinement of assessment tools that are sensitive to female presentations and 

the broader developmental context.  

While the above frameworks provide a foundation for understanding autism more 

broadly, they have often failed to account for gendered expressions of autism. These systemic 

oversights have contributed to persistent gender disparities in diagnosis, delaying access to 

supports for many autistic girls. As such, it becomes crucial to explore how autism manifests 

differently in females and to examine the pivotal role of educators in recognising and supporting 

autistic girls. The following review will explore the literature on the presentation of autism in 

girls. This will then be followed by a systematic review on the research that has been carried out 

specifically with teachers to ascertain their role and understanding in this process.   
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Figure 4.  

Reflective Box 1 

 

2.6 Review Aims 

This literature review aims to explore the presentation and experiences of autistic girls 

and the role of the teacher in facilitating the recognition of autistic girls in primary schools. 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects individuals 

across genders, yet it is often underdiagnosed or misdiagnosed in girls (Loomes et al., 2017). 

Understanding the factors that contribute to this phenomenon is crucial for early recognition and 

support. Recognising and supporting autistic girls in educational settings is crucial for their 

academic, social, and emotional well-being. The review analyses relevant studies and highlights 
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key research on the female phenotype of autism that can contribute to the accurate identification 

of autistic girls, such as knowledge about gender differences in autism and understanding the 

unique presentation of autism in girls. 

2.7 Search Strategy 1 

A search was conducted (on 25th April 2023) using the PsychINFO, PsychArticles and 

ERIC databases on the Ebsco platform, using the following search terms: "autis* girl*" OR 

"girl* with autis*" OR "autis* female*" OR “female phenotype” OR  “subtle presentation of 

autis*”AND Teacher* OR “teaching staff” OR “learning support” OR educators or “primary 

school” or SENCOs or “special education teacher*” AND Identif* OR notic* OR diagnos* OR 

detect* OR understand* OR recogni* OR distinguish*. The initial search returned 22 results, 

once duplicates were removed 18 papers remained. Seven studies were then excluded as they 

were not relevant to current study and did not meet inclusion criteria. After screening all articles, 

11 studies remained. Studies reached inclusion criteria if the subject focused on the presentation 

or experience of autistic girls or the role of educators in the recognition of or support of autistic 

girls in school. Studies were excluded if they were not a peer reviewed journal.  

2.8 Female Phenotype of Autism  

Key differences have been noted between autistic males and females in the literature. The 

female phenotype has been explored in three recent systematic reviews to collate a clear 

portrayal or presentation of autistic females (Lai et al., 2015; Van Wjingaarden-Kremers et al., 

2014; Hull et al., 2017)  This review will explore how these differences may be contributing to 

the diagnostic bias currently present.  These will be examined in line with DSM-5 diagnostic 
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criteria of restrictive and repetitive behaviours and interests, social communication, as well as 

emotional and behavioural functioning.   

2.8.1 Repetitive and Restricted Behaviour and Interests  

Van Wijngaarden- Cremers et al. (2014) conducted a systematic review and meta-

analyses which discovered that autistic girls exhibit less repetitive and restricted behaviours than 

males. Further studies in the area also came to the same conclusions (Hiller et al., 2014; May et 

al., 2014). Girls’ interests are reported to be more subtle and less intense than boys,  meaning 

they may be less disruptive to family life or classroom life and more difficult to detect (May et 

al, 2014). Hiller et al. (2015) discovered differences in functionality of restricted behaviours also. 

Boys were reported to engage in more non-functional restricted behaviours such as spinning 

wheels, while girls tended to have more ‘socially acceptable’ obsessional interests such as 

animals, people or popstars. Furthermore, teachers in this study had fewer behavioural concerns 

with girls than boys. This may be because girls have the ability to camouflage, meaning home 

and school presentations may vary drastically. Parents and teachers then may produce conflicting 

reports which leads to further complications and delays with identification and support (Hillard 

et al., 2015).  

2.8.2 Social Communication  

Autistic girls have been reported to be more competent socially, showing more interest in 

and awareness of social interactions than autistic boys (Attwood, 2007; Wang et al., 2017; Gould 

& Ashton-Smith, 2011). Social skills were reported to be less of a concern for autistic girls by 

teachers also (Hiller et al., 2014). However, often autistic girls’ strengths can overshadow 
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challenges whereby if they appear to have good expressive language ability then it is assumed 

that communication abilities in other areas are also functioning well (Clarke, 2021). This is not 

the case however, as research suggests autistic girls employ a skill known as ‘camouflaging’ 

which helps them cope with social situations by masking, observing and copying others 

(Attwood, 2007; Gould, 2017). ‘Camouflaging’ social communication difficulties is more 

common in autistic females than autistic males (Lai et al., 2017). For the purpose of this research 

the term camouflaging will be defined and used consistently throughout. Camouflaging is the 

process of changing or concealing one’s natural personality in order to “fit in”, or perhaps more 

specifically in order to be perceived as neurotypical (Silvertant, 2020). Autistic girls are more 

likely to hide their autistic traits, and instead they will imitate others, learn social scripts or 

techniques using their intellect to appear socially competent rather than instinctively or implicitly 

having social skills (Cook et al., 2021; Hull et al., 2017).  

Often autistic girls are passive in their social presentation and are happier when flying 

under the radar or in their own company (Gould, 2017).  Any difficulty or challenges that may 

arise with social communication for unidentified autistic girls are often labelled incorrectly as 

shyness or mental health (Holtmann et al., 2007). This mimicking and repression of their autistic 

behaviour often leads to mental and physical fatigue or burnout. Often autistic girls can 

camouflage at school and come home exhausted and emotionally distressed, meaning 

presentation varies greatly across contexts (Gould, 2017). Overall, it appears that girls present 

more subtly, which may be part of the problem of delayed identification. It is not surprising then 

that it is challenging for educators to recognise autistic girls in the classroom. Thus, teachers 

need to be aware of this phenomenon of ‘camouflaging’ and recognise that the social domain 
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may be the greatest area of need for autistic girls. This research aims to ascertain if there are gaps 

in knowledge in relation to this issue and find relevant solutions.  

2.8.3 Emotional and behavioural functioning  

Autistic girls are reported to have higher levels of internalising difficulties rather than 

externalising difficulties, which means these difficulties are not always apparent (Hull et al., 

2017). Internalised difficulties experienced by autistic girls include low self-esteem, depression 

or anxiety (Mandy et al., 2012; May et al., 2014). Negative impacts of camouflaging include 

fatigue, burnout, anxiety, stress, depression and identity problems (Bargiela et al., 2016; Hull et 

al., 2017; Tierney et al., 2016). Similarly, Baldwin and Costley (2016) found higher levels of co-

occurring emotional difficulties, increasing their internalising problems. For the current research, 

it is important to consider how emotions or behaviours that are internalised can easily be missed 

in the classroom environment, whereas externalised behaviours and emotional outbursts usually 

receive rapid recognition and support. Autistic girls are more likely to experience depression and 

anxiety, in particular suicidal ideation and social anxiety  (Rynkiewicz & Lucka, 2018; Hiller et 

al., 2014). Furthermore, there is also research suggesting that autistic girls are likely to develop 

eating disorders (Baren-Cohen et al., 2013; Westwood et al., 2017). Additionally, girls with 

autism are more likely to display passive demand avoidance, perfectionist tendencies and less 

hyperactivity than boys  (Kopp & Gillberg, 2011; Hull et al., 2017). It is important for teachers 

to be aware of these subtle variations in presentation as they play a crucial role in the recognition 

of needs and support seeking process.  
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2.9 Review Question(s)  

The Population Concept Context (PCC) framework was used to develop the review 

question (Peters et al., 2020). This framework is recommended for reviews as it aids researchers 

in defining inclusion and exclusion criteria, while also shaping the review question (Peters et al., 

2020). In this review, the population were teachers, the concept was recognition and support 

strategies used and the context was mainstream education. By applying the PCC framework, the 

key review question became: ‘What is known about teachers’ experiences with autistic girls in 

mainstream education?’  

2.10 Systematic Review 

A systematic review is a type of knowledge synthesis that addresses a specific research 

question (RQ) by rigorously identifying, selecting, and critically appraising relevant research on 

a given topic (Higgins et al., 2019). The aim of a systematic review is to provide a 

comprehensive summary of the available evidence, ensuring that the review is replicable and 

transparent (Boland et al., 2017). A systematic review was conducted to examine what is already 

known about autistic girls’ experiences in mainstream schools, focusing on synthesising 

qualitative studies on this topic. Systematic reviews are particularly valuable when a precise 

question requires high-quality evidence to inform practice or policy decisions and when 

attempting to minimise bias in the selection of studies (Moher et al., 2009). 

The goal of the current systematic review is to examine teachers’ experiences with and 

understanding of autistic girls in mainstream education and identify factors that influence their 

educational outcomes. Specific research questions posed are: 
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1. What research has been conducted to ascertain teachers’ understanding of autistic 

girls? 

2. How do teachers’ perceptions and practices impact the school experiences of autistic 

girls? 

3. What support systems and teaching strategies are effective in enhancing autistic girls' 

engagement and success in mainstream classrooms? 

 

2.10.1 Search Strategy 2.  

An initial literature search was conducted on the 29th of January 2024, whilst a later 

search was conducted on the 29th of October 2024 to ensure that the systematic review included 

recent articles and to ensure as many relevant records as possible were identified. The following 

electronic databases were searched: PsycINFO, PsycARTICLES, British Education Index, 

Education Source and ERIC (EBSCO). Databases were chosen as they are relevant to the current 

topic and publish studies in the fields of psychology and education. The search strategy included 

terms pertaining to autistic girls, teachers and mainstream education to systematically identify 

potential literature (see Table 4). The initial search yielded 52 studies (PsycINFO: 17, 

PsycARTICLES: 1, British Education Index: 8, ERIC: 12, Education Source: 14). Following 

removal of duplicates, the electronic search resulted in 31 studies. Filters were applied using 

database tools to align the results of the search with inclusion criteria. The studies were filtered 

to limit the search to peer reviewed journals (N=24), studies published in the last 10 years 

(N=19), written in English language (N=18) and participants of school age (5-18 years) (N=10). 

One additional record was identified through lateral search techniques such as hand searching the 

references of papers for related articles and using Google Scholar to carry out key word searches. 
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Table 4.  

Search Strategy 

 

*search strings were connected by the Boolean operator “AND” 

* was used to denote all variations of that word  

Component 1  Component 2  Component 3  

(teacher OR educator OR 

"school staff" OR 

"teacher*") 

( aut* AND girl OR female 

OR wom*) 

(mainstream school OR 

mainstream education OR 

primary school* OR post-

primary school OR secondary 

school* OR general education 

OR inclusive education) 
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2.10.2 Search Results.  

A PRISMA flow diagram was used to depict the literature search process and selection 

procedure for this review (Figure 5). Search terms selected included both ‘autism’ and various 

terms related to ‘girls’ and ‘educators’ to capture studies that specifically focused on autistic 

girls’ experiences in educational settings. This approach aligns with the focus of the review on 

understanding the unique educational, social, and support needs of autistic girls in the 

mainstream school setting, as well as the perspectives of educators involved in their schooling. 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria used in the literature search are detailed in Table 5. There is 

limited research in this area, and after applying these criteria, six studies were selected for the 

current review; two quantitative, three qualitative and one mixed-methods, as outlined in Table 

6. An overview of the six selected studies is detailed in Appendix C. 
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Table 5. Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

 Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria Rationale 

1. Type of 

Publication 

 

Peer-reviewed journal Material in a non-peer 

reviewed journal 

To ensure high methodological 

rigour 

2. Language 

 

 

Article written in English Article is not written in 

English 

To enable the reviewer to read 

the information 

3. Eligible study 

designs 

 

 

Empirical study that 

involved the collection and 

analysis of primary data 

such a qualitative, 

quantitative or mixed 

methods designs.  

 

The study does not contain 

primary empirical data 

Allows the reviewer to 

examine the outcomes of 

primary data collected 

4. Focus 

(Phenomenon of 

Interest) 

 

Research that focuses on 

autistic girls’ experiences 

or teacher understanding of 

autistic girls 

Research is not specifically 

focusing on teachers and 

autistic girls 

Area of interest for this review 

is autistic girls, who may 

present differently and are 

often under-identified 

5. Setting/ context 

 

 

 

Mainstream education 

settings (primary and post-

primary schools). 

Special education settings, 

clinical settings, or 

homeschooling contexts. 

The context of mainstream 

education is essential for 

understanding teachers’ 

perspectives in these 

environments and more likely 
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for autistic girls to go 

undetected. 

6. Participants  Children, young people and 

young adults, students, 

teachers/educators (general 

or special education) in 

mainstream primary and 

post-primary (secondary) 

schools. 

 

Anyone other than students 

or educators Or Teachers in 

special education schools or 

other non-mainstream 

educational settings (e.g., 

special classes). 

To focus on the perspectives of 

teachers in mainstream 

educational settings. The 

EPSEN Act (2004) provides 

for the education of children 

aged under 18 years with 

special educational needs. 

However, some of the final 

studies were conducted at third 

level colleges and included 

older participants. These 

studies were included in this 

review if relevant to 

understanding the autistic girls 

experience of mainstream 

school.   

 

7. Year of 

dissemination 

Studies published in the last 

10 years 

Studies not published 

within the last 10 years 

Ensures research is current and 

up to date, reflecting current 

educational practices and 

perspectives 
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Figure 5.  

PRISMA Flow Chart of Study Selection Process  
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Table 6.  

Studies selected for inclusion in the literature review 

 

Included Studies 

 

1. Corscadden, P., & Casserly, A. M. (2021). Identification of autism in girls: Role of trait subtleties, 

social acceptance and masking. REACH: Journal of Inclusive Education in Ireland, 34(1), 3-14.  

2. Gray, L., Bownas, E., Hicks, L., Hutcheson-Galbraith, E., & Harrison, S. (2021). Towards a better 

understanding of girls on the autism spectrum: Educational support and parental perspectives. 

Educational Psychology in Practice, 37(1), 74-93.  

3. Halsall, J., Clarke, C., & Crane, L. (2021). “Camouflaging” by adolescent autistic girls who attend 

both mainstream and specialist resource classes: Perspectives of girls, their mothers and their 

educators. Autism, 25(7), 2074-2086.  

4. Jarman, B., & Rayner, C. (2015). Asperger's and girls: What teachers need to know. Australasian 

Journal of Special Education, 39(2), 128-142.  

5. Ward, T. B., Curtis, C., & Seehagen, S. (2022). Investigating the effects of perceived student gender 

on primary school teachers' recognition of autism. Psychology in the Schools, 59(7), 1363-1376.  

6. Whitlock, A., Fulton, K., Lai, M. C., Pellicano, E., & Mandy, W. (2020). Recognition of girls on the 

autism spectrum by primary school educators: An experimental study. Autism Research, 13(8), 

1358-1372.  
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2.10.3 Critical Analysis Framework 

Gough’s Weight of Evidence (WoE) framework was chosen to critically appraise the six 

selected studies for review (Gough, 2007). An overview of the selected studies can be found in 

Appendix C. Study quality was analysed according to three different categories: (i) assessing the 

methodological quality of studies (WoE A), (ii) evaluating the methodological relevance of the 

studies in relation to the review’s specific research question (WoE B), and (iii) topic relevance to 

the research question of the current review (WoE C). (Gough, 2007). An overall weighting score 

(WoE D) was then determined by averaging the three scores (WoE A, B, C) to establish the 

weight of evidence each study contributes to the review (Gough, 2007). This structured approach 

ensures a transparent and systematic evaluation of studies based on their quality, relevance, and 

contribution to the review question (Gough, 2007). 

 

2.10.3.1 Weight of Evidence A:  Methodological quality 

The Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT; Hong et al., 2018) was utilised to assess the 

methodological quality of each study as a wide variety of research designs were employed in the 

selected studies. The MMAT is designed for use in mixed studies reviews and is suitable for use 

with qualitative research, randomised controlled trials, non-randomised studies, quantitative 

descriptive studies and mixed methods studies. The five quality criteria applied to studies using 

the MMAT vary according to study design. Using the MMAT, the methodological quality of 

each study was assessed based on its design. The MMAT (Hong et al., 2018) indicated that three 

of the selected studies should be assessed using the qualitative methodological quality criteria, 
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one should be assessed using the mixed-methods criteria and the remaining two studies should be 

assessed in accordance with the quantitative descriptive methodological quality criteria.  

Qualitative studies were evaluated for appropriateness in answering the research 

question, data collection adequacy, derivation of findings, substantiation of interpretation, and 

coherence across data sources (Hong et al., 2018). Quantitative descriptive studies were  

evaluated on sampling strategy, representativeness, measurement appropriateness, non-response 

bias, and adequacy of statistical analysis (Hong et al., 2018). While mixed methods studies were 

assessed for rationale, integration of components, interpretation of integrated data, handling of 

inconsistencies, and adherence to quality criteria. Outcomes for each criterion are defined as 

‘yes’ meets criteria, ‘no’ does not meet criteria, or ‘can't tell’ where appropriate information was 

not reported (Hong et al., 2018). The presence or absence of methodological criterion, guided by 

the coding protocol in Table 7, were identified and scored (Yes = 1, No = 0). Subsequently, a 

quality score was calculated as a percentage [(No. of ‘Yes’ responses divided by the five relevant 

criteria) × 100] and converted into WoE Quality Rating Scores and WoE Descriptive Quality 

Ratings (Table 7). This WoE A analysis, based on MMAT, highlights the methodological 

strengths and limitations of each study, providing a clear basis for assessing their contributions to 

understanding educators understandings and perspectives on autistic girls. Further information 

on quality assessment can be found in Appendix D.  
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Table 7.  

Overview of WoE A Methodological Quality Criteria adapted from Hong et al.’s Mixed Methods 

Appraisal Tool (2018)  

 Corscad

den & 

Casserly 

(2021) 

Gray et 

al. 

(2021) 

Halsall 

et al. 

(2021) 

Jarman 

& 

Rayner 

(2015) 

Ward et 

al. 

(2022) 

Whitlock 

et al. 

(2020) 

Quantitative descriptive studies       

1. Is the sampling strategy 

relevant to address the 

research question? 

X Yes X X Yes Yes 

2. Is the sample representative 

of the target population? 

X Yes X X Yes Yes 

3. Are the measurements 

appropriate? 

X Yes X X Yes Yes 

4. Is the risk of non-response 

bias low? 

X Yes X X No No 

5. Are the statistical analyses 

appropriate to answer the 

research question? 

X Yes X X Yes Yes 
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Qualitative studies  

 

1. Is the qualitative approach 

appropriate to answer the 

research question? 

Yes Yes Yes Yes  X X 

2. Are the qualitative data 

collection methods 

adequate to address the 

research question? 

Yes Yes Yes 

 

No  

 

X X 

3. Are the findings adequately 

derived from the data? 

Yes Yes Yes Yes X X 

4. Is the interpretation of 

results sufficiently 

substantiated by data? 

Yes Yes Yes Yes X X 

5. Is there coherence between 

qualitative data sources, 

collection, analysis and 

interpretation? 

Yes Yes Yes Yes X X 

WoE Quality Score as a Percentage 

(% of ‘Yes’ Responses) 

100% 100% 100% 60% 80% 80% 

WoE A Quality Rating Score 3 3 3 2 3 3 

WoE A Descriptive Quality Rating  High  High High Medium High High 
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2.10.3.2 Weight of Evidence B: Methodological Relevance 

The WoE B evaluates the appropriateness of each study's design relevant to the review 

question. Gough (2007) stated that WoE B is a review-specific judgement which helps determine 

the suitability of research methodologies. The Muir Gray Matrix (1996) was utilised to critically 

analyse the methodological relevance of each study within this review. Petticrew and Roberts 

(2003) suggest that this matrix-based approach highlights the importance of aligning the research 

question with the research design. Furthermore, using typologies rather than a strict “hierarchy of 

evidence” may aid our understanding of the strengths and limitations of different methodological 

approaches, enhancing the organisation and appraisal process. 

As the current review sought to investigate teachers’ perspectives on autistic girls, 

particularly regarding issues such as recognition, support needs, and camouflaging behaviours, 

the research question falls into the category of contextual and descriptive research. This focus 

examines how educators’ awareness, biases, and practices impact the school experiences of 

autistic girls. According to Petticrew and Roberts (2003), both qualitative studies and survey 

research designs are suitable for this type of question, as they provide insights into complex 

social interactions and capture diverse perspectives. Survey studies allow data collection from a 

larger sample size, facilitating generalisable findings on teachers’ attitudes and practices 

(Mertens, 2015). Meanwhile, qualitative interviews enable a deeper exploration of individual 

educators’ experiences and perceptions (Barker et al., 2015). Given that the research designs 

used in each of the selected studies were appropriate to address these aspects, emphasis was 

placed on the nature and quality of the survey or interview methods used, as well as how well 

they captured relevant factors about information pertinent to educators and autistic girls. Studies 
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were assigned a score of 1 (low), 2 (medium), or 3 (high) based on their methodological 

relevance as outlined in Table 8. Studies that received a high rating used strong and relevant 

designs (e.g., mixed methods, qualitative or quantitative descriptive) and effectively addressed 

the review’s research question. Studies that received a medium rating used relevant designs, but 

some limitations were evident (e.g., small sample size, limited depth of integration). No studies 

in the current review received a low rating as all had methodologies that aligned well with the 

research question. For further information on the scoring criteria and rationale, please see 

Appendix E. 
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Table 8.  

Overall WoE B: Methodological Relevance Scores 

 

WoE B 

Rating 

Score 

WoE B 

Descriptive 

Quality 

Rating 

Study Rationale 

2 Medium Corscadden & 

Casserly (2021) 

Qualitative design but limited sample size, 

affecting generalisability. 

3 High Gray et al. (2021) Mixed methods design was used to integrate 

qualitative and quantitative perspectives 

effectively. 

3 High Halsall et al. (2021) Qualitative design captured multiple perspectives 

(girls, mothers, educators) with strong relevance. 

2 Medium Jarman & Rayner 

(2015) 

Survey design to ascertain what parents and 

autistic girls wish teachers knew in relation to 

recognition and support. 

3 High Ward et al. (2022) Quantitative descriptive design effectively 

addressed gender biases in autism recognition. 

3 High Whitlock et al. (2020) Quantitative descriptive design focused on 

educator perspectives with a well-representative 

sample. 



 56 

2.10.3.3 Weight of Evidence C: Relevance of Evidence 

The WoE C is also review specific, measuring the degree to which the evidence provided 

in the selected studies and their findings are relevant to answering the current systematic review 

question (Gough, 2007). As the present review aimed to explore what is known about teachers’ 

understanding and perspectives on autistic girls in educational settings, the following criteria 

were devised by the reviewer in the WoE C: focus on teacher understanding/perspective, 

recognition/support of autistic girls, school setting relevance and appropriate measures for 

capturing insights on autism and gender bias. Table 9 below outlines WoE C criteria and scoring. 

These criteria were created in line with the stipulated inclusion and exclusion criteria. The 

relevance of evidence was rated on a scale of 1 (low), 2 (medium), or 3 (high), depending on the 

study’s focus on teachers or educators and the depth of exploration of issues pertinent to autistic 

girls’ in mainstream school contexts. For further information on the scoring criteria and 

rationale, please see Appendix F.  
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Table 9.  

WoE C: Overall relevance of evidence rating scores and descriptive quality ratings. 

 

 

 

 

 Corscadden 

& Casserly 

(2021) 

Gray et al. 

(2021) 

Halsall et 

al. (2021) 

Jarman & 

Rayner 

(2015) 

Ward et al. 

(2022) 

Whitlock 

et al. 

(2020) 

Population (Focus on 

Teachers)  

 

2 3 3 1 3 3 

Phenomenon of Interest 

(Recognition/Support of 

autistic girls) 

2 

 

3 

 

2 

 

2 

 

3 

 

3 

 

School setting relevance 2 

 

3 

 

3 

 

2 

 

3 

 

3 

 

Appropriate measure  2 3 3 3 3 3 

Total 8 12 11 8 12 12 

Total WoE C rating score 

(mean score of criteria) 

2 3 2.75 2 3 3 

Total WoE C descriptive 

quality rating 

Medium High High Medium  High High 
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2.10.3.4 Weight of Evidence D: Overall Weighting 

A WoE D score is calculated in order to ascertain an overall weighting score for each 

study which allows for analysis of the degree to which the study provides relevant evidence 

addressing the review question (Gough, 2007). The average ratings of Methodological Quality 

(WoE A), Methodological Relevance (WoE B) and Relevance of Evidence (WoE C) for each 

study are combined and averaged in order to achieve an overall score reflecting the studies’ 

overall weight of evidence. For further information of WoE D Overall Weighting Scores please 

see Table 10.  

Table 10.  

WoE D: Summary of all WoE rating scores and descriptive quality ratings  

 

Study WoE A 

(Methodological 

Quality) 

WoE B 

(Methodological 

Relevance) 

WoE C 

(Relevance 

to Review 

Question) 

WoE D  

(Overall 

Weighting) 

Corscadden & Casserly 

(2021): Identification of autism 

in girls: Role of trait subtleties, 

social acceptance and masking 

High (3) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2.33) 

Gray et al. (2021): Towards a 

better understanding of girls on 

the autism spectrum: 

High (3) High (3) High (3) High (3.00) 
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Study WoE A 

(Methodological 

Quality) 

WoE B 

(Methodological 

Relevance) 

WoE C 

(Relevance 

to Review 

Question) 

WoE D  

(Overall 

Weighting) 

Educational support and 

parental perspectives 

Halsall et al (2021): 

“Camouflaging” by adolescent 

autistic girls: Perspectives of 

girls, mothers, and educators 

High (3) High (3) High (2.75) High (2.91) 

Jarman & Rayner (2015): 

Asperger's and girls: What 

teachers need to know 

Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2) Medium (2.00) 

Ward et al. (2022): Effects of 

perceived student gender on 

teachers' recognition of autism 

High (3) High (3) High (3) High (3.00) 

Whitlock et al. (2020): 

Recognition of girls on the 

autism spectrum by primary 

school educators 

High (3) High (3) High (3) High (3.00) 

*Scores of 2.5 and over are allocated a ‘high’ descriptive quality rating, whilst scores of 1.5 – 2.4 are considered ‘medium’ and 

between 1 – 1.4 are assigned a ‘low’ descriptive quality rating 
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2.11 Synthesis of Findings 

 

2.11.1 Overview of included studies 

A total of six studies were included in this systematic review, selected after a thorough 

screening process based on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria (Boland et al., 2017). 

Details of the included studies are provided in Appendix C. The studies explored various aspects 

of teachers’ perspectives on autistic girls, focusing on themes such as teacher understanding, 

identification and support of autistic girls, and gender-specific considerations in educational 

settings. Of the six studies, two employed qualitative interviews (e.g., Halsall et al., 2021; 

Corscadden & Casserly, 2021;), one used qualitative surveys (Jarman & Rayner, 2015), one used 

mixed-methods of a questionnaire for teachers and group interview for parents (Gray et al., 

2021) and two utilised quantitative descriptive designs (Ward et al., 2022; Whitlock et al., 2020). 

The majority of the studies (n = 5) had a specific focus on teacher understanding or perspectives, 

while others provided broader insights involving parents’ and students’ beliefs and opinions on 

what teachers should be aware of in relation to autistic girls (Jarman & Rayner, 2015). All 

studies demonstrated strong alignment with the review question, particularly in addressing the 

challenges and opportunities for educators in supporting autistic girls in mainstream school 

settings. Although the overall quality of the included studies was robust, several methodological 

limitations were identified, such as small sample sizes in qualitative studies and potential biases 

in survey designs. Limitations will be discussed further in the synthesis of findings and 

implications for future research. 
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2.11.1.1 Participants 

Teachers and educators formed the primary participant group across all six studies 

included in this systematic review. In total, 601 teachers were included across the studies. 

Sample sizes of teacher participants ranged from N = 4 (Corscadden & Casserly, 2021) to N = 

289 (Whitlock et al., 2020), reflecting considerable variation in study scope and scale. While 

teachers were the central focus, some studies also included additional participant groups such as 

autistic girls, parents, and caregivers. The diversity in participant types and sample sizes 

influenced the studies’ ratings for Weight of Evidence B (appropriateness of design) and C 

(relevance to the review question), particularly where non-teacher perspectives were included to 

supplement or triangulate findings.  

Autistic girls were directly involved in studies such as Halsall et al. (2021), while other 

studies explored teacher perspectives on recognising or supporting autistic girls solely. Studies 

with larger and more representative samples were afforded higher WoE B scores due to the 

enhanced potential generalisability of their findings. For example, Whitlock et al. (2020) and 

Ward et al. (2022) included 120 and 89 participants, respectively, predominantly educators, 

which allowed for a broader understanding of teacher perspectives on autism and gender bias. 

The large sample sizes in these studies supported higher WoE B ratings, as they increased the 

reliability and representativeness of the findings. In contrast, Corscadden & Casserly (2021) and 

Halsall et al. (2021) included smaller samples of educators (N = 4 and N = 6, respectively), 

which, while enabling detailed qualitative exploration, limited generalisability and negatively 

impacted their WoE B scores. 

The diversity of participant roles and relevance to the research focus also influenced 

WoE C ratings. For example, Gray et al. (2021) specifically targeted SENCos (Special 
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Educational Needs Coordinators) across Early Years, Primary, and Secondary settings, ensuring 

their data was highly relevant to the review's aim of understanding educational practices for 

autistic girls. Similarly, Halsall et al. (2021) included teachers and educators with direct 

experience of working with autistic girls, enhancing their WoE C ratings due to the alignment of 

participants with the review's research question. In contrast, studies such as Corscadden & 

Casserly (2021), which involved a limited sample of educators with narrower focus areas, were 

afforded lower WoE C ratings. 

Participant recruitment methods further influenced WoE B and WoE C scores. Studies 

employing systematic or stratified sampling, such as Ward et al. (2022), scored higher for WoE 

B due to the reduction in sampling bias and improved representativeness. However, convenience 

sampling methods, as used in Gray et al. (2021) and Corscadden & Casserly (2021), impacted 

generalisability and subsequently lowered WoE B ratings. Participants’ ages were not uniformly 

reported across all studies, though those that involved autistic girls focused on school-aged 

children and adolescents, while teacher participants represented a range of career stages and 

professional experience. Studies like Whitlock et al. (2020), which integrated demographic data 

to contextualise findings, were rated higher in WoE C for their ability to provide insights into the 

perspectives of teachers across different contexts and roles. This balance of strengths and 

limitations was reflected in the assignment of WoE scores. 

2.11.1.2 Location 

The six studies included in this systematic review varied in location, which influenced the 

generalisability and cultural applicability of the findings. Three studies were conducted in the 

United Kingdom (Gray et al., 2021; Halsall et al., 2021; Whitlock et al., 2020), a context similar 
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to many Western education systems, which contributed positively to their WoE C scores due to 

the relevance of the findings to educational practices in similar cultural settings. Another study, 

Corscadden & Casserly (2021), was conducted in Ireland, directly aligning with the context of 

the review and therefore achieving the highest WoE C score for location, as the findings were 

deemed to be highly applicable to Irish schools. 

Jarman & Rayner (2020) and Ward et al. (2022) were conducted in Australia and New 

Zealand, respectively. Even though these countries are situated in the Eastern Hemisphere, they 

are considered Western countries due to their historical ties to the British Commonwealth, shared 

English-speaking traditions, and educational systems influenced by European standards that 

prioritise inclusivity and standardised curricula (Thrupp & White, 2013). Although some cultural 

differences may exist, the focus on teacher perspectives and the use of internationally recognised 

diagnostic criteria, such as the DSM-5, enhanced the applicability of these studies to other 

Western contexts. However, minor cultural nuances and differences in teacher professional 

learning systems may slightly limit the direct transferability of the findings, impacting their WoE 

C ratings slightly. 

The variability in educational systems and cultural norms within these geographical 

contexts is an important consideration. Studies conducted in Western settings, such as the UK, 

Ireland, and New Zealand, were afforded higher WoE C scores due to their similarities to the 

review's target context. This alignment enhances the likelihood that the findings will be relevant 

and transferable to mainstream educational practices in comparable cultural settings. Conversely, 

none of the studies were conducted in non-Western or substantially different cultural contexts, 

which may limit the diversity of perspectives included in this review. 
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In terms of settings, all six studies focused on school-based contexts, enhancing their 

relevance to educational psychology and contributing positively to WoE C scores. Studies like 

Gray et al. (2021) and Halsall et al. (2021) explored Early Years, Primary, and Secondary 

educational settings, providing insights across a broad spectrum of school environments. These 

choices in location and setting further support the applicability of the findings to educational 

practices aimed at supporting autistic girls in mainstream schools. Overall, the alignment of 

study locations with Western educational systems contributed positively to the generalisability 

and relevance of the findings within this review. 

2.11.1.3 Study Design and Methodology  

The six studies included in this systematic review were critically assessed in terms of 

their design, sampling techniques, and methodological rigour. Studies with clearly articulated 

methodologies achieved higher ratings across WoE A and WoE B (Gough 2007). This review 

focused on studies exploring teachers’ perspectives and practices in supporting autistic girls in 

mainstream educational settings. The six studies included in this systematic review utilised a 

range of methodologies, reflecting the diversity of research approaches required to explore the 

topic. 

Three studies employed qualitative methodologies (Corscadden & Casserly, 2021; 

Halsall et al., 2021; Jarman & Rayner, 2015), and one used a mixed-methods design (Gray et al., 

2021). Qualitative studies, such as those by Halsall et al. (2021) and Corscadden & Casserly 

(2021), conducted semi-structured interviews and utilised thematic analysis to explore teachers’ 

experiences and understanding of autistic girls. These studies provided rich contextual data, 

particularly on complex phenomena like camouflaging behaviours. The focus of these studies 



 65 

were slightly different as Corscadden & Casserly tended to focus on trait subtleties, social 

acceptance, and masking in primary and secondary mainstream schools while Halsall et al. 

(2021) focused on camouflaging by adolescent autistic girls in post-primary settings. The use of 

individual interviews in these studies enhanced the depth and authenticity of the data collected. 

Guest et al. (2017) posits that individual interviews are more effective than focus groups and 

serve to enhance authenticity and quality of data collection.  Triangulation was carried out in 

both qualitative research studies thus ensuring comprehensive data collection and increased 

validity (Bekhet & Zauszniewski, 2012). However, their small sample sizes of educators (N = 4, 

N = 6) may limit the generalisability of findings.  

Two studies relied on open-ended surveys or online questionnaires to capture insights 

from educators, and in some cases, autistic girls themselves (e.g., Jarman & Rayner, 2015; Gray 

et al., 2021). One study (Gray et al., 2021) employed a mixed-methods design, integrating 

qualitative and quantitative data to provide a comprehensive analysis of teacher and parent 

perspectives. Gray et al. (2021) administered questionnaires to SENCO’s to investigate their 

understanding of autistic girls using a variety of approaches. Qualitative methodologies offered 

nuanced perspectives and in-depth insights into educators’ attitudes, knowledge, and practices, 

while the mixed-methods approach enhanced the comprehensiveness of findings by triangulating 

qualitative and quantitative data (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). The study adhered well to MMAT 

criteria for mixed methods by clearly articulating its rationale for combining methods, 

integrating data effectively, and addressing inconsistencies between qualitative and quantitative 

findings. Consequently, this study received higher WoE A ratings for its methodological rigor 

and alignment with the research question. However, it is important to consider potential 
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limitations such as interviewer bias, response authenticity, and reliance on self-reported data 

(Mertens, 2015).   

The remaining two studies (Ward et al., 2022; Whitlock et al., 2020) utilised quantitative 

descriptive methodologies, employing structured cross-sectional survey designs to measure 

educators’ perceptions and biases in recognising autism in girls. Both Ward et al. (2022) and 

Whitlock et al. (2020) included a large and diverse sample of educators, increasing the 

generalisability of findings compared to the smaller, in-depth qualitative studies (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2017). Cross-sectional surveys are effective for capturing data from large samples 

within a relatively short time frame and can highlight associations and trends in attitudes and 

practices (Levin, 2006). However, criticism of cross-sectional survey designs is well-

documented in the methodological literature as these designs are limited in their ability to infer 

causation or explore changes over time (Setia, 2016; Spector, 2019).  However, these studies 

were still deemed appropriate for the review as the research question aimed to explore teacher 

perspectives and recognition of autism traits at a specific point in time, rather than examine 

causal pathways. While these designs allowed for efficient data collection from large samples, 

limitations such as potential non-response biases were not consistently addressed, impacting their 

WoE A ratings.  

The diversity in study design reflects the complexity of the research question, with 

qualitative studies providing rich, contextualised data, while quantitative and mixed-methods 

designs allowed for broader generalisability and triangulation of findings (Creswell & Creswell, 

2017). This variety enhances the robustness of the evidence base, though methodological 

limitations such as small sample sizes in some qualitative studies or potential response biases in 
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survey-based research should be considered when interpreting the findings (Mertens, 2015). 

Overall, the methodological diversity of the selected studies contributes to a comprehensive 

understanding of teacher perspectives on supporting autistic girls in education. 

2.11.1.4 Measures  

The measures used across the six studies included in this systematic review varied in their 

focus and comprehensiveness, directly influencing their WoE ratings. Studies that employed 

validated and reliable measures to assess multiple relevant constructs, such as teacher 

perspectives, gender biases, and autism-specific traits, were afforded higher WoE scores due to 

their methodological rigor and relevance to the review question. For instance, Whitlock et al. 

(2020) and Ward et al. (2022) utilised carefully developed vignettes to measure teachers' abilities 

to identify autism traits in children of different genders. These vignettes were designed to reflect 

DSM-5 diagnostic criteria and were rigorously tested for consistency and neutrality, enhancing 

their credibility. Both studies also included Likert scales to measure teachers’ levels of concern 

and confidence in their identification choices, providing a nuanced understanding of educator 

decision-making. 

Gray et al. (2021) developed a bespoke questionnaire informed by the National Autistic 

Society’s training on autism in girls. The questionnaire captured various aspects of teacher 

knowledge and practices through a combination of binary tick boxes, rating scales, and open-

ended questions, ensuring a comprehensive assessment of teacher perspectives (Rattray & Jones, 

2007). However, while the measure was tailored to the research context, its lack of 

standardisation and prior validation impacted its reliability and generalisability, slightly lowering 



 68 

its WoE A rating. Further limitations include self-reported data in survey-based studies and 

potential participant dropout in online methods. 

In the qualitative studies, data collection methods were designed to elicit in-depth 

insights into teachers’ experiences and perceptions. For example, Halsall et al. (2021) developed 

interview questions informed by existing literature on camouflaging behaviours in autistic girls 

(Cook et al., 2017; Moyse & Porter, 2015). The interviews were structured into four sections: (1) 

girls’ involvement in class-based learning and camouflaging skills, (2) relationships and 

camouflaging, (3) experiences across different contexts (e.g., mainstream classes, resource base 

classes, home), and (4) the positive and negative impacts of camouflaging. Prompts were used to 

deepen discussions, ensuring the collection of rich, detailed data. Reflexive thematic analysis 

was then used to identify key patterns and themes in the data, contributing to a nuanced 

understanding of educators’ roles in recognising and addressing camouflaging behaviours. 

Similarly, Corscadden & Casserly (2021) employed semi-structured interviews to explore 

educators’ understanding of subtle traits in autistic girls. While semi-structured interviews are a 

valuable method for eliciting detailed and context-specific data, the lack of transparency in how 

the interview schedule was developed represents a significant limitation. The study does not 

provide details on the theoretical or empirical basis for the design of the interview questions, nor 

does it clarify whether the questions were informed by existing literature, frameworks, or 

evidence-based guidelines relevant to autism or education. Although the study mentions that 

pilot interviews were conducted, there is no further discussion of whether or how the pilot 

feedback was incorporated into refining the interview schedule. Additionally, there is no 

indication of whether the interview questions were adapted for different participant groups (e.g., 

teachers versus parents) to account for their unique perspectives and expertise. This lack of 
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specificity undermines the methodological rigor and transparency of the data collection process 

affecting this study’s WoE ratings.  

2.11.1.5 Data Analysis 

The studies included in this review employed a variety of data analysis methods 

appropriate to their respective research designs. Higher WoE B ratings were afforded to studies 

that employed rigorous and transparent analytical techniques, particularly those that integrated 

multiple forms of analysis or provided a clear rationale for their chosen methods. For example, 

Whitlock et al. (2020) and Ward et al. (2022),  utilised vignette-based surveys and analysed their 

data using descriptive and inferential statistics, including Likert scale analyses, rankings, and 

comparisons of teacher responses across gender conditions. These studies demonstrated strong 

alignment between their data analysis methods and research aims, though the lack of reporting 

on effect sizes and confidence intervals limited the interpretability of findings, preventing higher 

WoE B scores. 

Qualitative studies, such as Halsall et al. (2021) and Corscadden & Casserly (2021), used 

thematic analysis to interpret interview data, allowing for the identification of key themes and 

patterns in teachers’ and parents’ perspectives. Halsall et al. (2021) employed reflexive thematic 

analysis, which offered a robust framework for systematically coding data and identifying 

nuanced insights into camouflaging behaviours in autistic girls. However, Corscadden & 

Casserly (2021) provided limited detail regarding their thematic analysis process, such as how 

codes were generated or themes validated, which negatively impacted their WoE A ratings due 

to concerns about transparency and replicability. 
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Mixed-methods analysis, as employed in Gray et al. (2021), integrated thematic analysis 

for qualitative data with descriptive statistics for quantitative survey responses. Gray et al (2021) 

adopted a methodical and transparent approach to data analysis which strengthened the validity 

and reliability of the findings. The use of double-coding and consensus-building ensured 

consistency and reduced researcher bias, while the inclusion of an "Other" category allowed for 

greater flexibility and depth in identifying emergent themes (Ritchie & Spencer, 2002; Gale et 

al., 2013). These practices contributed positively to the study's WoE A and WoE B ratings, as 

they demonstrated a clear alignment between the research aims and the analytical methods 

employed (Hill et al., 1997). However, the lack of specific detail regarding how final themes 

were operationalised or contextualised in relation to broader frameworks slightly limited the 

replicability of the study. 

2.12 Systematic Literature Review Findings 

This systematic literature review synthesises evidence from six peer-reviewed studies that 

explore the recognition and support of autistic girls in mainstream educational settings. The 

findings are organised in relation to the three guiding research questions:  

(1) What research has been conducted to ascertain teachers’ understanding of autistic 

girls?  

(2) How do teachers’ perceptions and practices impact the school experiences of autistic 

girls?  

(3) What support systems and teaching strategies are effective in enhancing autistic girls’ 

engagement and success in mainstream classrooms? 
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Findings Related to Research Question 1 - What research has been conducted to 

ascertain teachers’ understanding of autistic girls?  

Research examining teachers' understanding of autistic girls consistently demonstrates 

significant limitations in professional knowledge and awareness. A central issue identified across 

the literature is that teachers' conceptualisations of autism remain closely aligned with male-

centric diagnostic criteria and behavioural profiles. Corscadden and Casserly (2021), for 

example, found that teachers tended to describe autistic girls using broad and socially positive 

language, such as “pleasant,” “mature,” or “chatty.” These descriptions often masked the 

presence of underlying social communication difficulties and contributed to delayed recognition 

of needs. Traits more typical of girls’ autistic presentations such as internalised distress, 

restricted interests aligned with gender norms or quietness were frequently misinterpreted as 

personality quirks or shyness, rather than indicators of neurodivergence. Further evidence of 

gender bias was provided by Whitlock et al. (2020), who found that teachers were significantly 

more likely to associate identical autistic traits with boys than with girls. In their vignette study, 

educators more readily identified autism when presented with male characters or descriptions 

aligned with the traditional male autism phenotype. Gray et al. (2021) also found that while most 

Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCos) recognised differences in the presentation of 

autism across genders, the majority expressed only moderate or low confidence in their ability to 

recognise autism in girls specifically. Similar themes emerged in Jarman and Rayner’s (2015) 

work, where adult women and parents of autistic girls reported that teachers often dismissed or 

disbelieved autism diagnoses when the individual did not conform to a more disruptive or male-

typical presentation. In contrast to this, Ward et al. (2022) conducted a vignette-based study and 

findings indicated that there were no significant gender bias in teachers' explicit recognition of 
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autism. Interestingly, they did report that teachers with higher qualifications demonstrated lower 

levels of confidence in identifying autism. This finding suggests a deeper awareness of the 

complexities involved in recognising autism in girls, and potentially reflects a critical stance 

toward simplified diagnostic heuristics. Collectively, these findings suggest that although 

awareness of gendered differences is increasing, the translation of this awareness into confident 

and timely recognition remains inconsistent across educational professionals. 

Findings Related to Research Question 2 - How do teachers’ perceptions and 

practices impact the school experiences of autistic girls? 

Teachers’ perceptions and assumptions have a direct and often detrimental impact on the 

school experiences of autistic girls. Several studies in this review demonstrated that autistic girls 

frequently engage in camouflaging or masking behaviours, particularly in classroom 

environments in order to meet social expectations and avoid drawing attention to their 

difficulties. These behaviours, while superficially effective, often lead to significant under-

recognition of support needs by educators. Corscadden and Casserly (2021) and Gray et al. 

(2021) both emphasised that traits such as perfectionism, overcompliance, and apparent 

sociability can result in girls being perceived as well-adjusted, even when they are experiencing 

considerable internal distress. Jarman and Rayner (2015) found that parents’ attempts to 

communicate concerns about their daughters’ behaviour and well-being were sometimes met 

with resistance or disbelief from teachers. This pattern of dismissal not only delayed access to 

appropriate supports but also contributed to parental stress and frustration. Similarly, Whitlock et 

al. (2020) provided experimental evidence showing that teachers were more likely to recognise 

autism in boys and more likely to seek additional support for them, even when girls displayed 
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identical behaviours. These biases in recognition and referral pathways may partially explain 

why girls are often identified later than boys, or not at all, despite having similar levels of need. 

Halsall et al. (2021) offered further insight into the consequences of these perceptions. In their 

study of autistic girls in mainstream and resource base settings, it was reported that girls often 

worked hard to camouflage their challenges in school but would “unmask” at home or in safe 

environments. This meant that teachers were unaware of the emotional and psychological toll 

being experienced by the child. The internalisation of stress and the consistent effort to meet 

neurotypical expectations frequently resulted in exhaustion, anxiety, and academic 

underperformance, even among those perceived as high-achieving. These findings confirm that 

surface-level success in social or academic contexts should not be assumed to reflect genuine 

well-being, particularly in the case of autistic girls. 

Findings Related to Research Question 3 - What support systems and teaching 

strategies are effective in enhancing autistic girls’ engagement and success in mainstream 

classrooms? 

Across the reviewed studies, several support strategies and systemic approaches were 

identified as effective in addressing the specific needs of autistic girls in mainstream classrooms. 

One of the most consistently recommended strategies was the provision of targeted, gender-

sensitive professional development for teachers. Gray et al. (2021) found that teachers who had 

received training that explicitly addressed the female autism phenotype demonstrated greater 

confidence and flexibility in their teaching practices. However, the same study noted that such 

training opportunities were relatively rare, and often not embedded into standard teacher 

education programmes. Individualised and relationship-based approaches also emerged as central 
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to effective support. In particular, Halsall et al. (2021) highlighted the importance of trusted adult 

relationships in facilitating both emotional regulation and learning. Autistic girls in their study 

benefited from consistent support by teaching assistants or special education staff, who often 

acted as interpreters between the girls and the wider school environment. These adults were 

frequently more attuned to subtle signs of distress or overload which might not be recognised by 

general classroom teachers in busy classroom envrironments. Several studies emphasised the 

need for educators to understand and respond to camouflaging behaviours. Whitlock et al. (2020) 

noted that failure to recognise camouflaging can result in missed opportunities for early 

intervention, while Jarman and Rayner (2015) reported that girls often faced punitive responses 

for behaviours that were misunderstood as defiance or laziness. Recognising masking as an 

adaptive response to overwhelming environments reframes it as a signal for support, rather than 

a justification for inaction.  

In addition to classroom strategies, parental collaboration was identified as a key 

component of successful support. When schools engaged openly and respectfully with families, 

girls were more likely to receive timely and appropriate adjustments to their learning 

environment. Furthermore, several studies, including those by Corscadden and Casserly (2021) 

and Halsall et al. (2021), recommended the provision of psychologically safe spaces within the 

school, such as resource bases or calm classrooms. These spaces were not only beneficial in 

reducing anxiety but also provided opportunities for students to engage in authentic social 

interaction and self-regulation without fear of judgement or exclusion. 
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2.13 Systematic Literature Review Discussion 

The findings of this review collectively reveal that autistic girls are consistently under-

recognised and under-supported in mainstream educational settings. Despite a growing body of 

research acknowledging gendered differences in the presentation of autism, educational practice 

and teacher professional learning have yet to adequately reflect this complexity. Teachers’ 

understandings of autism continue to be shaped by male-centric stereotypes, leading to the 

difficulty in recognising subtle traits in autistic girls that do not conform to these expectations. 

This lack of recognition is further compounded by the effects of camouflaging, a phenomenon 

that enables girls to superficially meet social and academic demands while internally struggling 

with stress, sensory overwhelm, and social disconnection. The implications of these findings are 

significant. Teachers often play a central role in raising initial concerns and initiating the referral 

process for further assessment. However, if teachers are not equipped to recognise the nuanced 

and often subtle traits associated with autism in girls, then early intervention is unlikely to occur. 

This delay not only impacts access to services but may also affect girls’ mental health, identity 

development and long-term educational outcomes. 

Equally concerning is the evidence that even when teachers are aware of differences in 

presentation, many lack the training or confidence to act upon this knowledge. The studies 

reviewed here suggest that professional development, when it includes gender-informed content 

and strategies, can meaningfully enhance teacher capacity. However, these opportunities are 

currently inconsistent and often reliant on individual initiative rather than systemic provision. 

Effective support for autistic girls requires a multifaceted approach that includes early 

recognition, relationship-based teaching, the creation of safe spaces within the school, and the 
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valuing of parental insights. Crucially, it also involves a shift away from deficit-based models of 

autism toward more neuroaffirmative perspectives that recognise autistic traits as differences 

rather than pathologies. Until such approaches are embedded across policy, practice, and 

training, the educational experiences of autistic girls will continue to be characterised by 

misunderstanding, misidentification, and missed opportunities for support. 

2.14 Limitations of the current review 

While the systematic literature review followed a rigorous and structured process, certain 

limitations must be acknowledged. The search terms, while carefully chosen to capture relevant 

literature on autism, gender, and teacher experiences, may have inadvertently excluded studies 

that used alternative terminology or conceptual frameworks. For example, the search strategy 

may have inadvertently excluded relevant literature due to regional variations in educational 

terminology such as studies conducted in the United States that frequently use terms such as 

“elementary school” or “grade school” in place of “primary school.” These variations were not 

always captured in the selected search terms, which may have limited the scope of international 

research retrieved. Future reviews would benefit from a more comprehensive inclusion of 

culturally specific terminology to ensure broader geographical representation and a more 

nuanced understanding of international approaches to recognising and supporting autistic girls in 

school settings. Additionally, the inclusion criteria limited the review to English-language, peer-

reviewed articles, potentially omitting valuable insights from grey literature or non-English 

studies. These limitations may have influenced the breadth and representativeness of the review's 

findings. 
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2.15 Recommendations for Future Research  

The recommendations for future research, informed by the findings and limitations of the 

current systematic review, are summarised in Figure 6 and Table 11. These recommendations 

aim to address critical gaps in the literature and improve understanding of how educators 

perceive and support autistic girls in educational settings. By addressing these gaps, researchers 

can provide stronger evidence to inform practice and policy, contributing to the development of 

more inclusive and supportive educational environments for autistic girls. 

Figure 6.  

Recommendations for future research  

 

 

 

Recommendations for future 
research based on findings: 

Research to focus on the 
school and system wide 

factors that influence 
experience 

Need for increased training 
and guidance for 

professionals working with 
autistic girls to facilitate 
more effective levels of 

support 

Participants largely based 
in post-primary setting, 

need for more exploration 
in the primary school 

setting

Need for research in the 
Irish Context 
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Table 11.  

Recommendations for Future Research Based on Findings 

Recommendation Description Rationale 

Focus on school and 

system-wide factors 

Future research should explore 

broader systemic influences, such as 

school policies, staff training 

programmes, and organisational 

culture, to understand how these 

factors shape educators' ability to 

support autistic girls. 

Research has predominantly 

focused on classroom-level 

dynamics, overlooking systemic 

factors that may enable or hinder 

effective support for autistic girls. 

Understanding these influences 

can inform changes at the 

organisational and policy level. 

Increased training 

and guidance for 

professionals 

Studies should focus on identifying 

effective training approaches and 

resources that equip teachers to 

recognise subtle autistic traits in girls 

and respond with tailored support 

strategies. 

Teachers often report a lack of 

confidence in recognising autistic 

traits in girls due to their more 

subtle presentations. Evidence-

based training can bridge this gap, 

leading to improved identification 

and support practices. 

Expand research to 

primary school 

settings 

While many studies in this review 

focused on post-primary settings, 

future research should investigate the 

experiences of autistic girls in primary 

The developmental needs and 

challenges faced by autistic girls 

in primary schools remain 

underexplored. Early 
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Recommendation Description Rationale 

schools to capture developmental and 

contextual differences. 

identification and support are 

critical to improving outcomes as 

girls progress through the 

education system. 

Research in the 

Irish context 

There is a need for more research into 

the experiences of autistic girls and 

educators in Ireland, where cultural 

and educational norms may differ 

from those of other Western countries, 

to inform context-specific supports. 

Limited research has been 

conducted in Ireland, and studies 

from other countries may not fully 

generalise to the Irish educational 

and cultural context. Context-

specific insights can guide 

supports that are culturally and 

locally appropriate. 

 

2.16 Conclusion 

The findings of this systematic review highlight the significant challenges and 

opportunities faced by educators in recognising and supporting autistic girls within mainstream 

and specialist educational settings. The studies reviewed demonstrate that teacher perspectives 

and practices are often influenced by gender biases, with autistic girls frequently being 

overlooked due to the more subtle presentation of their traits (Whitlock et al., 2020; Ward et al., 

2022). However, qualitative insights revealed the importance of targeted, context-specific 
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support and the role of educators in fostering inclusive school environments (Halsall et al., 2021; 

Corscadden & Casserly, 2021; Gray et al., 2021). Mixed-methods approaches also emphasise the 

need for collaboration between schools, families, and external professionals to address the 

barriers faced by autistic girls in accessing appropriate educational and social support. 

While this review provides valuable insights, several methodological shortcomings across 

the studies must be acknowledged. Limitations such as small sample sizes, reliance on self-

reported data in vignette-based research and the cross-sectional nature of most quantitative 

studies restricted the generalisability and depth of the findings. Moreover, while the data analysis 

methods were generally appropriate and aligned with study designs, some studies lacked 

transparency in reporting analytical procedures. This absence of detailed reporting on reliability, 

validity, and analytical processes in some studies impacted their WoE A and WoE B ratings as 

methodological rigor and replicability were not consistently upheld.  This reflects a need for 

more rigorous and transparent methodologies in future research. Overall, while semi-structured 

interviews are an appropriate choice for exploring nuanced perspectives on autism, the 

insufficient reporting of the development and design of the interview schedule weakens the 

credibility and methodological rigor of certain studies. Future research should provide a clearer 

description of how interview schedules are informed and developed, ensuring alignment with the 

study’s aims and increasing transparency for replication. Future research should provide clearer 

and more detailed descriptions of data analysis processes, including efforts to ensure validity, 

reliability, and transparency to enhance the quality and reliability.  

Despite these limitations, the findings hold significant implications for practice. Future 

research should seek to learn more about the recognition and support of autistic girls in the 
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school context. Teacher professional learning programmes should prioritise increasing awareness 

of the gendered presentation of autism, equipping educators with the skills to recognise subtle 

traits and provide tailored support in order to foster inclusive educational environments. The 

evidence suggests that fostering understanding and inclusivity within school systems can 

positively influence the experiences and outcomes of autistic girls, ensuring they are not 

marginalised in educational settings. Additionally, educators must be provided with practical 

tools and strategies to recognise and address the unique needs of autistic girls, ensuring that they 

are not overlooked in mainstream settings. Furthermore, the role of systemic collaboration 

between teachers, families, and external agencies is critical in addressing the specific needs of 

this population. These findings contribute to the growing recognition of the role educators play 

in addressing disparities in autism recognition and support, emphasising the importance of 

ongoing research in this area.  
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Figure 7.  

Reflective Box 2 

Reflective Box 2: Starting the Research Journey and Getting Clear on my ‘Why’ 

Ultimately all the literature highlights that autistic girls are under-recognised by teachers 

and often do not receive a timely diagnosis or adequate support. Therefore, I want to 

determine how we can support teachers to learn more in this area. I want to know where 

the gaps in teacher knowledge around autistic girls presentations are? What have been their 

experiences with recognising and supporting autistic girls? What factors are contributing to 

this phenomenon and what are the challenges that are faced? Most importantly, I want to 

know how we can empower teachers in relation to this.  

 

We already know that this is a well-documented problem and there has been lots of 

research highlighting the barriers, but I want to now look for the solutions. I am interested 

in hearing from teachers who are already demonstrating best practice - those who have had 

success in recognising and supporting autistic girls in their classrooms. I have always taken 

a strength-based approach in my work with students, so it feels natural and makes sense for 

me to bring that same approach to my research. It aligns with my core values as a 

researcher, advocate and as a scientist-practitioner who believes in possibility, in progress, 

and in learning from what’s working or going well.  
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3 Empirical Paper  

3.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents a report on the research conducted and its findings, structured under 

the following headings: introduction, method, results, and discussion. Additional details are 

provided in the appendices where necessary. 

3.1.1 Research Topic  

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by 

differences in social communication, alongside restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviour, 

interests, or activities (APA, 2013). For decades, autism has been widely perceived as a 

condition predominantly affecting males which is a view reinforced by historical research 

samples and diagnostic criteria built around male presentations (Kanner, 1943; Asperger, 1944; 

Estrin et al., 2021). As a result, girls and women have often been underrepresented in both 

research and clinical contexts, leading to a gendered bias in identification, support and 

understanding (Moore et al., 2022; Kirkovski et al., 2013). This discrepancy is particularly 

concerning given that autistic girls may display a markedly different profile to their male 

counterparts. Their characteristics are often more internalised in nature, which contributes to 

delays in recognition, diagnosis and access to appropriate supports (Loomes et al, 2017; Munroe 

& Dunleavy, 2023). In educational contexts, this results in significant gaps in understanding and 

provision, as teachers may be less likely to refer girls for assessment if they do not exhibit the 

more stereotypical traits (Whitlock et al., 2020; Gray et al., 2021). Moreover, when autistic girls 

are not appropriately identified or supported, they are at greater risk of adverse mental health 

outcomes, including anxiety, depression and low self-esteem (Tomlinson et al, 2020). 
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3.1.2 Research Aims and Objectives 

The findings of the above literature and systematic review papers offer valuable insights 

into current research on the topic and highlights the direction future research should take. 

Findings collectively highlight significant challenges and opportunities in the recognition and 

support of autistic girls in educational settings. Across both phases, a recurring theme emerged: 

the under-recognition of autistic girls due to gendered expectations and the subtlety of their 

presentation, often resulting in delayed or missed identification. The review also emphasised the 

critical role that educators play in shaping the experiences of autistic girls and the potential 

impact of teacher professional learning, school culture and systemic supports. While there is 

growing awareness of the female autism phenotype, there remains a notable gap in understanding 

how educators practically apply this knowledge in the classroom, particularly within the Irish 

context and at the primary level. Furthermore, findings point to the need for more robust 

understanding of the impact of collaboration among teachers, families and external professionals, 

including Educational Psychologists (EPs), who may serve as key facilitators in improving 

recognition and tailoring supports. These insights inform the rationale for this study, which seeks 

to explore how teachers experience the process of recognising and supporting autistic girls 

within mainstream primary schools, and how the Continuum of Support is utilised as part of this 

process. The following research questions in Figure 8 arose as a result of the above review:  
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Figure 8.  

Research Questions  

 

3.2   Methodology 

3.2.1 Research Paradigm.  

This study is grounded in a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm through which the 

researcher endeavours to develop an understanding of the subjective experiences of individuals 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This paradigm recognises that reality is socially constructed and that 

meaning is generated by each individual through interactions and interpretations of experiences 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Scotland, 2012). This approach is multifaceted, emphasising subjective 

interpretation and the co-construction of knowledge between the researcher and participants 

(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). By employing this paradigm, this study is positioned to generate 

insights that are not only meaningful but also reflective of the complex, socially situated realities 

• What are teachers' experiences of recognising autistic girls in 
mainstream primary school settings?

RQ 1- RECOGNITION

• What are teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic girls in the 
mainstream primary school settings using the Continuum of 
Support?

RQ2 – SUPPORT 

• What factors enable or hinder effective recognition and support, 
including the role of the Educational Psychologist?

RQ 3 –FACTORS



 86 

of the participants. These perspectives were not subjected to critical interpretation to establish an 

objective truth (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012). This approach differs from positivist or post-

positivist paradigms, which assume the existence of a single, objective reality (Chilisa & 

Kawulich, 2012). 

3.2.2 Ontology and Epistemology.  

The chosen paradigm assumes a relativist ontology and a subjectivist epistemology 

(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). It is consistent with the ontological assumption that reality is 

constructed through experience and the epistemological stance that knowledge is co-created 

through dialogue and reflection (Creswell, 2007; Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). Ontology refers to 

the nature of reality, whether it is solely determined by human interpretation and perception or 

exists independently of this.  A relativist ontology assumes that multiple realities exist, shaped by 

individuals' experiences and perceptions (Creswell, 2007). These realities can be explored and 

understood through interactions between the researcher and the participants (Kivunja & Kuyini, 

2017). Epistemology refers to the philosophical underpinnings of research, specifically 

concerning the acquisition of knowledge and the methodology best suited to determining the 

truth (Mertens, 2015). A subjectivist epistemology assumes that the researcher interprets data by 

applying their own cognitive processes and thought, shaped by interactions with participants 

(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). It recognises that knowledge is socially constructed, influenced by the 

researcher's personal experiences and engagement with real-life contexts within the natural 

settings under investigation (Punch, 2005). It emphasises the importance of understanding 

participants’ lived experiences and subjective interpretations within their specific contexts 

(Crotty, 1998).  
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3.2.2 Conceptual Framework Development 

A conceptual framework provides a structured representation of interconnected concepts, 

offering a clear depiction of how key ideas within a study relate to one another (Grant & 

Osanloo, 2014). The Continuum of Support model presents a tiered approach to the 

provision of interventions and supports, guiding how schools respond to students with a 

range of learning, emotional and behavioural needs in mainstream settings (DES, 2017). 

This research is underpinned by two key theoretical perspectives: the Bioecological 

Model of Human Development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and the revised 

Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1970). These models were chosen to guide both the design 

and interpretation of the study, particularly in relation to the Continuum of Support. The 

integration of these frameworks provided a multidimensional lens through which to 

examine teachers’ experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls in primary 

education. Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s model (2006) facilitated a systemic 

understanding of how contextual layers, ranging from classroom practices to broader 

policy environments, influence student outcomes. Concurrently, Maslow’s (1970) 

expanded theory emphasised the importance of meeting foundational needs such as 

belonging, safety and esteem in order to support autistic girls’ engagement and learning. 

Table 12 further delineates how key concepts from each theory are mapped onto the 

educational context of this study. 
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Table 12.  

Development of Conceptual Framework 

Theories/Models Conceptual Framework 

Continuum of Support Model  

(DES, 2017)  

- Classroom support, school support, school support 

plus  

- Collaborative practice 

- Flexibility and adaptability for individual needs  

Bioecological Model of 

Human Development  

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

2006) 

- Process–Person–Context–Time (PPCT) model 

highlights dynamic interactions between the learner 

and their environments over time. 

- Microsystem: Direct teacher-student interactions 

and peer relationships. 

- Mesosystem: Communication and collaboration 

between teachers, parents, and support staff. 

- Exosystem: Influence of school policies, resourcing, 

and staff training.  

- Macrosystem: Wider societal attitudes, inclusion 

discourse, and national education policies. 

- Chronosystem: The influence of developmental 

changes and experiences over time. 
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Hierarchy of Needs Theory  

(Maslow, 1970) 

- Physiological Needs: Access to food, water, rest, 

sensory-regulating environments. 

- Safety Needs: Consistency, predictability, emotional 

security. 

- Belongingness and Love: Acceptance, inclusion, 

and relational connection with peers and teachers. 

- Esteem Needs: Support for autonomy, confidence, 

and achievement.  

- Cognitive Needs: Opportunities to explore, learn, 

and make sense of the world.  

- Aesthetic Needs: Access to nature, beauty, calm, 

and balance in the learning environment.  

- Self-Actualisation: Support for personal growth and 

authentic self-expression.  

- Transcendence: Opportunities to contribute to 

others and feel purposeful within the classroom 

community. 
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3.2.3 Theoretical Frameworks 

3.2.3.1 The Continuum of Support Framework.  

The Continuum of Support framework was introduced by NEPS in 2007 and later 

Guidelines and Circular were published by the Department in 2017 to provide assistance to 

schools in effectively recognising and responding to pupils’ needs (DES, 2017; O’Brien, 2018). 

The Continuum of Support framework is a staged model of support ranging from mild to severe, 

that consists of three distinct tiers: Classroom Support, School Support, and School Support Plus 

(NEPS, 2017). This framework recognises that pupils’ needs change over time, and they may 

require different levels of support depending on their identified educational needs (Rose et al., 

2015). This framework adopts an incremental approach to support moving from class-based 

supports to more individualised, specific support to be monitored carefully over time (DES, 

2017). ‘Classroom Support’ or ‘Support for All’ considers what supports the teacher can put in 

place in the classroom, aiming to be preventative and proactive (Griffin & Shevlin, 2011). 

‘School Support’ or ‘Support for Some’ is completed collaboratively by the special education 

teacher and class teacher which may encompass group supports or further support that can be 

offered (Griffin & Shevlin, 2011; NEPS, 2007). ‘School Support Plus’ or ‘Support for a Few’, 

involves individualised and specialised support (Griffin & Shevlin, 2011; NEPS, 2007). This 

three-tiered framework promotes the establishment of special education support teams in primary 

schools, where special education teachers collaborate with class teachers to plan and implement 

special education supports (Tiernan & Casserly, 2018). The Continuum of Support framework is 

further closely aligned with the Response to Intervention model of service delivery and is an 

effective process for building capacity in the school system (NEPS, 2007, 2010a; Tiernan & 

Casserly, 2018). Within the Irish context, NEPS practice is informed by the biopsychosocial 
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model (NEPS, 2007, 2010a). This model helps examine the interactions between biological, 

psychological and social factors when using the problem-solving framework with casework. The 

problem-solving process is also informed by the information gathered by school staff during 

their engagement with the Continuum of Support model (Griffin & Shevlin, 2011; NEPS, 2007).  

Guidance on initiating the problem-solving process for the recognition of needs, development of 

supports and monitoring student’s response to intervention can be found in The Continuum of 

Support Guidelines (NEPS, 2010; 2007) and Guidelines for Supporting Students with Special 

Educational Needs (DES, 2017). Please see the illustrated Continuum of Support below in Figure 

9.  

Figure 9.  

Continuum of Support (DES, 2017) 
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3.2.3.2 Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006) Bio-ecological Model  

The present study adopts Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006) bioecological model of 

human development, also known as the Process–Person–Context–Time (PPCT) model. This 

theory was considered suitable due to its usage in previous literature to examine the multifaceted 

and interconnected influences shaping educational experiences (Tong & An, 2024). This updated 

framework moves beyond the earlier emphasis on static environmental contexts by highlighting 

the dynamic interactions between individuals and their surroundings, with particular attention to 

proximal processes such as the everyday, reciprocal interactions that shape development over 

time (Tong & An, 2024). Bronfenbrenner later critiqued his original ecological model for lacking 

developmental focus, referring to it as “context without development” (Bronfenbrenner, 1986, p. 

996). In response, the PPCT model incorporates not only the influence of contextual systems, but 

also the individual characteristics of the developing person, and how these evolve through time. 

In the context of this research, the model offers a valuable lens through which to explore how 

teachers’ daily interactions with autistic girls, alongside various factors such as beliefs, 

knowledge and school environments may impact recognition and support practices. Rather than 

viewing autism as an internal deficit, the bioecological model frames it as an evolving interaction 

between the child and their environment (White et al., 2023). This perspective aligns with the 

neurodiversity-affirming stance of this study, positioning teacher practices within a broader 

ecological and developmental framework. As such, the PPCT model supports a comprehensive 

analysis of how individual, relational and systemic factors intersect in shaping the educational 

experiences of autistic girls in mainstream settings. 
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Figure 10. PPCT Model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) 

 

Note. Adapted from Tong and An (2024) 

 

3.2.3.3 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs  

Maslow’s revised hierarchy of needs (1970) extends his original theory of human 

motivation by recognising the non-linear and dynamic nature of how needs are experienced and 

fulfilled. Maslow’s foundational model outlined five tiers which included physiological, safety, 

love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualisation. Maslow’s original five-tier model (1943, 
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1954) was later revised to incorporate additional dimensions, including cognitive and aesthetic 

needs (Maslow, 1970a), and subsequently, transcendence needs (Maslow, 1970b).The updated 

framework acknowledges that individuals may pursue multiple needs simultaneously, and that 

contextual or cultural factors influence how these needs are prioritised (Maslow, 1970; Kenrick 

et al., 2010). In this revised view, Maslow also introduced self-transcendence as a potential 

higher level of development, referring to the pursuit of meaning and purpose beyond the self. 

This evolution of the theory makes it particularly relevant to contemporary educational research, 

including the present study, which explores teachers' experiences of recognising and supporting 

autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. Maslow’s theory is pertinent to this study as it 

provides a framework which enables us to reflect on and understand both the needs of autistic 

girls in mainstream primary schools and the role of teachers in meeting these needs. Many 

autistic girls navigate unmet needs across various levels, ranging from basic safety and sensory 

regulation to social belonging and identity affirmation (Tomlinson et al., 2020). Maslow’s model 

offers a useful framework for examining how the educational environment can support or hinder 

the fulfilment of these needs, particularly when intersected with the Continuum of Support. Thus, 

Maslow’s revised hierarchy provides a holistic lens through which to examine the recognition 

and support of autistic girls in education. 

Students with special educational needs (SEN) often face challenges in inclusive 

educational settings that significantly impact their self-concept, social behaviour, and academic 

achievement (Hofman & Kilimo, 2014). These challenges can lead to feelings of unhappiness, 

low self-esteem, and a lack of motivation to learn. Furthermore, The EPSEN Act (GOI, 2004) 

refers to potential barriers to participation and success in education. This includes any 

differences observed in the learner such as physical, emotional, sensory and learning needs. 
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Flood (2013) recommends that additional supports are implemented to breakdown these barriers 

to learning and promote equity within education.  Research indicates autistic girls often 

experience social isolation and perceived bullying, leading to increased loneliness and mental 

health issues (Tomlinson et al., 2020). Findings indicate that the teacher-student relationship is a 

factor that promotes a sense of school belonging (Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Neel & Fuligni, 2013). 

However, previous research suggests that teachers have encountered challenges in building 

relationships with autistic girls as they lack confidence in meeting their needs (Moyse & Porter, 

2015b). Therefore,  to address these challenges in the Irish context, it is essential to explore 

educators’ support practices using the Continuum of Support at primary school level, elucidating 

strategies that foster positive self-concept, social inclusion, and academic engagement among 

autistic girls. Utilising concepts from Maslow’s theory will help examine how the Continuum of 

Support helps address students’ basic (e.g., safety, physiological) and higher-level (e.g., 

belonging, self-actualisation) needs, emphasising how teachers play a role in meeting these needs 

in inclusive classrooms. This framework will also be used to reflect on the needs of the teacher, 

such as teacher self-efficacy and professional growth, and how this impacts their capacity to 

support students. Please see a depiction of this framework in Figure 11.  
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Figure 9.  

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1970) 

 

3.2.4 Research Design  

This study explored primary school teachers’ experiences of recognising and supporting 

autistic girls in a mainstream school setting using the Continuum of Support framework. 

Hermeneutical phenomenology was identified as the most appropriate methodology for this 

study, aligning with the interpretivist paradigm (Van Manen, 1997; Mertens, 2015). 

Phenomenology is a qualitative research methodology that focuses on exploring and 

understanding individuals’ lived experiences (Adams & van Manen, 2017). It is particularly 

well-suited to research that seeks to uncover the subjective and contextual meanings participants 

attribute to their experiences (Moustakas, 1994; Hopkins et al., 2016). This approach allowed 
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flexibility in exploring participants’ first-hand experiences, delving into key topics of interest 

while also facilitating further expression and elaboration of related thoughts and feelings 

(Neubauer et al., 2019). Figure 12 illustrates the staged approach of hermeneutical 

phenomenology (Van Manen, 1997).   
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Figure 10.  

Phases of Hermeneutical Phenomenological Method (Adapted from Fuster (2019): 

Qualitative Research: Hermeneutical Phenomenological Method.) 

 

In the context of this study, phenomenology facilitated a detailed examination of 

teachers’ perspectives and experiences in recognising and supporting autistic girls within 

mainstream primary schools. Phenomenology facilitated the exploration of participants’ lived 

experience and helped to uncover meaning through the collection of rich, detailed, and 

contextually grounded data (Carpenter, 2013). This methodology highlighted the 

interconnectedness of individuals and their environments, enabling an interpretation of how 

teachers’ perceptions are shaped by their interactions with students, colleagues and systemic 

structures (van Manen, 1997). Moreover, phenomenological inquiry allows for a nuanced 

understanding of the dynamic ways in which teachers navigate their professional responsibilities 

(Creely, 2016). This was particularly helpful in addressing and understanding the complexities of 

gender-based differences in autism. 
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3.2.5 Participants  

A total of 12 participants were recruited for the purpose of this study. All participants had 

experience of teaching an autistic girl in mainstream primary school who was diagnosed with 

autism on the basis of their referral. The rationale for this inclusion criteria was to elicit further 

information on the factors at play in successfully recognising and supporting an autistic girl and 

how the continuum of support was used as part of this process. Teachers from various primary 

schools were recruited for the study, representing a range of experiences, school types, and 

geographical locations. Demographic information of participants is presented in the Table 13. Of 

the 12 teachers that took part in the study, the majority were female (n = 10). The majority of 

participants (66.6%, n = 8) reported a Level 9 degree as their highest level of education, while 

25% (n = 3) had completed post-graduate studies specifically in the area of autism. Majority of 

teachers in the study had been working for 5-10 years in mainstream primary schools (n=8) 

while some worked for 10-15 year (n=1) or 15-20 (n=2).  
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Table 13.  

Participant Demographic Information  

Teacher 

(Gender) 

Age Range  School Type Current Role Years 

Teaching 

Age of pupil 

discussed 

Highest Level 

of Education  

T1 (F) 20-30 Urban girls 

school 

Mainstream 

Infant Class 

Teacher 

5-10 years  5 years old  PG Diploma in 

Autism (Level 

9) 

T2 (M) 20-30 Urban girls 

school 

Mainstream 

Class Teacher 

5-10years 12 years old  B. Ed with a 

specialism in 

SEN  

(Level 8) 

T3 (F) 20-30 Urban girls 

school 

Mainstream 

Infant Class 

Teacher, 

Assistant 

Principal  

5-10years 5 years old  PG Diploma in 

Autism 

(Level 9) 

T4 (F) 20-30 Rural mixed 

school 

Special 

Education 

Teacher 

5-10years 11 years old  PG Cert in 

Autism 

(Level 9) 

T5 (F) 30-40 Urban mixed  

Non-DEIS 

school 

Mainstream 

Class Teacher, 

Acting 

Assistant 

Principal 

10-15 years  6 years old  Masters  

(Level 9) 
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T6 (F) 30-40 Rural mixed  

Non-DEIS 

school 

Mainstream 

Infant Class 

Teacher 

5-10 years  5 years old  B. Ed  

(Level 8) 

T7 (M) 30-40 Urban mixed  

Non-DEIS 

school 

Mainstream 

Class Teacher 

5-10 years  11 years old B. Ed  

(Level 8) 

T8 (F) 40-50 Urban girls 

school 

Special 

Education 

Teacher 

15-20 years  6 years old  Masters  

(Level 9) 

T9 (F) 20-30 Urban girls 

school 

Mainstream 

Infant Class 

Teacher/ AP2  

5-10 years  6 years old  PG Diploma  

(Level 9) 

T10 (F) 20-30 Urban DEIS 

mixed school 

Special 

Education 

Teacher 

5-10 years  6 years old  PG Diploma  

(Level 9) 

T11 (F) 50+ Rural mixed  

Non-DEIS 

school 

Special 

Education 

Teacher  

25-30 years  8 years old  B. Ed  

(Level 8) 

T12 (F) 40-50 Rural mixed  

Non-DEIS 

school 

Mainstream 

Infant Class 

Teacher  

15-20 years  6 years old  Masters  

(Level 9) 
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3.2.6 Sampling Strategy 

Participants for this study were recruited through a combination of purposive, convenience and 

snowball sampling. Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants whereby the researcher 

intentionally invited  participants who have relevant experience and knowledge related to the 

phenomenon in question (Gill, 2020).  An invitation to participate, including an information 

sheet and consent form, was distributed via professional teaching networks and through direct 

contact with school principals and Special Educational Needs Coordinators (SENCOs). 

Qualitative researchers commonly employ purposive sampling as it denotes a systematic strategy 

for the selection of participants in alignment with the research questions which often enables the 

collection of rich data from well-informed participants on a certain topic (Palinkas et al., 2015; 

Barker at al., 2015; Patton, 2014). Snowball or Network sampling was also used whereby current 

participants recommended suitable teachers who fit the research criteria (Gill, 2020). The 

researcher also contacted teachers known to her and enquired if they may know any other 

teachers who meet the relevant criteria or if they would circulate the research poster among other 

colleagues (see Appendix G).  A variety of primary schools were contacted in order to capture a 

broad range of perspectives, including schools in urban and rural areas, as well as single-sex 

(girls) and mixed-gender settings. This approach was designed to ensure diversity of context and 

to explore how factors such as school setting or student cohort might influence teachers’ 

experiences. The inclusion criteria required that participants be qualified primary school teachers 

currently working in mainstream schools in Ireland and have experience supporting at least one 

autistic girl in their classroom. This targeted approach ensured that the participants were able to 

provide informed insights into the research questions. Inclusion criteria is illustrated in Figure 

13.  Recruitment continued until data saturation was reached. 
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Figure 11.  

Inclusion Criteria 

 

3.2.7 Sample Size  

Determining sufficient sample size in qualitative research has been a subject of wide 

debate, with scholars noting both the advantages and limitations of establishing sample sizes a 

priori (Glaser & Strauss, 2017; Sim et al., 2018). Guest et al. (2006) found that thematic data 

saturation is typically achieved with 6 to 12 participant interviews, and more recently, Ando et 

al. (2014) recommended that 12 interviews should adequately generate codes for thematic 

analysis. While these sources relate more broadly to qualitative research, phenomenological 

methodology specifically supports the use of small, information-rich samples that allow for deep 

engagement with participants’ lived experiences (Bartholomew et al., 2021). Giorgi (2009) 

emphasise the need to preserve the integrity of individual consciousness through detailed, 

idiographic exploration rather than generalisation. Moreover, Bartholomew et al. (2021), in a 

Inclusion Criteria

Participants must be qualified primary school 
teachers.

They should have experience teaching  an autistic girl 
in a mainstream classroom.

They must have played a part in the support process 
of the autistic girl using the 'Continuum of Support' 
model

They must have played a part in the identification and 
referral process of the autistic girl.
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systematic review of 200 phenomenological studies, found that smaller samples that were 

aligned with a clear phenomenological variant tended to yield higher quality outcomes. Based on 

these principles, this study interviewed twelve primary school teachers, ensuring data collection 

continued until saturation was reached and individual voices were adequately represented in line 

with phenomenological best practice. 

3.2.8 Interview Schedule Development  

The Interview Protocol Refinement (IPR) Framework was utilised in this study to ensure 

that the interview schedule aligned well with the research aims (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). The 

researcher also conducted a pilot interview with a fellow doctoral researcher who met inclusion 

criteria for the study in April 2024 to ascertain the usefulness of the interview schedule and 

ensure the current study’s credibility (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). By following the IPR 

Framework, the interview schedule was systematically refined to enhance clarity, consistency, 

and the depth of responses, contributing to the overall credibility and rigor of the qualitative 

research process (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). The IPR framework comprises four-phases: Phase 1) 

Ensuring interview questions align with research questions, 2) Constructing an inquiry-based 

conversation, 3) Receiving feedback on interview protocols and 4) Piloting the interview. The 

four-phase approach is detailed in Figure 14 below which led to the development of the final 

interview schedule (see Appendix H).  
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Figure 12.  

Interview Protocol Refinement Framework 

Having completed the above process, the finalised interview schedule included a set of open-

ended questions designed to elicit detailed narratives about the teachers' experiences.  

Key areas explored in the interviews included: 

• Experiences in recognising autistic girls needs in mainstream classrooms 

• Challenges faced in the recognition of needs and referral process 

• Strategies and resources used to support autistic girls in line with the Continuum of 

Support model (Classroom Support, School Support, School Support Plus) 

• Reflections on key systemic factors influencing recognition and support for autistic girls 

• Perceptions of training and professional development needs 

Phase 1 

•Ensuring interview question align with research questions: This involved gaining clarity on 
the research questions and creating open-ended questions that elicit information pertinent to 
the research questions. 

Phase 2 

•Constructing an inquiry-based conversation: This involved ensuring all questions were 
exploratory and open-ended in nature. This was developed based on a review of relevant 
literature and in consultation with experts in special education. 

Phase 3

•Receiving feedback on interview protocols: This involved receiving feedback from the college 
research panel, research supervisor as well as research peers to ensure that proposed 
questions elicited responses aligned with research questions and were considered 
appropriate. 

Phase 4

•Piloting the interview: Interviews were piloted as part of this phase with a fellow doctoral 
researcher who met inclusion criteria for the study. Following the interview, oral feedback was 
sought to ensure the interview was feasible, accessible and acceptable.  
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3.2.9 Data Collection  

Individual semi-structured interviews were utilised for the purpose of collecting data for 

this study. This approach was considered most appropriate due to the exploratory nature of the 

study which aimed to ascertain participants’ experiences and perspectives on the complex 

phenomena of recognising and supporting autistic girls. Moreover, this form of data collection is 

largely considered the most beneficial in phenomenological research (Creswell, 2013; 

Lauterbach, 2018).   

Braun and Clarke (2013) posit that semi-structured interviews allow flexibility which 

enables the interviewer to probe deeper and uncover meaningful experiences. The interview 

schedule was used to guide discussions, however, interviews often moved in a fluid and flexible 

manner between topics as participants shared their stories. This approach led to the emergence of 

views and opinions that may not have been anticipated (Barker et al., 2012). Interviewing 

resulted in the collection of rich data that provided unique insights to the nuances surrounding 

the current topic.  

Data collection took place over five months between May and September 2024. 

Interviews were conducted via Microsoft teams and typically lasted between 30-45 minutes, 

depending on the amount of information the participant wished to share. Once prospective 

participants expressed interest, they were contacted by the researcher and informed about the 

study using the ‘Information Sheet’ (see Appendix I). Once participants agreed to participate in 

the study and prior to commencing the interview, a consent form was completed and participants 

were reminded of their rights during the research process, such as the right to withdraw and the 

right to confidentiality (see Appendix J). Participants were assigned an ID number to ensure 

anonymity. Participants were also reminded to respect their school’s confidentiality and not to 
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mention any identifiable information during interviews, such as the name of the student, school 

or other teachers. With participants’ permission, interviews were recorded and transcribed using 

Microsoft Teams for data analysis purposes. All data was stored on a personal password 

protected laptop in an encrypted file. The researcher had custody of this personal laptop and 

participants were informed that access to data on this laptop would not be granted to any person 

other than the researcher’s supervisor. Notes were also taken during the interviews to record non-

verbal cues and initial reflections. Following the interviews, the transcriptions were downloaded 

and cross checked by the researcher to ensure the accuracy of the data collected. 

The online format of the study allowed the researcher to overcome geographic limitations 

in participant recruitment, enabling access to a broader pool of teachers and enhancing the 

sample size’s representativeness across the country (Carpenter et al., 2019). Conducting 

interviews online also provided greater flexibility in scheduling and improved cost and time 

efficiency. However, online interviews present challenges, including a reduced ability to observe 

non-verbal cues and the potential for technical issues, such as unstable internet connections 

which may hamper rapport with the interviewee (Tomás & Bidet, 2023). 

3.2.10 Data Analysis  

The data collected from the interviews were analysed using Reflective Thematic 

Analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2019). This method was chosen for its flexibility and 

ability to capture complex patterns within qualitative data, as well as enabling rigorous, high-

quality analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Braun & Clarke, 2017).  As previously outlined, the 

research questions for this study were explored within an interpretivist and constructivist 

paradigmatic framework (Barker et al., 2015). Due to the exploratory nature of this research, a 

hybrid approach was adopted, using both inductive and deductive thematic analysis (Xu & 
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Zammit, 2020). Initially, an inductive or “bottom-up” approach was used which allowed themes 

to emerge directly from the data without preconceived categories (Braun & Clarke, 2017; Byrne, 

2022). In contrast, the deductive or “top-down” approach was informed by the theoretical 

framework underpinning the study, which included Bronfenbrenner & Morris (2006) 

bioecological model, Maslow’s Revised Hierarchy of Needs (1970) and the Continuum of 

Support model. This combination ensured a comprehensive analysis, capturing themes grounded 

in the data while reflecting the theoretical foundations of the research (Roberts et al., 2019). 

Furthermore, the researcher considered several questions to help with the process of capturing 

and refining themes (Braun & Clark, 2022, p. 99):  

Can I identify boundaries of this theme?  

Are there enough (meaningful) data to evidence this theme?  

Are the data contained within each theme too diverse and wide-ranging?  

Does this theme convey something important?  

 

NVivo 12 software was also employed by the researcher during data analysis. The six-

step recursive process of Reflexive Thematic Analysis by Braun and Clarke (2022) was followed 

as illustrated in Figure 15.  
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Figure 13.  

Six Step Reflexive Thematic Analysis Process 

 

 

3.2.11 Researcher reflexivity  

Researcher’s position, also known as reflexivity, is the “process of reflecting 

critically on the self as researcher” (Merriam, 2009, p. 219). To ensure reflexivity throughout the 

research process, the researcher engaged in critical self-reflection by writing a ‘researcher 

identity memo’ (Maxwell, 2005) and a ‘researcher relationships memo’ (Maxwell, 2012) prior to 

conducting interviews. These memos facilitated an exploration of the researcher’s background, 

biases, beliefs, that may impact the nature of the interviews (Maxwell, 2012) (Appendix K). 

Data familiarisation was conducted by transcribing the teacher interviews and 
repeatedly reading through them to become deeply familiar with the content, 
whilst making notes in a reflective journal (Byrne, 2022). Appendix M presents 
reflective notes made by the research during this phase. 

1. Familiarisation with data

Using an inductive approach, NVivo 12®  was used to code each transcript line-
by-line to capture the richness of the data and identify meaningful units related to 
the research questions. This approach led to the generation of several codes. 
Appendix M presents a sample of initial codes generated. 

2. Generating Initial Codes

Codes were then grouped into potential themes that reflected recurring patterns 
across the dataset following a review of the larger codes generated (Braun & 
Clark, 2022; Byrne, 2021). For example, themes related to the challenges of 
recognising autistic girls, the role of teacher training, and specific classroom 
strategies were identified.

3. Generating Initial Themes

Potential themes were reviewed and refined to ensure they accurately represented 
the data as a whole as well as addressing the research questions. Some themes 
were merged, split, or discarded based on their relevance and coherence. 

4. Reviewing Potential Themes

Clear definitions and names were given to each theme to encapsulate the essence 
of the data captured within them and evaluate the richness of each theme. 5. Refining, Defining and Naming Themes

The final themes were then written up, with illustrative quotes from the 
participants used to provide evidence for each theme. The write-up aimed to 
produce a report of the findings by telling a coherent story of the participants' 
experiences and insights. 

6. Writing up o producing the report
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Additionally, a reflective journal was used to document any relevant thoughts or reflections on 

biases in relation to the research process to enhance reflexivity and transparency (Nowell et al., 

2017). This also helped to reflect on any biases or assumptions the researcher may have. Samples 

from the reflective journal can be found in reflective boxes throughout the thesis. To further 

enhance the reliability of the research process, peer reviews were conducted with research 

panels, colleagues and the research supervisor.  

3.2.12 Member Checking 

Respondent validation, also known as member checking, was employed to enhance 

internal validity. Some participants were provided with a summary of the findings to verify the 

accuracy and resonance of the themes with their experiences (Birt et al., 2016). This strategy was 

utilised as it is considered helpful for avoiding misinterpretations of the data as well as reflecting 

on one’s biases (Thomas, 2017).   

3.2.13 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations were carefully addressed to ensure the integrity of the research 

process and the protection of participants. The study received ethical approval from Mary 

Immaculate Research Ethics Committee (MIREC) in March 2024, prior to data collection 

(Appendix L). The research also adhered to the Professional Code of Ethics (Psychological 

Society of Ireland, 2019) and the Data Protection Act (EU, 2018). Measures taken to ensure 

ethical procedures are illustrated in Figure 16 below.  
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Ethical Procedures

Informed Consent: All participants were fully informed about the study's 
aims, procedures, potential risks, and benefits. Written consent was obtained 
before participation.

Confidentiality and Anonymity: Participants' identities were anonymised in 
all transcriptions and reports. Pseudonyms were used to protect privacy and 
confidentiality.

Right to Withdraw: Participants were informed of their right to withdraw from 
the study at any stage. 

Data Protection: All data, including audio recordings and transcripts, were 
securely stored on password-protected devices and backed up on encrypted 
servers. Only the researcher and the supervisor had access to the raw data.

Figure 14.  

Ethical Procedures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 Results  

This section presents the research findings which provide an insight into teachers' 

experiences in recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary school settings in 

Ireland. Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) was utilised whereby the researcher engaged in the 

coding process using NVivo software which led to the development of relevant themes. 

Appendix M provides a thorough documentation of the six-step reflexive thematic analysis 

procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2019) used to examine the information gained from the twelve semi-

structured interviews conducted for this study. When referring to the participant who responded, 

anonymised ID numbers (e.g. P1-P12) are used to maintain confidentiality. Figure 17 provides a 

visual representation of the themes and codes that arose from the investigation. Key findings 
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highlight the challenges of recognition, the role of parental involvement, and the systemic 

barriers within educational frameworks that may be inadvertently leading to the delayed 

diagnosis of autistic females. The findings also outline effective strategies that teachers employ 

to support autistic girls in mainstream classrooms using the Continuum of Support. The 

following sections detail the key findings, providing insight into the experiences and best 

practices of educators for creating an inclusive environment for autistic girls. 

Figure 15.  

Visual Representation of Themes  
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3.3.1 RQ 1- Recognition - What are teachers' experiences of recognising autistic girls in 

mainstream primary school settings? 

3.3.1.1 Varied experiences in recognising autistic girls’ needs.  

Teachers relayed their varied experiences of recognising autistic girls’ needs within 

mainstream primary schools. In some cases, needs were recognised early in Junior Infants, 

facilitated by rigorous teacher observations and structured screening processes implemented 

recently by the new Special Education Teacher in the school who had completed a Masters in 

SEN:  

P3: Initially we do like a screening process for the incoming junior infants in August at the end of 

the year. So, they would have come in and then there would be like five or six teachers in the 

room with so many kids, and we'd note down if we kind of noticed anything. And then when they 

came into school in September, we just obviously were observing a bit more and taking notes. 

And then the SET teacher also came in as like a second pair of eyes to do some teacher 

observations for an hour or so, maybe two or three days.  

Similarly, structured observations used by Participant 2 helped identify the student’s 

strengths (art, music, and dance) and challenges (group work, core subject engagement) which 

informed their approach to recognition and support. However, for others, needs were not 

recognised until the later years of primary school, leaving teachers to reflect on missed signs and 

opportunities for early intervention.  

P6: I suppose that the example I gave you of that student not getting diagnosed until 5th class was 

the perfect example of a girl who slipped through the cracks and like as a teacher I feel it's 

important to not let that happen as we know the power of early intervention, but I think for the 
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most part we felt like, I suppose essentially it was too little, too late within her primary school 

days. 

Similarly, another teacher reflected on their retrospective realisation, stating:  

P5: Looking back, now that I have learned more about autism, I can see that there were girls that 

I've taught in the past that I now think maybe they were autistic, and as a teacher I didn't identify 

that as I would have just thought that they were struggling with maybe learning needs or 

emotional needs, but I just wouldn't have ever used the descriptor of autism or I wouldn't have 

thought of that as an explanation for what I was seeing in girls. 

Inconsistencies in recognition highlight the challenges faced by educators in recognising 

autism in girls, particularly due to masking behaviours and subtle presentations that do not align 

with traditional diagnostic expectations. 

3.3.1.2 ‘A Slow Journey’ - Delayed Recognition and Bias. 

Teachers reported difficulties in recognising autistic girls due to the subtle nature of their 

traits. Many teachers initially misinterpreted behaviours as general learning difficulties or 

emotional struggles rather than signs of autism. The student’s presentation, such as daydreaming, 

differences in eye contact and a preference for creative and individual activities, were initially 

not recognised as potential indicators of autism. P2 noted, “She was in her own world a lot, 

totally engrossed in her brain…she wasn’t absorbing information, but I never thought this could 

be autism.” Many teachers reported that they largely associated autism with males as they had 

not had that many autistic girls, with P3 stating “I would have associated autism with boys 

mostly, you know, and it's kind of concerning since I now know a lot of girls have it, but they’re 

masking it” 
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A significant finding was that teacher professional learning had primarily focused on how 

autism presents in boys, leading to a gap in awareness of gender differences:  

P2: When I was doing the specialism in Special Ed in my undergrad like a lot of the examples 

were boys even when it came to autism, say if you were doing a case study, it’s say for example 

like a 9 year old boy who is presenting with X, Y, Z traits, you know a lot of it was kind of 

gender-biased towards males.  

Consequently, some teachers reflected that they had unknowingly overlooked autistic 

girls in their previous years of teaching. One participant noted, "I didn't even know that autism 

might present differently in girls. I guess like even as I say it now, it's like that was obviously 

such an internal bias that I had, that I was really just seeing autism as something that exists for 

boys and I just didn't really know any better.” (P5). This highlights the systemic bias in teacher’s 

perceptions of autism, with girls often being overlooked.  

3.3.1.3 Varied Presentation of Autism in Girls. 

Autistic girls often displayed strong academic abilities while having social differences. Teachers 

observed that many autistic girls masked their difficulties at school, presenting as compliant and 

well-behaved, while experiencing significant emotional distress at home. 

"She was our model student—organised, polite, and engaged in class. But her mother 

was telling me that at home, she was having extreme meltdowns and refusing to do homework. I 

never saw any of that in school" (P7). 
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Common traits observed are outlined below: 

3.3.1.3.1 Social challenges.  

Teachers reflected that they observed selective friendships, staying on the periphery of 

groups and difficulty engaging in large peer groups rather than overt social difficulties. "She had 

two very close friends and refused to interact with anyone else. If one of them was absent, she 

would just stay silent all day" (P4).  

3.3.1.3.2 Sensory sensitivities.  

Discomfort with noise, clothing textures, and unexpected routine changes. "She refused 

to wear her own clothes on non-uniform day and insisted on wearing her school uniform because 

it felt ‘right’ to her" (P9). 

3.3.1.3.3 Highly focused interests.  

Intense engagement with specific topics such as animals, fairies, or history. "Her entire 

world revolved around cats. Every drawing, every story, every conversation had to include cats" 

(P10). 

3.3.1.3.4 Rigid routines.  

Resistance to transitions and difficulty adapting to unstructured activities. "If the daily 

schedule changed, even slightly, she would become extremely anxious and upset" (P8). 

3.3.1.3.5 Speech differences.  

Teachers noted significant traits such as lack of speech, repetitive speech patterns, lack of 

eye contact, and minimal social interaction as clear identifiers. For example: "Both girls had very 

little speech, and one would just repeat back what was said.", as well as "They couldn't keep eye 

contact or engage in back-and-forth conversation." 
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3.3.1.3.6 Masking and Emotional regulation.  

P2 highlighted how the student’s late diagnosis in fifth class hindered earlier supports as 

the student’s ability to mimic neurotypical behaviour made it difficult for teachers to recognise 

her neurodivergence. They reflected, “She was good at masking it…teachers didn’t pick up on 

the signs earlier,” emphasising how camouflaging behaviours often delayed recognition of 

autism in girls. The teacher discussed the concept of "after school restraint collapse" where 

students may suppress their stress at school and release it at home, describing how this was 

reflected in her students: “At home she would have really big meltdowns…a different child than 

to what I was seeing in the classroom,” indicating the importance of recognising less overt signs 

of distress. Another teacher described emotional regulation difficulties or ‘emotional meltdown’ 

during a transition in class, “And then yeah, so when everyone was closing their books, then I 

remember one day, so she was obviously holding it together for a while. That masking I suppose. 

And then one day, there was what I would probably call a meltdown.”  

3.3.1.3.7 Gender Differences in Autism Presentation.  

Many teachers reflected on any gender differences they observed in relation to autism. 

Findings highlighted that autistic girls often present differently from boys. P1 mentioned, “What 

I learned…really kind of broadened my lens in terms of autism and girls,” referencing her 

understanding of phenomena like "social masking," where girls may hide or mask their autistic 

traits, making them harder to identify. Teachers observed that autistic boys exhibited more 

‘meltdowns’ while girls internalised challenges: "The boys had more physical meltdowns, while 

the girls were calmer but struggled internally." (P6). Similarly, another teacher reflected on the 

differing presentations that she had witnessed in the classroom, “The one difference I noticed 

was the level of externalising behaviours I suppose, most of the boys I have had would usually 
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kick, throw objects etc. whereas both of the girls were much calmer and much easier to manage 

in the classroom, she would kind of really do everything internally I found”(P2).  

3.3.1.4 Parental Involvement – A Double-Edged Sword 

Teachers reflected on the critical role of engaging parents in the referral process 

reflecting how some parents were open and shared observations from home, aiding recognition. 

Participant 3 shared that it was easier to broach the subject with some parents “bringing it up 

with them this year was much easier than last year's because they came to the school and said 

they were aware that speech and language is a major issue and that different things that they 

noticed themselves” (P3). This indicates that parental awareness and openness was a factor in 

successful recognition. Others resisted, due to concerns about stigma or previous negative 

experiences with the support system, creating barriers to timely support. "Her parents refused an 

assessment because their older son had a diagnosis, and they felt it hadn’t helped him. They 

didn’t want to go through it again" (P10). Schools that facilitated early supports through parental 

collaboration were more successful in securing timely assessments and accommodations. One 

teacher reflected, "Some parents knew something was different and pushed for assessments early, 

but others were in denial. They would say, ‘She’s just shy,’ or ‘She’s just a bit different,’ and 

resist any referral" (P9). Some parents’ denial of challenges delayed supports: "Parents’ 

reluctance made it harder to implement the support." 
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Figure 16.  

Reflective Box 3 

Reflective Box 3: Parental Perspectives 

I was surprised to hear that, according to the teachers, some parents were not seeing 

the same challenges at home or were perceived as hesitant to advocate for support. In my 

previous experiences, and within my own conceptualisation of autistic girls, I have often 

encountered narratives where the child appears to cope or mask in school but then struggles 

to decompress at home. Hearing the teachers’ view that some parents were in denial or 

reluctant to acknowledge their child’s needs challenged this assumption. However, it’s 

important to acknowledge that this interpretation reflects the teachers’ perspective, and the 

parents’ own understanding of their child’s needs may differ or be shaped by a range of 

factors. On reflection, I recognise that I may have held a somewhat idealised view that 

parents will always want to advocate for their child and accept them fully as they are. This 

has prompted me to think more critically about the complexities of parental response, and 

how different stakeholders may interpret the same behaviours through different lenses. 

 

3.3.2 RQ2 – SUPPORT ‘What are teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic girls in the 

mainstream primary school settings using the Continuum of Support?’  

The following themes are organised according to the Continuum of Support framework, 

which is a model used in educational settings to provide a graduated response to a student's 

needs. The subthemes include support strategies that were utilised by teachers at each level of the 
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continuum of support and their experience of tailoring these supports to suit their student’s 

needs.  

3.3.2.1 Classroom Support (Support for All).  

At the Classroom Support level, teachers emphasised universal strategies that benefit all 

students but are particularly supportive of autistic girls. Several inclusive practices were 

highlighted as follows. 

3.3.2.1.1 Visual Timetables and Predictability.  

The teacher described the use of visual aids as an effective strategy, noting, “I would 

make efforts to…really just build in consistent routines in the classroom to increase 

predictability,” (P4) and mentioned employing visual timetables and sensory spaces to help 

autistic girls regulate and feel more secure in the classroom environment. P7 reflected how her 

student developed autonomy in managing her own visual timetable, "The visual schedule worked 

really well. She’d check it daily and even set it up herself when I forgot." Many teachers tailored 

the visual timetables to incorporate the child’s interest to increase motivation “And she loved 

Barbie, so I had put little images of Barbie on each corner of it, and that really motivated her 

then to go check her schedule and kind of kept her regulated through the day.” (P1) Another 

teacher noted that she found it useful to “break it down into smaller chunks” so that they could 

understand "On her desk, I just had the first three things (first, next, then chart) in the morning 

and then I would change it in the middle of the day," (P7) noting that this approach was less 

overwhelming for autistic students compared to seeing the entire day's schedule at once. 

3.3.2.1.2 Movement or Sensory Breaks for Regulation. 

Recognising the need for regulation, the teacher incorporated movement breaks for the 

whole class, such as "GoNoodle" activities or quick physical exercises like "jumping jacks." She 
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stated, "I definitely would have been doing at least once a day" showing the importance of these 

breaks to help all children. Teachers also noted the observable benefits of movement breaks 

“Even when I do a whole class movement break, the difference in terms of their focus and 

motivation afterwards, it's huge”. Some teachers spoke about scheduling them in consistently 

during the day, so the student knew when to expect it “And then she got two movement breaks in 

the day. So, we scheduled those and they seem to work really well with that predictability.” (P2) 

Other teachers spoke about providing movement breaks as requested and helping autistic girls to 

develop self-advocacy skills in the classroom. One teacher described how a student initially 

lacked confidence in requesting movement breaks or additional support, stating, "she started 

getting a little bit more confident in knowing that it was OK to need movement breaks and to 

need a little bit of extra support." To address this, a laminated card system was introduced, 

enabling the student to "tap her hand on the card when she felt that she needed a movement 

break or needed help." This approach provided a non-verbal communication tool that reduced 

anxiety around seeking help. Over time, the teacher noted that "we gradually encouraged her to 

start moving away from the card," helping her transition to more independent communication 

strategies, such as "putting up her hand or start coming over to me or coming over to the SNA 

and saying that she needed a break." This example demonstrates how gradual and structured 

supports can help autistic girls gain confidence in self-regulation and advocacy within the 

classroom setting. Teachers also highlighted the value sensory resources as well as movement 

breaks, "The sensory room and sensory walkway were particularly helpful for regulation." 

3.3.2.1.3 Building Rapport and Understanding Interests.  

Teachers prioritised relationship-building as a foundation for support noting that 

“Building rapport is the first thing that I would do with all the kids,” (P6) which included 
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understanding each child’s interests.  One teacher described how incorporating a student's special 

interests into academic tasks helped create a connection and motivation to learn: "you're able to 

do reading comprehensions based off, you know, maybe it might be a celebrity that she might 

have an interest in. I think it was Ariana Grande at the time. She was a bit of an interest for her 

in terms of music, so even to do reading comprehension based off her helped get her engaged..." 

This interest-based approach allowed the student to feel more engaged and confident in her 

learning, demonstrating how tailoring activities to individual preferences can support both 

academic and social development. 

3.3.2.1.4 Strength-Based Approaches.  

Teachers demonstrated a great awareness of their student’s strengths and were readily 

able to identify numerous positive characteristics such as their creativity and reading ability, 

"Both girls were exceptionally artistic and reading at a higher level." Participant 2 shared “I was 

trying to think of things that I could do within the classroom that would, you know, what would 

be of benefit to her and things that would cater to her strengths” (P2) highlighting a shift from 

deficit-based to strength-based perspectives.  Teachers highlighted the importance of 

understanding students’ strengths to build confidence and engagement in learning. Rather than 

focusing solely on challenges, educators found that recognising and nurturing a student’s 

abilities led to more positive outcomes. Another teacher spoke about ensuring opportunities for 

students to flourish in their subject areas of strength “just making sure I was consistent as well 

with art, music and drama within the classroom because they were subjects that she had 

particular strengths in, so it was important to try and get those boxes ticked as much as possible 

throughout the week” (P8). Focusing on areas of personal strength supported autistic girls to 

engage meaningfully, experience success in school and develop a sense of achievement. 
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Teachers noted that this strength-based approach also fostered a positive self-identity, helping 

students to see their unique skills as assets and reach their true potential. Participant 8 noted: 

“And also like you know, as a teacher, you really care about the kids as well and want to make 

sure that they get through school OK and they reach their potential and they're not going to 

reach their potential unless they're fully sure what their background is and understand 

themselves.” (p2) 

3.3.2.1.5 Appropriate supports and differentiation.  

Teachers noted that group work proved challenging for autistic girls, therefore, flexible 

group work arrangements were employed. Recognising the student’s discomfort in large groups, 

P2 often used paired activities instead of larger group work, stating, “Pair work was most 

beneficial for her…she could contribute without feeling overwhelmed.” P2 implemented 

differentiated tasks discussing how “Her workload was reduced”, as well as adjusted 

expectations for her output, ensuring she wasn’t overwhelmed. They stated, “She was given 

more time and fewer tasks to complete…this reduced her stress.” In contrast, teachers also spoke 

about ensuring work was sufficiently challenging in areas where student’s excelled ‘in terms of 

art as well, just trying to make sure she was challenged within art as well, because she was quite 

good at it. So, I just had to make sure that she wasn't getting bored and finding it too easy’. 

(P11) 

3.3.2.2 School Support (Support for Some). 

At the School Support level, the teacher described targeted strategies for students who 

require additional support beyond classroom support. These strategies often involved 

collaboration with other staff members. 



 124 

3.3.2.2.1 Social and Emotional Wellbeing.  

For students needing more specific support, most teachers organised emotional regulation 

groups with the Special Education Teacher (SET). Participant 5 mentioned, “She [the autistic 

girl] was going out…probably twice a week…for about 15 to 20 minutes,” where they focused 

on social skills, understanding emotions, and developing strategies for self-regulation. P6 

expressed concerns about the student’s ability to adapt to the increased autonomy and group 

work required in secondary school, reflecting, “She always needed assistance…giving her 

responsibilities in primary school was my way of preparing her for the future.” Another teacher 

reflected on their practice noting how the student received individual support for literacy and 

numeracy, but questioned whether this approach adequately addressed her broader needs, 

particularly her social-emotional needs, “Looking back, she could have benefited from social 

groups…I’ve seen their success in my current school but that just wasn’t the practice in the 

school I was in at the time.” Teachers emphasised the importance of structured social supports. 

As girls progressed through school, their social difficulties became more pronounced, 

particularly in maintaining friendships. "By 6th class, she was really struggling to keep up with 

her peers socially. They were maturing, but she was stuck in an earlier stage of social 

development" (P7). 
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Figure 17.  

Reflective Box 4 

Reflective Box 4: Reflection on social skills groups 

During the interviews, I was struck by the range of perspectives teachers held regarding social 

skills groups. One teacher expressed embarrassment upon reflection, having previously 

implemented social skills groups but now feeling conflicted in light of more recent 

understandings of neuro-affirmative practices. This prompted my own reflection on my stance 

toward such supports, especially considering the complexities of masking among autistic girls, 

who are often known to script social interactions. I began to question whether social skills 

groups, while well-intentioned, may inadvertently reinforce normative expectations around 

social behaviour and thus contribute to masking. Conversely, I also wondered whether 

providing social scripts might alleviate anxiety and support peer relationships by offering a 

sense of predictability. These reflections have highlighted the need for me to explore this area 

further, so that I can offer more informed and balanced guidance to teachers in the future. 

 

3.3.2.2.2 Collaboration with Special Needs Assistants (SNAs).  

The teacher worked closely with SNAs to provide targeted support. She described how 

they used "movement breaks" to help regulate students who showed signs of distress or sensory 

overload, explaining, "If the SNA was popping into the classroom…I would send her out," 

indicating a responsive approach to support based on the student’s needs throughout the day. 
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3.3.2.2.3 Consultation with Specialists (e.g., NEPS Psychologists).  

The teacher sought informal consultations with NEPS psychologists to gain insights and 

strategies for supporting specific students. She explained, “The NEPS psychologist…guided me 

to some of the resources…things like the timetables, the first-then charts,” demonstrating how 

expert input was used to refine and enhance classroom strategies. 

3.3.2.3 Individualised Support (Support for a Few) 

For students with more complex needs, Individualised Support was provided. This 

involved personalised plans and supports.  

3.3.2.3.1 One on one support.  

Teachers emphasised the importance of tailoring support strategies to meet the specific 

needs of autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. One teacher highlighted how a student 

initially struggled in group settings, noting, "I think she could have gone out in group settings 

before and she wasn't, you know, participating well in the group setting either." This then led to 

educators adjusting their approach and providing one on one support as "she was more 

productive in a one-to-one setting." This example illustrates how individualised support such as 

providing structured one-to-one learning opportunities can help autistic girls feel more 

comfortable and engaged, ultimately enhancing their participation and learning outcomes. 

3.3.2.3.2 Parental Involvement and Consistency Across Environments.  

The teacher worked closely with parents to ensure consistency between home and school, 

particularly in implementing strategies like visual timetables. She reflected, “I got a timetable up 

and running with the parents at home…she was more regulated coming into school when she 

had those supports in both places,” emphasising the value of a cohesive, holistic approach to 

support. This demonstrates how positive parent-teacher relationships facilitated smoother 
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recognition and support processes. P2 observed a potential gap in parental understanding of 

autism, stating, “I’m not sure how much the parents knew or were educated on how to support 

her at home.” 

The support strategies identified in this study are illustrated below in Figure 20 using a 

colour-coded provision mapping technique, organised according to the continuum of support 

(Support for All, Some, and Few). This visual framework highlights the tiered nature of supports 

used by teachers in Irish primary schools to accommodate needs of autistic girls. A more detailed 

breakdown of these strategies, including illustrative quotes, is provided in Appendix N. 

Figure 18.  

Support strategies aligned with Continuum of Support 
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3.3.3 RQ 3 – FACTORS ‘What factors enable or hinder effective recognition and support, 

including role of EP?’  

In response to Research Question 3, the enablers to recognising and supporting autistic 

girls will be presented first, followed by the barriers identified by participants. 

3.3.3.1 Collaboration with others. 

3.3.3.1.1 Collaboration with school staff.  

Input from the school’s Special Education Teacher (SET), SNA’s and previous class 

teacher provided continuity of support and recognition of the student’s challenges. As a newly 

qualified teacher (NQT), P2 relied on experienced colleagues for guidance, stating, “The more 

senior teachers advised me on what had worked for her before.” This highlights the dependence 

on institutional knowledge for recognising less overt cases of autism. Participant 1 shared that 

when they were unsure about how to proceed with a suspected case of autism, they sought 

support from more experienced colleagues. She shared, “I was kind of relying on my colleagues 

with more experience then to get information around…where to get the application forms,” 

which illustrates the importance of mentorship and collaboration in the school setting.  

3.3.3.1.2 Collaboration with School Leadership.  

Many teachers reflected on the supportive school environment and in particular support 

and advice from school leaders. P2 credited the principal and senior staff with cultivating a 

culture of care, stating, “They showed us how to cater for every child as best as possible”.  

Participant 3 reflected how strong support from school leadership facilitated timely assessments: 

"The principal used school funds for private assessments to ensure timely support and to get her 

a place in the autism class that was opening in our school." Effective recognition and support 

were more prevalent in schools with strong leadership and a culture of collaboration. Schools 



 129 

that integrated autism awareness into staff training and encouraged communication between 

teachers, SETs and SNAs were better equipped to support autistic girls. "Having an autism class 

in our school meant that every teacher had some level of understanding. It made a huge 

difference in how we approached support" (P4). 

Figure 19.  

Reflective Box 5 

Reflective Box 5: The Need for Diagnostic Labels 

Reflecting on our current needs-led model in schools, particularly through the lens 

of the Continuum of Support, I have often heard the view that a formal diagnosis is not 

necessary for a child to access appropriate supports. However, this interview challenged 

that perspective. In this case, an autism diagnosis was urgently sought not simply for 

understanding the child’s needs, but as a prerequisite to secure a place in an autism class, 

where the school believed they could best support her. This highlighted a tension between 

the ideals of a needs-based approach and the practical realities of resource allocation, 

where diagnostic labels still play a critical role in gatekeeping access to specialised 

provisions. 

3.3.3.1.3 Collaboration using documentation.  

Access to the student’s educational records and prior teacher insights facilitated a basic 

understanding of student’s needs. Student Support Plans facilitated teacher collaboration and the 

monitoring of student’s progress. Participant 7 described the process of starting with a Classroom 

Support Plan and progressing to a School Support Plan when needed: “We reviewed the 

Classroom Support Plan after 12 weeks…there were still some difficulties, and that’s when the 
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SET got involved,” indicating a structured approach to implementing support based on ongoing 

assessment and review. This approach aligns well with the Continuum of Support framework, 

demonstrating a comprehensive, tiered approach to supporting autistic girls in a mainstream 

classroom.  

3.3.3.1.4 Collaboration with other schools for transitions.  

P2 worked closely with the secondary school to ensure the student’s needs were 

communicated and her social connections maintained. They stated, “We arranged for her friends 

to be in the same class group…this was important to avoid isolation.” 

3.3.3.1.5 Collaboration with the psychologist.  

Consultation with NEPS psychologists provided valuable guidance with participant 1 

explaining, “She [the psychologist] just really validated my concerns…that gave me the 

confidence then…to chat to the parents,” underlining the importance of professional validation 

in shaping teachers’ approach. Additionally, NEPS psychologists were noted as essential in 

offering professional guidance, though their limited availability often delayed support. Teachers 

valued recommendations from the NEPS psychologist, describing the experience as “very 

supportive and collaborative.” Participant 5 reflected how her approach to supporting the child 

changed after her consultation with the psychologist "Our NEPS psychologist was instrumental. 

After observing her, she said, ‘You need to start supporting her as if she has autism, even before 

the official diagnosis’" (P5). 
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Figure 20.  

Reflective Box 6  

Reflective Box: ‘Reflecting on the Role of the EP: The Power of Support and 

Understanding’ 

Engaging in these interviews really made me realise the power and positive influence 

we can have on a child's educational trajectory as an Educational Psychologist. Simply by 

completing one observation of the child and a consultation with staff helped to change the 

teachers’ lens on the child and start implementing new supports. I used to feel a sense of 

frustration around the perceived limitations of NEPS service provision, particularly when it 

came to diagnostic capacity. At times, it seemed that the focus was primarily on recognising 

learning needs such as dyslexia, and this perspective was often echoed by schools who 

questioned why autism assessments couldn't also be addressed more readily within the same 

framework. However, hearing this story shifted my outlook. It gave me a renewed sense of 

hope for my future role as an educational psychologist and reminded me of the meaningful 

impact I can have—not only through assessment, but by empowering school staff to better 

understand and support the diverse needs of their students. 

3.3.3.2 Training and Continual Professional Development (CPD) 

3.3.3.2.1 Impact of Further Education and Training.  

Participant 3 completed a postgraduate certificate in autism, which she described as 

transformative, stating, “The course was hugely beneficial…It taught me to change my 

perception of things, to kind of look beyond the behaviour and look at the function behind it.” 

This shows how further education can enhance understanding and equip teachers with more tools 

to identify and support autistic students. Courses that specialise in autism were instrumental in 
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enhancing teacher confidence: "GCAS was very practical, teaching strategies like visual 

schedules and gave me great confidence in supporting students." Another participant also 

highlighted the value of additional learning, stating, "I've since read up actually Middletown 

Centre for Autism… So I feel like I really had to put in the work I suppose on my end to try and 

gain that knowledge that I didn't have.” 

Figure 21.  

Reflective Box 7 

Reflective Box: Teacher Confidence, Referral Pathways and Training 

I am feeling extremely motivated and reassured after conducting interview with this 

participant. It was so interesting to hear about her experiences of recognising and 

supporting autistic girls in the mainstream classroom. One thing that struck me is how this 

teacher's confidence levels and knowledge developed over time due to her own motivation 

to research and learn more but also through engaging with other professionals. This 

included the SNA, SET, school principal, NEPS psychologist as well as discussions with 

parents. It was so interesting to learn of all the factors that were at play in the successful 

recognition and support of this autistic girl. This interview confirmed my own thoughts that 

there is a gap in initial teacher education around what exactly teachers should do if they 

have concerns for a child and in particular around referral pathways. I was surprised to hear 

the school principal was also not sure of how to advise this teacher about referral pathways. 

However, on reflection this teacher was fortunate to have input from NEPS as it sounded 

like the psychologist played a vital role in validating teachers concerns, signposting referral 

pathways and resources, as well as advising on the classroom support plan. 
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3.3.3.2.2 Tools and Resources.  

Teachers emphasised that access to reliable resources and effective signposting played a 

crucial role in their ability to support autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. One 

participant noted the importance of sourcing accurate information stating, "I feel like there's a lot 

of misinformation online, I suppose, about autism. So it's really important where you get that 

information from as well that it's kind of reliable." (P1) To ensure they were using evidence-

based strategies, teachers frequently referred to trusted resources such as the ‘As I Am’ website, 

Autism Good Practice Guidelines, NCSE documents, and the Autistica website.  Further 

resources, such as the Middletown Centre for Autism, were also referenced as valuable tools in 

enhancing educators’ understanding and application of autism-friendly strategies. Participant 3 

shared how she learned about DSM – 5 (APA, 2013) on the autism course and used this tool to 

support their observations: "I knew to refer to the DSM-5 and tick off characteristics I was 

seeing." This proactive engagement with professional guidelines and research-backed materials 

ensured that teachers were not only equipped with practical strategies but also had the confidence 

to advocate for appropriate support structures within their schools. The ability to signpost parents 

and colleagues towards trusted sources of information further enhanced collaboration, creating a 

more supportive environment for autistic girls. These findings highlight the critical role of 

continuous professional learning and the use of evidence-based resources in effectively 

recognising and supporting autistic girls. 

3.3.3.3 Challenges and Limitations in the Mainstream Classroom 

3.3.3.3.1 Resource Limitations and Systemic Constraints. 

The teacher spoke about the challenge of limited resources, such as the availability of 

Special Needs Assistants (SNAs), and high pupil-teacher ratios, stating, “It's really hard when 
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you're 1 teacher and there is…between 20 to 30 children in front of you,” indicating systemic 

challenges in providing individualised support. Lack of sufficient SNAs affected support: "The 

school has only three SNAs for 540 children." 

A significant barrier referred to by teachers was the lengthy wait times for public 

assessments and the difficulty of prioritising needs within limited resources, reflecting broader 

systemic issues that affect timely support. Limited availability of NEPS psychologists and 

external therapies hindered the process: "We had to rely on private assessments due to long 

waiting times for public services." Long waiting times for public assessments and inconsistent 

external support: "We waited a full year for an inconclusive public assessment." Teachers noted 

that families who pursued private assessments often received faster diagnoses, but financial 

constraints made this inaccessible for many. "By the time we got her diagnosis, she was in 

second class. We had suspected it since junior infants, but the waitlists were just too long" (P6). 

3.3.3.3.2 Need for specialised training and whole school approaches.  

Additionally, a lack of teacher professional learning on recognising autism in girls 

contributed to delays in recognition and support. P2 acknowledged a lack of training tailored to 

recognising autism in girls, stating, “Most examples in my training were male-centred…girls slip 

through the cracks.” Participant 9 highlighted the lack of CPD opportunities in school saying, 

“We never had any like whole school or…whole staff training or anything like that,” and 

advocated for more training opportunities, particularly around the unique presentation of autism 

in girls.  

3.3.3.3.3 Confusion with Referral Pathways.  

Another teacher described the recognition and support seeking process as being 

challenging due to a lack of adequate training, particularly in relation to referral pathways or how 
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to access further support for an assessment. She stated, “I really felt ill-equipped in that sense…I 

really didn't know anything about the referral process,” emphasising how she had to depend on 

colleagues for information regarding assessment and referral pathways. She also shared her 

realisation that initial teacher professional learning did not sufficiently cover the recognition of 

autism, especially in girls. 

3.3.3.3.4 Teacher's confidence.  

She reflected on her own feelings of uncertainty, saying, “I was like, oh well, I’m just a 

teacher, I’m not qualified to say if I think it might be autism,” capturing the emotional challenges 

faced by educators who feel ill-prepared to navigate these complex situations. "Some teachers 

are afraid to say anything because they're not sure if they're just picking out small things." 

3.4 Discussion  

The following section presents a discussion on the key findings from this research, in 

relation to the three research questions posed and in the context of existing literature in the field. 

The strengths, limitations and implications of the current study will also be outlined. 

3.4.1 RQ 1- RECOGNITION- What are teachers' experiences of recognising autistic girls in 

mainstream primary school settings? 

3.4.1.1 Challenges in Recognising Autistic Girls. 

A key finding of this study was the delayed recognition of autism in girls due to gendered 

biases and a lack of teacher professional learning on gender differences in autism presentation. 

Consistent with prior research (Hull et al., 2020; Mandy et al., 2012), teachers reported that 

autistic girls often exhibit more subtle traits compared to boys, leading to frequent 

misinterpretations of their struggles as general learning difficulties or emotional regulation 
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issues. The teachers' reflections align with theories of "masking" (Dean et al., 2017), wherein 

autistic girls consciously or unconsciously camouflage their difficulties to fit in socially, further 

complicating recognition. Teacher alluded to those ‘compensatory behaviours’ as described by 

Dean et al. (2017) appearing social by remaining in close proximity to the group and weaving in 

and out of activities, which appeared to mask their social challenges.  

3.4.1.2 Delayed recognition and bias.  

Research investigating the discrepancy in autism diagnosis between males and females 

has highlighted a bias against recognising autism in females (Lai et al., 2015). Findings from the 

current study provide further evidence of this bias, as several teachers acknowledged having an 

unconscious bias that led them to overlook autistic traits in girls. Many teachers reflected that 

they had previously associated autism with more "stereotypical" male presentations and, as a 

result, did not initially recognise autistic traits in their female students. This concurs with 

findings from vignette-based study by Whitlock et al. (2020) where primary school educational 

staff were more likely to identify autism in males than females and were more sensitive to the 

male phenotype. Although diagnostic bias against autistic females has been acknowledged in 

existing literature, the mechanisms underlying this bias have remained unclear. Previous 

qualitative research with late-diagnosed autistic women suggested that bias may occur at the 

point of referral, leading to delayed or missed diagnoses (Bargiela et al., 2016). The current 

study reinforces this finding, as teachers reflected that their initial assumptions about autism 

influenced how they perceive needs and influenced their support seeking or referral processes. 

Some educators noted that they had not considered certain students as potentially autistic until 

much later in their school years, realising in hindsight that they had overlooked key indicators. 

This bias may stem from expectancy bias, wherein professionals are influenced by prevailing 
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stereotypes as research suggests that when a condition is more frequently diagnosed in one 

gender, professionals may unconsciously develop gendered expectations regarding its 

presentation (Kreiser & White, 2014). The well-documented higher prevalence rates of autism in 

males, along with theories such as the ‘Extreme Male Brain’ hypothesis (Baron-Cohen, 2002), 

may have reinforced the misconception that autism is primarily a male condition. Consequently, 

teachers' perceptions of autism were shaped by these stereotypes, leading them to overlook girls 

who did not fit the traditional male-centred profile of autism. 

3.4.1.3 Gender differences in autism presentation.  

The study revealed that autistic girls often excel in certain areas in the classroom 

environment while facing significant social and sensory challenges in other areas. This echoes 

previous research indicating that autistic girls may appear highly capable in structured classroom 

environments but struggle with peer relationships, unstructured social settings, and sensory 

sensitivities (Rynkiewicz & Lucka, 2015). Teachers described girls who formed intense, 

selective friendships and exhibited high levels of distress when routines were disrupted. These 

findings suggest that standard diagnostic criteria, which emphasise overt social communication 

difficulties, may not fully capture the experiences of autistic girls, leading to their underdiagnosis 

(Gould & Ashton-Smith, 2011). Additionally, teachers observed a pattern of "internalised 

distress," where girls who appeared well-adjusted in school exhibited significant emotional 

dysregulation at home, or as one teacher referred to ‘After School Restraint Collapse’. This 

aligns with research highlighting the discrepancy between school and home behaviours in 

autistic children (Sedgewick et al., 2016). The findings emphasise the need for multi-informant 

assessments, incorporating parental insights alongside school observations to ensure a more 

holistic understanding of autistic girls' experiences. 
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3.4.1.4 Parental Involvement.  

The role of parental involvement in early recognition was also emphasised. Existing 

studies have explored parental roles in autism diagnosis (Sheldrick at al., 2017), however the 

current study specifically highlights the variability in parental involvement which ranges from 

proactive advocacy to reluctance due to fear of stigma or past negative experiences. In cases 

where parents actively pursued assessments, early supports were more feasible. However, some 

parents hesitated due to concerns about labelling or scepticism about post-diagnostic supports. 

These findings reinforce the existing discourse on the double-edged nature of parental 

involvement in autism identification (Cridland et al., 2014). Notably, schools that encouraged 

open communication with parents were more successful in securing early support for autistic 

girls, suggesting that parental collaboration is a crucial aspect of effective identification. This 

nuanced perspective adds depth to our understanding of how family dynamics shape autism 

recognition and support.  

Donohue and Tynan (2025) further illuminate this complexity through their systematic 

review on parent-coaching interventions, which found a notable underrepresentation of fathers in 

early autism support strategies. Despite evidence showing the potential benefits of paternal 

engagement such as improved child communication outcomes and reduced maternal stress, 

fathers remain largely absent from intervention research and practice. This gap highlights the 

need for more inclusive participation of both parents, in particular fathers, in supporting young 

autistic children. Furthermore, findings resonate with recent research on the importance of 

inclusive and collaborative approaches across the broader ecosystem of support for autistic 
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children. Both sets of findings suggest that effective support is most impactful when all adults 

linked to the child are involved and informed.  

Figure 22.  

Reflective Box 8  

Reflective Box 8:  Reflecting on theme of parental involvement  

In my study, teachers often spoke about parental reluctance or hesitancy when it came to 

pursuing assessments or accepting support. Reading Donohue and Tynan’s (2025) paper 

really opened my eyes to the specific experiences of fathers of autistic children which was 

something I hadn’t fully considered before. Their review highlighted how fathers are often 

underrepresented in early intervention research and practice, despite their potential to play 

a valuable role in supporting autistic children. It also made me reflect more personally on 

my own teaching experience. I now realise that I often defaulted to communicating 

primarily with mothers, rarely engaging fathers or considering their perspectives in any 

meaningful way. Looking back, I don’t think I ever actively involved fathers in learning 

the strategies I was using in school with the child to support the generalisation of skills at 

home which now seems like an obvious gap in the support process. In hindsight, I can see 

that I probably carried an unconscious bias around fathers’ parenting capabilities and roles. 

This paper has challenged those assumptions and reminded me of the importance of 

inclusive practice. I’m wondering if they may have valuable perspectives on autistic girls 

that they may not feeling confident or comfortable in voicing to professionals. It’s 

definitely something I’ll carry with me in my future role as a psychologist and I will be 
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more aware of ensuring that both parents feel equally seen, heard, and empowered in 

supporting their child. 

 

3.4.2 RQ2 – SUPPORT - ‘What are teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic girls in the 

mainstream primary school settings using the Continuum of Support?’  

3.4.2.1 Effective Support Strategies.  

This study identified several effective strategies for supporting autistic girls, including 

structured classroom supports, emotional regulation programs, and appropriate accommodations 

in the classroom environment. Visual schedules, sensory-friendly environments, and tailored 

supports were particularly beneficial. Teachers reported that providing predictability through 

structured routines helped reduce anxiety, consistent with research on the benefits of structured 

learning environments for autistic students (McCurdy & Cole, 2014). These findings align 

closely with those of Tynan and Davy (2021), who found that visual schedules were one of the 

most widely used and valued supports in mainstream classrooms, not only for autistic pupils but 

for all learners, highlighting the benefits of UDL approaches. Their study also emphasised the 

importance of the temporal environment, highlighting how routine and predictability can help 

mitigate anxiety and support task engagement. Social supports, such as social stories and small-

group emotional regulation training, were highlighted as essential for addressing friendship 

challenges and supporting wellbeing. This finding aligns with work by Dean et al. (2017), who 

argue that explicit social support is crucial for autistic girls, as they may not naturally develop 

social coping strategies in the same way as their neurotypical peers. However, teachers also 

noted that by the later years of primary school, autistic girls experienced further challenges with 
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‘keeping up with their peers’ as the social landscape became increasingly complex, highlighting 

the need for continued support beyond the initial primary school years.  

3.4.2.2 Individualised supports.  

Several strategies tailored to individual needs were identified, including providing a clear 

daily structure, managing transitions, and using clear language. These approaches align with 

existing literature on effective support for autistic pupils (Leach & Duffy, 2009; Tynan & Davy, 

2021). Techniques such as priming (ensuring a child is familiar with a task before it is 

introduced) and the use of visual cues to support working memory were particularly beneficial 

(Cook & Ogden, 2021). These strategies resonate with the current findings, which emphasise the 

importance of structured routines and clear communication in supporting autistic girls in 

educational settings. Findings of this research also indicate that teachers took great care and 

pride in getting to know the profile of their student, their preferences and interests which then 

supported them in adopting strengths-based approaches. Previous research has emphasised the 

importance of schools recognising students as individuals with unique needs rather than making 

assumptions about the type and level of support required (Hebron, 2017). Furthermore, 

Tomlinson et al. (2022) notes the importance of individualising support strategies in 

collaboration with autistic girls, encompassing the voice of the child, ensuring that supports are 

tailored to their specific needs, such as psychotherapeutic support and structured friendship 

programmes. This highlights the necessity of personalised approaches in supporting autistic girls, 

ensuring supports are tailored to their specific strengths and challenges rather than relying on 

generalised strategies. 
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3.4.2.3 Whole School Support.  

Findings from the current study highlight the need for whole-school awareness and 

approaches to ensure autistic girls receive appropriate and effective supports. Teachers noted 

challenges when collaborating with colleagues who lacked autism awareness, which reinforces 

the need for a whole-school approach. Roberts and Webster (2020) propose that a comprehensive 

whole school approach is essential to strengthen the capacity of school leaders and staff in 

fostering autism-friendly environments, implementing evidence-based strategies, and enhancing 

outcomes for autistic students. Effective support requires the involvement of all school 

stakeholders, ensuring consistent implementation of structured environments and adaptations 

across both classroom and general school settings (Robert & Webster, 2020). A shared 

foundation of knowledge about autism, along with a positive and inclusive staff mindset, is 

essential for meaningful collaboration and successful inclusion (Tomlinson et al., 2019). Current 

findings suggest that a lack of autism awareness among some staff creates barriers to 

collaboration and consistency in support. To address this, schools must prioritise whole-school 

training, ensuring all staff are equipped with a shared understanding of strategies needed to 

implement and uphold the essence of the Continuum of Support effectively. 

Findings also indicate that whole-school collaboration is essential to enhance the 

educational experience and well-being of autistic girls. Whole-school models such as Universal 

Design for Learning (UDL), Response to Intervention (RTI), and Schoolwide Positive Behaviour 

Support (SWPBS) align with the Continuum of Support by promoting a multi-tiered system of 

support (Batsche, 2014; Leach, 2018). Importantly, these approaches recognise that high-quality, 

flexible and proactive teaching strategies at the school-wide level benefit all students, including 

autistic learners. While restorative practice was not explicitly referenced by teachers in this 
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study, the emphasis placed on relational approaches, whole-school collaboration, and reflective 

teaching strongly echoes the principles underpinning restorative education. Moran et al. (2024) 

emphasise that successful implementation of restorative practice requires a cultural shift that 

focuses on connection, trust, and mutual respect between teachers and students. Similarly, this 

study highlights that teachers who felt supported and embedded in collaborative environments 

were more confident in recognising and responding to the needs of autistic students, particularly 

girls. The findings align with Moran et al.’s (2024) call for a re-evaluation of the teacher’s role, 

placing value not only on academic outcomes but also on building inclusive, empathetic school 

communities. 

3.4.2.4 Systemic Barriers to Support.  

Findings also highlights the systemic challenges that impact effective support for autistic 

students and the emotional toll on educators. There is a clear need for systemic improvements to 

ensure equitable and effective support for autistic girls in education settings. Long waitlists for 

autism assessments delayed formal diagnoses and access to accommodations. These delays 

disproportionately affected families with limited financial resources, as private assessments were 

often the only means of securing timely recognition. This finding reflects broader concerns about 

inequities in autism diagnosis and support access (Pellicano et al., 2014).  Teachers face 

numerous challenges in supporting autistic pupils, especially within large, diverse classrooms, 

where meeting the needs of all learners can be demanding. 

3.4.3 RQ 3 – FACTORS ‘What factors enable or hinder effective recognition and support, 

including role of EP?’  

3.4.3.1 The Role of School Leadership, School Systems and Collaboration.  
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This study evidenced the importance of strong school leadership and a culture of 

collaboration in providing effective support. These findings appear to align with the underlying 

principles of restorative culture such as inclusive leadership, relational understanding of 

behaviour, and collaborative school environments. Moran et al. (2025) highlight how school 

leaders play a pivotal role in fostering a restorative culture by modelling relational values, 

promoting reflective dialogue and encouraging a shift in mindset around behaviour and 

inclusion. In a similar vein, the current findings show that when schools create space for 

collaboration, teacher confidence grows and supports for autistic students become more targeted 

and effective. Therefore, this research echoes calls for systemic, relational approaches to 

inclusion, reinforcing the potential value of embedding restorative principles more broadly 

within school culture. 

In addition, schools with dedicated autism awareness training and close collaboration 

between mainstream teachers, SETs, SNAs and psychologists demonstrated better outcomes in 

recognising and supporting autistic girls. Teachers in these schools felt more supported, more 

confident in adapting their strategies and advocating for early supports. This finding is consistent 

with studies emphasising the role of inclusive leadership in supporting neurodivergent students 

(Roberts & Simpson, 2016). Furthermore, findings from this study highlight that structured 

observations, collaboration among school staff, and proactive screening processes contribute to 

better recognition, advocacy, and timely referrals for students, particularly those with autism. In 

alignment with these findings, O’Brien (2010) demonstrated that reflective teamwork models 

where teachers and SNAs engage in joint planning, role clarification and structured 

communication significantly improved working relationships, clarity of roles, and the quality of 

support provided to students. Similarly, Mulholland and O’Connor (2016) highlight the 
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importance of teacher collaboration in fostering inclusive education, however, while teachers 

recognised the benefits of collaboration in improving student outcomes, challenges such as time 

constraints, inconsistent planning, and limited professional development hindered its effective 

implementation. Addressing these challenges through better planning and professional training 

could enhance inclusive teaching and support systems in schools.  

3.4.3.2 The Role of the Psychologist.  

The findings of this study highlight the important role of Educational Psychologists (EPs) 

in supporting teachers to identify and respond to the needs of autistic girls. Many teachers 

reported that consultations with an EP were instrumental in shaping their approach to students, 

particularly when exploring if there was any underlying issues. These discussions provided 

teachers with validation and reassurance, helping them to process the subtle signs they observed 

and determine whether further action was needed. This aligns with O’Farrell and Kinsella (2018) 

in the Irish context, who found that consultation can enhance teacher confidence and build 

capacity in both educators and parents. Given that consultation is a fundamental skill for 

educational psychologists, they are ideally positioned to develop effective partnerships with 

school staff and collaborate in supporting autistic learners (BPS, 2023; SEED, 2002). Mitchell 

and Sutherland (2020) conceptualise EP consultations as a process that empowers teachers, 

positioning them as the "leader of the orchestra" rather than working in isolation. This 

collaborative model reduces the professional isolation that can sometimes arise in education 

settings, ensuring teachers feel supported and confident in their decision-making when working 

with autistic girls. Teachers also emphasised the value of EP input on the Continuum of Support 

and Student Support Plans, which helped them structure supports more effectively. This 

guidance ensured that support was appropriately tiered, from whole-school strategies to targeted 
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and individualised supports. These findings suggest that regular and structured consultations with 

EPs can enhance teacher knowledge, increase confidence in recognising autism, and ultimately 

lead to earlier and more appropriate support for autistic girls in schools.  

3.4.3.3 Role of the Teacher 

The findings indicate that teachers play a vital role in the pre-identification stage, where 

subtle or context-specific needs first become apparent. Through their close, daily interactions 

with students, teachers are well-placed to observe differences in social engagement, 

communication and sensory processing that may not yet have been formally recognised. Upon 

recognising needs that may be characteristic of autism, the teacher’s role includes opening a 

dialogue with relevant stakeholders, primarily within the school team and with parents or 

caregivers. This early collaboration is essential to ensure that the child’s strengths and challenges 

are understood in context and that any necessary supports can be put in place promptly. Equally 

important is the teacher’s role in actively listening to parents’ concerns, which may offer 

valuable insight into the child’s behaviours and needs across home and school environments.  

 

3.4.3.4 Teacher Professional Learning (TPL).  

The findings of this study highlight the urgent need for increased training and 

awareness among educators to recognise the diverse ways autism presents in girls and 

foster inclusive support systems. While this research is situated within the Irish education 

context, studies from other jurisdictions highlight similar challenges faced by teachers in 

recognising and supporting autistic girls. In the UK, teachers have expressed uncertainty 

around identifying autistic traits in girls due to differences in social presentation and 
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coping strategies (Cook et al., 2021). In Australia, research by Dean et al. (2017) 

highlights the importance of teacher professional learning on gender differences in 

autism, noting that a lack of awareness can delay access to appropriate supports. 

Similarly, U.S.-based studies have pointed to the need for gender-informed approaches in 

teacher professional development (Allely, 2019). These international findings echo the 

issues identified in the Irish context, suggesting a global need to better equip teachers to 

recognise and respond to the nuanced presentations of autism in girls. 

In the Irish education system, there is a strong emphasis on inclusion and ensuring that 

autistic pupils have access to appropriate supports within mainstream school settings. Therefore, 

it is essential that all teachers have a clear understanding of what inclusion means in practice 

within their school and that they receive adequate training and resources to support autistic 

pupils effectively (Howe & Griffin, 2021). These findings highlight the need for further 

development of inclusive strategies, particularly regarding the recognition and support of autistic 

girls whose needs may be overlooked due to differences in how they present. Moreover, 

inconsistent teacher professional learning on autism in girls was a major limitation. Many 

teachers expressed that their initial professional development had focused primarily on male 

presentations of autism, leaving them ill-equipped to recognise more subtle, gendered 

manifestations. This echoes prior calls for educational policy reforms that integrate gender-

specific autism training into teacher education (Loomes et al., 2017). Teacher Professional 

Learning (TPL) consists of meaningful activities that support teachers in reflecting on and 

improving their practice (Rawdon et al., 2020). In Ireland, TPL is self-directed rather than 

compulsory, allowing teachers to take responsibility for their own professional development. 

Many of the teachers in the current study were highly motivated and sought additional training in 
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areas where they lacked confidence. The Teaching Council plays a key role in promoting and 

researching Initial Teacher Education (ITE) and TPL and has developed Cosán, a national 

framework outlining professional standards for teachers in Ireland (Teaching Council, 2015). 

Providing comprehensive professional learning opportunities for all would not only enhance 

teachers’ confidence and self-efficacy but also contribute to more inclusive and supportive 

school environments for autistic girls in Irish primary education.  

Table 14 below presents the findings from the study on the factors that influence 

teachers’ experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls structured within the PPCT 

Bioecological Model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Please see Appendix O for further 

information on reflections in relation to factors influencing recognition and support aligned with 

theoretical frameworks. 
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Table 14.  

Factors influencing teachers experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls structured 

within the PPCT model.  

 

 

 

 

3.4.4 Implications for Diagnostic Practices and Policy. 

Findings from the current research have significant implications for diagnostic practices, 

particularly in recognising camouflaging or masking behaviours in autistic girls. Many teachers 

reported that while autistic girls appeared to be somewhat engaged and sociable in class, they 

• Time• Context

• Person• Process
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support practices toward 
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Teacher reflections over the 
school year

Evolving understanding of 
autism and inclusive practice

Changes linked to training, 
policies, and diagnostic 

trends

Microsystem: Classroom and 
school environments

Mesosystem: Collaboration 
with parents, support staff, 
and external professionals 
(e.g., NEPS psychologists)
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later learned from parents that these students were experiencing severe emotional exhaustion, 

anxiety, and distress at home. Camouflaging, a complex coping mechanism allows autistic 

individuals to compensate for social difficulties and conceal autistic traits in structured 

environments such as school (Attwood, 2007). However, while masking may help them blend in 

socially, it also has various negative consequences, including increased mental health challenges 

such as anxiety, depression, and burnout. Despite its significant impact, current diagnostic 

frameworks do not adequately account for camouflaging behaviours in autism identification. The 

DSM-5 criteria require "persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across 

multiple contexts" and "restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities." 

However, findings from this research suggest that many autistic girls do not exhibit these traits 

consistently across different settings due to masking. As a result, teachers may not observe overt 

social difficulties, leading to delayed recognition and potential misdiagnosis. Additionally, some 

autistic girls reported camouflaging their interests, making their restricted or repetitive 

behaviours less apparent, further complicating the diagnostic process. Given these challenges, 

there is a need for greater awareness of mental health as a key diagnostic factor, particularly for 

autistic girls. Early identification is crucial in ensuring that students receive timely support. 

Teachers' insights highlight the importance of understanding the hidden struggles of autistic 

girls, advocating for more nuanced diagnostic criteria that acknowledge masking behaviours and 

their mental health implications. Similarly, review findings from Munroe and Dunleavy (2023) 

call for the revision of diagnostic tools in response to new understandings of how autism presents 

differently in females. These findings emphasise the need for teacher professional learning on 

recognising camouflaging and for diagnostic professionals to consider emotional and behavioural 
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regulation across different environments rather than relying solely on observable traits in 

structured settings. 

3.4.5 Proposed framework for Recognising& Supporting Autistic Girls 

Based on the findings from this research, the G.I.R.L.S. Framework was developed as a practical 

tool for educators to provide a structured approach, emphasising gradual recognition, 

individualised supports, relationship-building, avoiding stereotypes and systemic collaboration. 

This practical acronym aims to empower educators with key strategies for recognising and 

supporting autistic girls (see Figure 25). 
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Figure 23.  

Framework for Recognising and Supporting Autistic Girls  
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3.4.6 Study Strengths and Limitations. 

This study has a number of strengths and limitations that should be taken into account. A 

summary is provided in Table 15, with a more in-depth analysis available in the Critical Review 

Paper.  

Table 15.  

Strengths and Limitations of the Research 

Strengths Limitations 

Rich Qualitative Data: The use of reflexive 

thematic analysis allowed for deep exploration 

of teachers’ lived experiences and reflections. 

Small Sample Size: The findings are based on 

a limited number of participants, which may 

affect generalisability. 

Focus on Under-Researched Area: The study 

addresses a significant gap by focusing on 

teachers’ experiences with autistic girls in 

mainstream primary settings in Irish context. 

Geographical Limitation: Data may be 

context-specific to particular school 

environments or regions. 

Robust Conceptual Framework: 

Incorporating the bioecological model 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), Maslow’s 

Hierarchy of Needs, and the Continuum of 

Support model provided a multidimensional 

lens.  

Potential selection bias: As purposive 

sampling is non-random and participation was 

voluntary, participants may have had a stronger 

interest in autism-related education, potentially 

influencing the diversity of perspectives. 
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Insight into Real-World Practice: Teachers 

provided practical, first-hand accounts of 

recognition and support strategies. 

Potential Response Bias: Participants may 

have given socially desirable responses or 

underreported challenges. 

Emphasis on Gendered Presentation: The 

study adds valuable insights into how autism 

manifests differently in girls, challenging 

existing norms. 

Retrospective Reflections: Some insights are 

based on teachers' retrospective realisations, 

which may be subject to memory bias. 

Highlights Role of Collaboration: Strong 

emphasis on the impact of whole-school 

culture, leadership, and inter-professional 

collaboration. 

Lack of Student Voice: The perspectives of 

autistic girls themselves were not included, 

limiting the depth of understanding.  

Practical Implications: Offers specific, 

actionable strategies that can inform teacher 

professional learning and school practices. 

No Longitudinal Data: The study captures a 

snapshot in time without tracking changes or 

outcomes over time. 

 

3.4.7 Conclusion.  

The findings of this study highlight the complexities surrounding the recognition and 

support of autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. Teachers face significant challenges in 

recognising autism in girls due to subtle and often masked traits, systemic biases in diagnostic 

frameworks and gaps in professional training. Moreover, the effectiveness of school-based 

support is influenced by factors such as limited training, parental involvement, school leadership, 

and systemic barriers in accessing timely assessments. These findings contribute to the growing 

body of literature emphasising the gendered differences in autism presentation and the need for 
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more inclusive and responsive educational strategies. Strengthening teacher education, 

encouraging parental collaboration and improving systemic support structures are essential steps 

toward ensuring that autistic girls receive the recognition and support they need to thrive in 

educational settings. 
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4 Critical Review and Impact Statement 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter critically analyses the research and its implications for the field of 

educational psychology. It includes a reflection on the epistemological stance and theoretical 

perspectives adopted by the researcher, followed by a discussion of the rationale behind the 

chosen methodology. Strengths, limitations and possible alternative approaches are evaluated, 

along with a critical appraisal. A personal reflection on the research process highlights new 

insights and shifts in perspective. To conclude an impact statement is presented, considering the 

study’s contributions to academic research and the professional practice of educational 

psychologists. 

4.2 Reflections on epistemological stance 

4.2.1 Strengths of Constructivist Epistemology. 

This research is based on a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm, which seeks to 

understand individuals' subjective experiences (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). This epistemological 

stance is particularly valuable as it recognises that knowledge can be individually constructed or 

co-constructed with others (Barger et al., 2018).  Furthermore, it assumes that reality is socially 

constructed, with meaning shaped by individuals through their interactions and interpretations of 

experiences (Scotland, 2012). This paradigm rejects the notion of a single objective truth, instead 

embracing a relativist perspective that assumes the existence of multiple, equally valid realities 

(Mertens, 2015). The study recognised that mainstream primary school teachers had distinct and 

varied perspectives and experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls using the 
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Continuum of Support framework, shaped by their personal experiences within their schools 

(Lodico et al., 2010). 

Another advantage of the constructivist paradigm is the active involvement of the 

researcher, making it a powerful learning framework (Nugroho & Wulandari, 2017).  

Constructivism emphasises the significance of interaction between the researcher and 

participants (Ponterotto, 2005). Consequently, the researcher played an active role in ensuring 

that participants’ perspectives were accurately understood (Lodico et al., 2010). The research 

findings emerged collaboratively through interaction and interpretation between the researcher 

and participants (Ponterotto, 2005). The constructivist researcher employs a qualitative approach, 

which provides flexibility in research design, allowing for adaptability throughout the study 

(Ataro, 2020). Furthermore, adopting a social constructivist perspective aligned well with the 

study’s conceptual framework. Both Bronfenbrenner & Morris (2006) and Maslow (1970) 

theories reinforce the idea that knowledge and personal growth are shaped by social and 

environmental factors, aligning with the social constructivist perspective. This interconnected 

approach allows for a deeper understanding of how individuals construct meaning within their 

lived experiences. 

4.2.2 Limitations of epistemological stance. 

The lack of a universally agreed-upon definition of constructivism and variation in its 

interpretation is a possible weakness (Ültanir, 2012; Young & Collin, 2004). To address this, the 

researcher explicitly outlined the fundamental assumptions of this paradigm in both the 

introduction (see Section 1.3) and the methodology section (see Section 3.2.1). Another critique 

of the constructivist approach is its rejection of a singular objective reality (Mertens, 2005). 

Instead, it aims to explore multiple socially constructed realities (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; 
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Mertens, 2005). As a result, research questions may evolve throughout the study rather than 

being firmly established beforehand, necessitating the inclusion of diverse perspectives (Mertens, 

2015). Additionally, the constructivist paradigm has been criticised for blending with other 

paradigms, such as the transformative paradigm (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017; Mertens, 2015). In 

response to this, the researcher in the present study explicitly identified as a constructivist while 

also acknowledging the influence of other paradigms on the research (Mertens, 2015). 

4.2.3 Alternative epistemological stance. 

An alternative epistemological stance the researcher could have adopted is the critical 

realist paradigm, a relatively new research approach that contrasts with the constructivist 

paradigm (Haigh et al., 2019). Critical realists maintain that reality is both socially constructed 

and objectively real (Chan, 2015). Critical realists argue that research should only be replicated 

when findings can be generalised across different research methods, samples, and populations 

(Mir & Watson, 2001). A key strength of this paradigm is its aim to understand and explain the 

complexity of the social world (Haigh et al., 2019). It embraces multi-disciplinary, 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary perspectives, ensuring that research is not confined to a 

single disciplinary lens (Haigh et al., 2019). Unlike constructivism, the critical realist paradigm 

does not prescribe a specific methodology; instead, researchers are encouraged to use a variety of 

approaches, with mixed methods being particularly favoured (Sorrell, 2018; Wynn & Williams, 

2012).  

Although critical realism is increasingly being adopted across disciplines, there remains 

limited guidance regarding the appropriate research methods to employ (Schiller, 2016; Miller & 

Tsang, 2011). A notable challenge within this paradigm is the lack of clear protocols for 

handling contradictory data (Rolfe, 2006). This challenge arose for the researcher when teachers 
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expressed contrasting perspectives and experiences. Another criticism of this perspective is its 

assertion that our understanding of reality is inherently biased and that the quality of knowledge 

is dependent on theoretical frameworks (Sorrell, 2018). Additionally, critical realism posits that 

individuals can only perceive a limited portion of reality and that knowledge of this reality may 

be fallible (Wynn & Williams, 2012). 

Given these limitations, the critical realist paradigm was rejected as an epistemological 

position in favour of the constructivist paradigm. Constructivism, unlike critical realism, asserts 

that multiple realities exist and are shaped by individual experiences and interpretations (Sorrell, 

2018). This paradigm recognises that participants construct their understanding of the world by 

engaging with and reflecting on their lived experiences (Bada & Olusegun, 2015). In this sense, 

individuals are active creators of their own knowledge, continuously exploring, assessing, and 

reshaping their understanding based on prior knowledge and new experiences (Bada & 

Olusegun, 2015).  

4.3 Reflections on the Conceptual Framework 

4.3.1 Strengths of Conceptual Frameworks. 

Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006) bioecological model of human development, also known as 

the PPCT (Process–Person–Context–Time) model, was adopted in this research as it provides a 

dynamic and multidimensional framework for understanding the multiple influences on teachers’ 

experiences in recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. Unlike 

Bronfenbrenner’s earlier ecological systems theory, which emphasised environmental context, 

the updated model integrates the significance of proximal processes including the recurring, 

meaningful interactions between individuals and their environments over time that play a part in 
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development (Tong & An, 2024). This framework enabled the research to explore key processes 

such as classroom interactions, collaborative relationships with staff and families and reflective 

professional practices, while also considering individual teacher characteristics, school-level 

contexts, systemic barriers, and evolving educational policies. It also supported the analysis of 

how teachers' actions are shaped not only by models of support (e.g., the Continuum of Support 

and NEPS guidance) but also by personal factors such as beliefs, motivation, and professional 

identity, situated within nested environmental systems and changing over time. 

In conjunction, Maslow’s revised hierarchy of needs (1970) was integrated to examine how both 

teachers’ and autistic students’ capacity to engage, support, and thrive are influenced by the 

fulfilment of psychological, emotional, and social needs. The updated model expands beyond 

Maslow’s earlier five-tier structure to include cognitive, aesthetic and transcendence needs, and 

moves away from a strictly linear hierarchy, instead recognising that needs may be met in a 

flexible and overlapping manner depending on context. This theory was especially valuable in 

highlighting how teachers’ ability to recognise and support autistic girls may be compromised if 

their own needs, such as a sense of professional competence, emotional well-being and collegial 

support are unmet. Similarly, for autistic girls, classroom inclusion requires attention to 

fundamental needs for safety, predictability, social belonging and respect, before academic 

engagement and self-actualisation can be meaningfully supported. 

Together, these frameworks offer a comprehensive and holistic lens through which to interpret 

the complexities of inclusive education. The PPCT model emphasises the developmental 

processes within and across systems, while Maslow’s theory provides insight into the 

motivational and emotional underpinnings of those processes. Moreover, both frameworks align 
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with the epistemological stance of social constructivism, which posits that knowledge and 

understanding are constructed through interaction with others and the surrounding environment 

(Barger et al., 2018). This perspective resonates with Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on the 

reciprocal nature of developmental systems and with Maslow’s assertion that individual growth 

depends on fulfilling relational and psychological needs. In educational contexts, this theoretical 

alignment supports the view that learning and inclusive practice are shaped by the interplay of 

context, identity, support and motivation, reinforcing the value of these frameworks in 

understanding and enhancing teacher and student experiences. 

4.3.2 Limitations of Conceptual Frameworks. 

While Bronfenbrenner and Morris’s (2006) bioecological model and Maslow’s (1970) revised 

hierarchy of needs offer valuable and multidimensional perspectives on human development and 

motivation, both frameworks present certain limitations when applied to the study of teachers’ 

experiences in recognising and supporting autistic girls. One noted challenge of the bioecological 

model is its conceptual complexity, particularly the difficulty in empirically isolating and 

measuring the influence of proximal processes in interaction with person characteristics, context, 

and time (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). Furthermore, despite the model’s inclusion of the “Person” 

component, some scholars argue that the framework can still underrepresent the individual’s 

agency, especially in contexts where system-level influences appear dominant (Tudge et al., 

2009). In this research, these critiques were addressed by focusing on teachers’ personal 

narratives, reflective practice, and professional decision-making, thereby acknowledging their 

active role within nested systems of influence. 
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Similarly, although Maslow’s revised model overcomes some criticisms of the original hierarchy 

by allowing for fluidity and overlap between needs, it can still risk oversimplifying complex, 

lived experiences, particularly in educational contexts where competing personal, institutional, 

and social pressures exist. Critics argue that Maslow’s model may not fully capture the 

intersectional and contextual nature of needs (Kenrick et al., 2010), especially for neurodivergent 

individuals whose needs may manifest in different ways. In this study, the model was therefore 

used as a reflective guide rather than a rigid framework, recognising that both teachers and 

autistic girls may simultaneously navigate needs related to safety, belonging, esteem and growth, 

depending on individual and environmental factors. 

In light of these limitations, both frameworks were adapted and applied critically, serving as 

flexible conceptual tools to scaffold interpretation rather than prescriptive models. This approach 

allowed for a more nuanced and contextualised exploration of how support is shaped within and 

across systems and how motivation, identity and inclusion are influenced by the dynamic 

interplay of personal and environmental factors in mainstream education. 

4.3.3 Alternative Conceptual Frameworks. 

Several alternative conceptual frameworks were initially considered for this study. 

Engel’s (1977) biopsychosocial model was initially considered as an alternative theoretical 

framework, particularly given that it aligns with the Continuum of Support and Problem-Solving 

Process employed by NEPS. Engel’s Biopsychosocial Model (1977) examines the interaction 

between biological, psychological, and social factors in shaping human experiences. While it is a 

useful model that aligns with the Continuum of Support, it was not adopted as it does not 

sufficiently account for environmental and systemic influences, which are important factors in 
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understanding teachers' experiences of supporting autistic girls (Saad et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

Kranzler et al. (2020) contends that frameworks which look beyond the biopsychosocial factors 

to integrate and consider further elements offers valuable insight. Therefore, it was determined 

that EST provided a more comprehensive perspective on how multiple systems interact to shape 

teachers' experiences.  

Another alternative framework was Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Theory (1978), which 

highlights the role of social interaction and cultural tools in learning and development. However, 

this theory primarily focuses on cognitive development in learners rather than the broader 

ecological and psychological factors that may be at play (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). 

Ultimately, the bioecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) was chosen for its 

comprehensive view of proximal processes, and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs was selected for 

its focus on psychological well-being, both of which provided a well-rounded lens for exploring 

the complexities of the current topic. 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) was also initially considered as a potential conceptual 

framework for this study, given its holistic, strengths-based, and collaborative approach (Waters 

& White, 2015). AI focuses on identifying and building upon existing strengths within 

individuals and organisations rather than highlighting challenges or deficits. It has been widely 

applied in educational research to facilitate positive change through its 5-D cycle: Definition, 

Discovery, Dream, Design, and Destiny (Sandars & Eaton, 2017). AI assumes that all 

organisations have elements that function effectively, and that meaningful change can be 

achieved by amplifying what works well (Hammond, 2013). AI was particularly appealing as the 

research aimed to collect cases of best practice from teachers who had successfully identified and 

supported autistic girls and to explore the factors that contributed to this success. However, one 
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of the key critiques of AI is its overemphasis on the positive, which may lead to overlooking 

critical obstacles (Grant & Humphries, 2006). Additionally, AI allows greater autonomy for 

participants in shaping the research focus (Waters & White, 2015), which risked omitting 

significant areas of inquiry relevant to the study’s aims (Dewar & MacBride, 2017). The 

framework was ultimately rejected as it was recognised that even in cases of best practice, 

teachers may have encountered challenges. Understanding these difficulties was deemed crucial 

for informing future progress and shaping policy and practice.  

4.4 Methodological Strengths and Weaknesses. 

4.4.1 Research Design.  

This study adopted a qualitative research design, using semi-structured interviews to 

explore teachers' experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary 

schools. Qualitative research is particularly well-suited to studies grounded in a constructivist-

interpretivist paradigm, as it seeks to understand how individuals construct meaning through 

their lived experiences and interactions (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). By employing a qualitative 

approach, the researcher was able to gather rich, in-depth data, allowing for a deeper 

understanding of the research questions through direct engagement with participants (Mwita, 

2022). 

An alternative approach that was considered was a mixed-methods design, which could 

have incorporated quantitative data to complement the qualitative findings. Employing a mixed-

methods strategy, such as an explanatory sequential design, could have enhanced data 

triangulation and improved the external validity of the study (McGrath, 1981). For example, an 

initial questionnaire could have been used to assess teachers’ awareness of referral pathways and 

the Continuum of Support, followed by qualitative interviews to explore these practices in 
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greater depth. This was considered and a questionnaire drafted (see Appendix P). However, this 

approach was not pursued, as the primary aim of the research was to achieve a deep, 

interpretative understanding of teachers’ perspectives rather than to generalise findings through 

quantitative measures. 

Focus groups were also considered as an alternative approach to individual semi-

structured interviews but were not pursued due to practical constraints, as arranging a suitable 

time and platform for multiple teachers to participate would have been challenging within the 

scope of this research. Coordinating discussions among teachers with differing schedules and 

commitments may have also limited participation. However, focus groups could have provided 

valuable insights, as the group dynamic can encourage discussion, reflection, and the exchange 

of ideas, potentially leading to a deeper exploration of the topic (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). 

4.4.2 Sampling Method.  

Purposive and snowball/networking sampling was used for the recruitment of primary 

school teachers with direct experience in teaching and supporting autistic girls in mainstream 

settings. Purposive sampling allowed for the targeted recruitment of participants with relevant 

knowledge who could provide rich, experience-based insights relevant to the research questions 

(Palinkas et al., 2015; Patton, 2014). This ensures that participants are best positioned to discuss 

the topic which enhances depth and relevance of the findings (Barker et al., 2015). Additionally, 

current participants were asked to recommend other suitable teachers, and the researcher reached 

out to teachers within her professional network to aid in recruitment which is referred to as 

snowball sampling (Gill, 2020). This enabled the researcher to increase recruitment efficiency 

and access a broader range of perspectives (Gill, 2020). 
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While this targeted approach ensured data quality and relevance, it also had certain 

limitations. As purposive sampling is non-random and participation was voluntary, there is a risk 

of selection bias, as participants who chose to take part may have had a greater interest in autism-

related education, potentially influencing the diversity of perspectives (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

Additionally, snowball sampling relies on existing networks, which may have narrowed the 

participant pool or led to homogeneity in the sample. A potential limitation of this sampling 

strategy is that it may lead to the recruitment of like-minded participants who share similar 

viewpoints or schools, therefore, it is important the researcher is mindful of potential biases in 

the achieved sample (Barker et al., 2015). To mitigate these limitations, the researcher sought to 

capture a range of perspectives by including teachers from different schools and backgrounds. 

However, as participation was voluntary, there is still the possibility that some voices, 

particularly those of teachers who may have less confidence or knowledge in supporting autistic 

girls, were underrepresented. Overall, while the sampling strategy effectively captured valuable 

insights, future research could consider a broader recruitment strategy to enhance the 

representativeness of the findings. 

4.4.3 Data Collection.  

This study utilised semi-structured interviews with teachers to explore their experiences 

in recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. Semi-structured 

interviews were valuable as they allowed for in-depth exploration of participants’ perspectives, 

capturing rich, detailed accounts of their experiences, challenges, and insights (Brönnimann, 

2022). Furthermore, this method provided the researcher with flexibility to explore participants' 

responses in greater depth by asking follow-up and unplanned questions (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 
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This approach led to the emergence of views and opinions that may not have been anticipated 

(Barker et al., 2015).  

However, as with any methodology, this approach is not without  its  flaws. As with any 

interview-based research, self-report bias was a concern, as teachers may have provided socially 

desirable responses rather than fully candid accounts of their experiences (Bergen & Labonté, 

2020). This was particularly relevant when discussing inclusion practices and support for autistic 

pupils, as there may have been pressure to present their approaches as more aligned with current 

best practices. To mitigate this, the researcher prioritised building rapport with participants and 

emphasised confidentiality to encourage honest responses (Brown & Danaher, 2019). 

To enhance the dependability and confirmability of the data collection process, a rigorous 

interview schedule was developed following the Interview Protocol Refinement (IPR) 

Framework, which ensured that the interview schedule was well-aligned with the research aims 

(Castillo-Montoya, 2016). To further enhance the credibility and reliability, a pilot interview was 

conducted to refine the wording, structure, and timing of questions, ensuring clarity and 

relevance (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The systematic refinement process guided by the IPR 

Framework helped to improve the clarity, consistency, and depth of responses, ultimately 

strengthening the rigour of the qualitative research (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Additionally, field 

testing provided an opportunity to assess the practical aspects of conducting interviews, 

including technological reliability and participant engagement. 

Conducting interviews online comes with both strengths and challenges, however, Brown 

and Danaher (2019) highlight that, regardless of whether interviews are conducted face-to-face 

or virtually, it is essential for the researcher to build rapport with participants to facilitate open 

and meaningful discussions. While virtual interviews do not fully replicate in-person 
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interactions, communication remained effective and engaging, ensuring that participants could 

share their experiences freely. The online format of the study allowed the researcher to overcome 

geographic limitations in participant recruitment, enabling access to a broader pool of teachers 

and enhancing the sample size’s representativeness across the country (Carpenter et al., 2019). 

Conducting interviews online also provided greater flexibility in scheduling and improved cost 

and time efficiency. However, online interviews present challenges, including a reduced ability 

to observe non-verbal cues and the potential for technical issues, such as unstable internet 

connections which may hamper rapport with the interviewee (Tomás & Bidet, 2024). 

Another limitation was that questions relating to teaching and support practices may have 

assumed familiarity and memory of how the Continuum of Support was used throughout the 

process. In cases where teachers lacked awareness or could not recall exact details related to 

using this framework, broader questions were used to explore their general methods of 

supporting autistic girls. Additionally, while interviews provided depth of insight, they lacked 

quantitative data that could have broadened the findings. A mixed-methods approach was 

considered, potentially incorporating vignettes, similar to the approach utilised by Whitlock et al 

(2020).  Vignettes can be effective in eliciting context-specific responses and exploring 

participants’ perceptions and decision-making processes (Peabody et al., 2004). Vignettes have 

high internal validity given that stimuli and conditions remain constant for all participants which 

reduces variability, thus responses are attributable to the teacher alone (Norcini, 2004). However, 

this approach was deemed inappropriate for the study due to concerns about authenticity and 

applicability (Loades & Mastroyannopoulou, 2010). Vignettes present hypothetical scenarios, 

which may not fully capture the complexity and individuality of real-life teaching experiences, 

limiting the depth of insight into how teachers identify and support autistic girls. Additionally, 
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there was a risk that participants might respond hypothetically, for example, responding may be 

more idealistic and perceptive than in real-life practice (Norcini, 2004). Given these limitations, 

semi-structured interviews were selected as they allowed for richer, more authentic accounts of 

teachers' experiences in mainstream primary schools, while allowing flexibility and depth in 

exploring key themes. 

4.4.4 Data Analysis.  

Reflexive thematic analysis was selected to analyse the data from the qualitative 

interviews due to its flexibility and alignment with the social constructivist approach adopted in 

this study. This method allowed for an in-depth exploration of how teachers construct and 

interpret their experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary 

schools. Reflexive thematic analysis enabled the researcher to identify patterns of meaning while 

recognising that knowledge is socially constructed through interactions and reflections (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019). The use of reflexive thematic analysis was a key strength of this research, as it 

allowed for a nuanced and contextualised understanding of teachers’ perspectives, 

acknowledging the multiple realities that exist within educational settings. Another strength of 

the current study was the use of NVivo which is widely recognised for enhancing the 

organisation, efficiency, and transparency of qualitative data analysis, particularly in large and 

complex datasets (Zamawe, 2015). The software facilitated systematic coding and retrieval of 

themes, ensuring a rigorous and structured approach to thematic analysis.  

An alternative method of analysis considered was Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA), which could have provided a detailed, idiographic exploration of individual 

teachers' experiences (Smith, 1996). However, IPA has been criticised for its strong focus on 

language, which may have posed challenges in interpreting concise or less detailed responses 
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from participants (Noon, 2018). Given these considerations, reflexive thematic analysis was 

deemed the most appropriate approach, ensuring that the findings remained grounded in 

participants’ lived experiences and the broader social contexts in which they operate.  

4.4.5 Ethical Considerations. 

As previously outlined in Section 3.2.13, ethical approval for this research study was 

granted by Mary Immaculate College Research Ethics Committee (MIREC) in March 2024. A 

number of ethical considerations were taken into account before conducting this research. Punch 

(2005) highlights the importance of ensuring that research is meaningful for all involved, not just 

the researcher. In this study, careful consideration was given to ensuring that participation was 

valuable for teachers while avoiding any potential for marginalisation or disempowerment in 

discussions surrounding the recognition and support of autistic girls. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants before the qualitative interviews took place, ensuring they fully 

understood the purpose, process, and potential implications of the study (Creswell, 2003). 

In accordance with the PSI Code of Professional Ethics (2019) and the BPS Code of 

Ethics and Conduct (2021), strict measures were taken to ensure confidentiality, anonymity, and 

data protection throughout the study. Participants were explicitly reminded to avoid disclosing 

any identifiable information, such as the names of children, schools, or colleagues, during the 

interviews. This measure was implemented to uphold confidentiality and anonymity, ensuring 

that all data collected remained non-identifiable and in accordance with ethical guidelines. 

Where necessary, any inadvertently mentioned identifying details were removed during 

transcription to further safeguard participant and institutional privacy (BPS, 2021; PSI, 2019). 

Given that teachers were sharing insights into their schools' approaches to recognising and 

supporting autistic girls, ethical considerations also included evaluating the need for additional 
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permissions from school leadership. However, individual teachers participated voluntarily, and 

all necessary precautions were taken to ensure their confidentiality and autonomy in contributing 

to the research (BPS, 2021; PSI, 2019). 

The study also acknowledged the time constraints faced by teachers, ensuring that 

interviews were scheduled at convenient times to minimise disruption to their workload. 

Conducting qualitative interviews is increasingly seen as a moral inquiry (Kvale, 2007), and as 

such, the research process was designed to be respectful, non-intrusive, and sensitive to 

participants’ experiences. Steps were taken to ensure that teachers felt comfortable sharing their 

views, and participants had the right to withdraw from the study at any stage. 

Finally, ethical considerations extended to language use, with the research adopting a 

strengths-based approach that aligned with inclusive and respectful terminology when discussing 

autism and neurodiversity (Hartman et al., 2023). This ensured that the study was conducted in a 

manner that was both ethical and aligned with current best practices in autism research and 

education. 

4.4.6 Critical Appraisal.  

The methodological quality of the current study was assessed by using the Critical 

Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) Checklist for Qualitative Research (2024). The checklist 

evaluates key aspects of qualitative research, ensuring rigour and credibility in the findings. A 

detailed assessment of the study against CASP criteria is outlined in Table 16, and further details 

can be seen in Appendix Q. 
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Table 16.  

CASP Checklist for Qualitative Research 

Section A: Are the results valid? 

Clear statement of aims 

The study had a well-defined research aim, which was to explore teachers’ experiences of 

recognising and supporting autistic girls in mainstream primary schools. The importance 

and relevance of the research were justified, particularly in relation to the 

underrepresentation of autistic girls in research and education policy. 

Appropriateness of qualitative methodology 

Given the study’s focus on teachers' lived experiences and socially constructed 

understandings, qualitative research was an appropriate methodological choice. The 

constructivist-interpretivist paradigm supported an exploration of subjective experiences 

and contextual influences, aligning well with the use of semi-structured interviews. 

Research design suitability 

The research design was clearly justified. Semi-structured interviews were selected to 

allow for depth and flexibility, enabling participants to discuss their experiences in rich 

detail while allowing the researcher to probe for further insights. The decision to employ 

reflexive thematic analysis aligned with the interpretivist approach, ensuring that patterns 

of meaning and shared understandings could be identified. 

Recruitment strategy 

Purposive and snowball sampling were used to ensure participants had relevant experience 
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in working with autistic girls in mainstream settings. This strategy enhanced the credibility 

of the findings by ensuring the inclusion of teachers with first-hand insights. However, 

self-selection bias may have influenced the sample, as teachers most interested or confident 

in discussing autism may have been more likely to participate. 

Data collection methods 

The study clearly explained the semi-structured interview process, including the use of the 

Interview Protocol Refinement (IPR) Framework to ensure question clarity and alignment 

with research aims. Interviews were conducted virtually, which provided flexibility and 

accessibility, but also presented limitations such as reduced ability to observe non-verbal 

cues. 

Researcher-participant relationship 

The researcher acknowledged their active role in the study and the potential for bias in 

interpretation, a key consideration within the constructivist paradigm. Reflexivity was 

maintained through memo-writing and reflective journaling, ensuring that pre-existing 

assumptions were critically examined. 

Section B: What are the results? 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained, and the study adhered to ethical guidelines, including 

informed consent, confidentiality, and participant anonymity. The researcher also 

considered potential distress by ensuring that participants could withdraw at any stage 

without consequence. 
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Rigour of data analysis 

Reflexive thematic analysis was clearly described, with a transparent coding process 

supported by NVivo software. Thematic analysis allowed for the identification of patterns 

in teachers’ experiences, ensuring that the findings were grounded in the data. The 

researcher demonstrated critical engagement by acknowledging contradictory data and 

ensuring a balance of perspectives in the analysis. 

Clarity of findings 

Findings were presented clearly and systematically, with direct quotes from participants to 

support interpretations. The discussion section linked findings to existing literature and 

theoretical frameworks, enhancing the credibility and transferability of the results. 

Section C: Will the results help locally? 

Value of the research 

The study contributes valuable insights into an under-researched area, providing 

implications for teacher professional learning, policy development, and classroom support 

strategies for autistic girls. The researcher also identified gaps for future research, ensuring 

that the study builds upon existing knowledge. 

Appraisal Summary  

Strengths: 

• Clearly articulated research aim and 

qualitative approach aligned with the 

constructivist-interpretivist 

paradigm. 

Limitations: 

• Self-selection bias may have 

influenced the sample, potentially 

limiting diversity of perspectives. 
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• Reflexive thematic analysis provided 

a rigorous and transparent method 

for identifying key themes. 

• Use of NVivo software enhanced the 

organisation and systematic analysis 

of data. 

• Ethical considerations were carefully 

addressed, ensuring participant 

welfare and data integrity 

 

• Virtual interviews may have reduced 

non-verbal communication cues, 

affecting depth of interaction. 

• Snowball sampling may have led to 

homogeneity in participant 

experiences, as teachers within 

similar networks may share 

comparable views. 
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4.5 Implications of the Research. 

4.5.1 Implications for Understanding of the Research Topic. 

The findings of this study contribute to a deeper understanding of how teachers identify 

and support autistic girls in mainstream primary schools, addressing a critical gap in existing 

research. Findings are particularly significant within the Irish primary school context, where 

existing literature on this topic is limited. As highlighted in the systematic review, the study 

addresses a research gap by eliciting teacher voice on the topic. The data collected that explores 

teachers’ experiences provides valuable insights into the challenges and facilitators that influence 

the recognition and support of autistic girls in the mainstream classroom. This sheds a light on 

how gendered expectations and masking behaviours influence recognition. These insights have 

important implications for educational psychology, as they emphasise the need for greater 

awareness, training and policy development to ensure autistic girls receive appropriate support at 

an earlier stage. However, while increasing teacher awareness of autistic girls presentation is 

essential, focusing solely on the individual’s presentations risks amplifying ‘within-child’ 

factors. A shift in perspective is required to focus on the environmental factors that impact the 

student in order to create a truly inclusive school culture for neurodivergent learners and ensure 

‘goodness of fit’ between autistic children and their environment (Leadbitter et al., 2021).   

4.5.2 Implications for Practice.  

4.5.2.1 Implications for School Staff. 

This study highlights the critical role of teachers in recognising and supporting autistic 

girls in mainstream primary schools, but also the collaboration with others when dealing with 

subtle cases. While some teachers reported using inclusive and strengths-based approaches, there 

was variability in confidence and knowledge regarding the female autism phenotype, but more 
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specifically broaching the subject with parents and knowledge of referral pathways. This 

suggests a pressing need for further support for school staff to increase awareness, confidence 

and self-efficacy in recognising and supporting autistic girls. Furthermore, findings suggest that 

school staff would benefit from more guidance and support. Many of the teachers in this study 

engaged in informal discussions, however this could be a space where more formal, structured 

processes are needed. The use of supervision process for teachers and Special Needs Assistants 

(SNAs) working with autistic girls could address many challenges in educational settings. 

Supervision is well established in health services but less common in schools, despite its 

potential to provide staff with time and space to reflect on their attitudes, teaching methods and 

support strategies. A key benefit of supervision is that it offers a safe space for problem-solving 

while reducing the isolation often felt by staff without sufficient support. According to O’Shea 

(2023) some schools in Ireland fund their own supervision services, delivered by psychologists 

and education specialists. However, schools should not have to rely on limited budgets to access 

such a vital resource. A consistent, nationwide supervision service led by neurodiverse and 

qualified professionals could help remove barriers in education for autistic girls while supporting 

the wellbeing of both staff and students. 

Teacher observation plays a crucial role in recognising the needs of young children, 

particularly during play in infant classes. Play-based learning provides valuable insights into a 

child's social, emotional, and cognitive development, allowing teachers to recognise potential 

challenges early on (Kelly, 2022). Findings indicate that schools implementing structured 

observations by multiple staff members, both before infants begin school and throughout the 

year, adopted a more proactive approach. This collaborative system ensures that concerns are 

identified promptly, enabling timely and tailored support. By embedding structured observation 
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into practice, schools can better meet the diverse needs of young children and foster a more 

inclusive learning environment. 

4.5.2.2 Implications for Psychologist Practice. 

This study has significant implications for the role of educational psychologists (EPs) in 

supporting autistic girls within mainstream primary schools. The findings highlight the need for 

EPs to play a more active role in raising awareness among teachers regarding the gendered 

presentation of autism. EPs are well-positioned to address any gaps in this area by providing 

bespoke training and professional development for teachers. Given that gender stereotypes in 

education may impact teacher perceptions and responses to autistic pupils, EPs can play a key 

role in challenging these biases through consultation and systemic collaboration. This could 

include developing gender-inclusive and neuro-affirmative approaches to recognition of needs 

and support strategies, as well as working with schools to create more inclusive learning 

environments that accommodate the diverse needs of autistic girls. One way EPs can contribute 

is by promoting Universal Design for Learning (UDL), which aims to create inclusive classroom 

environments that accommodate diverse learning profiles (Rao et al., 2023). Additionally, EPs 

can support teachers in embedding the voices and experiences of autistic pupils into School Self-

Evaluation (SSE) processes, ensuring that school policies and supports reflect the needs of 

autistic girls (Department of Education, 2022). Promoting guidance frameworks such as the 

Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for Practice (Department of Education, 2019) can 

also help ensure that support systems are responsive, evidence-based, and tailored to meet the 

needs of autistic pupils more effectively.  

A key aspect of the educational psychologist’s (EP) role is to support teachers in 

identifying effective approaches and strategies to enhance learning experiences for all students, 
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including autistic girls. This involves considering the social, emotional and cognitive factors that 

influence learning and applying psychological research to inform best practices in schools 

(Farrell, 2010). Therefore, building school capacity in the area of screening and assessment tools 

to implement and monitor timely support is another consideration. EPs have played a key role in 

developing schools' capacity in academic areas such as literacy screening and assessment such as 

WIAT training. A similar focus is now needed to ensure that teachers are equipped with the 

knowledge and tools to address students' social and emotional needs. Findings from this study 

also highlight the important role of EPs in guiding teachers through the referral process and 

helping them navigate appropriate referral pathways, as many teachers reported encountering 

uncertainty in this area. This reiterates the importance of EPs promoting early recognition and 

support through collaboration and consultation with teachers, special education staff and parents. 

EPs can help ensure that autistic girls receive appropriate support at an earlier stage, reducing the 

risk of misdiagnoses or delayed supports. 

4.5.3 Implications for Policy.  

The findings of this study highlight the need for policy changes to ensure that autistic 

girls receive timely support in mainstream primary schools. Given the impact of exosystem and 

macrosystem factors on the findings of this study (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006), there are 

significant policy implications for various governmental departments in Ireland. These include 

the Department of Children, Disability and Equality, the Department of Education and Youth, 

the Department of Health and the Department of Social Protection, all of which play a role in 

shaping policies that influence the recognition and support of any child with additional needs in 

mainstream primary schools.  Teacher professional learning, school self-evaluation processes 
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and wellbeing policies must be adapted to ensure that autistic girls receive appropriate 

recognition and support within an inclusive educational framework. 

4.5.3.1 Policy on Wellbeing.  

The findings of this study have important implications for autistic girls’ wellbeing. 

Findings indicated that some may go unrecognised and a missed or delayed diagnosis can have 

significant consequences for an individual’s wellbeing, academic experience and access to 

appropriate support, increasing the likelihood of experiencing mental health difficulties and 

social challenges. Nohilly et al. (2023) conducted a systematic literature review on wellbeing in 

education which offers valuable insights that resonate strongly with the themes emerging from 

this thesis on autistic girls. The review highlights the importance of fostering a positive school 

climate, promoting pupil voice and embedding social and emotional learning (SEL) across the 

curriculum, all of which are particularly relevant for autistic girls. The Wellbeing Policy and 

Framework for Practice (DES, 2019) defines wellbeing as a state in which a person realises their 

potential, has a sense of purpose and feels connected to a wider community (NCCA, 2017). 

Nohilly and Tynan (2022) discuss how wellbeing is a central theme in national curriculum 

reform yet still remains a complex and often ambiguously defined concept. Their paper 

emphasises the necessity of moving towards an interdisciplinary and whole-school approach to 

wellbeing that is embedded not just in curriculum documents but also in everyday interactions, 

school culture and teacher–student relationships. However, the experiences of autistic girls, 

particularly those who mask their difficulties, may not be fully captured by existing school 

wellbeing initiatives. Nohilly and Tynan’s (2022) critique of fragmented programme overload in 

schools resonates with concerns around the risk of superficial responses to complex 

neurodevelopmental needs. The School Self-Evaluation (SSE) Wellbeing Promotion Process 
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(DES, 2021) provides an opportunity for schools to assess and improve their practices, but 

without a clear understanding of how autism presents in girls, schools may struggle to identify 

and address gaps in support. Findings from this research can inform ways in which to organise 

resources and support for autistic girls under the four key areas of wellbeing promotion. The four 

key areas of culture, curriculum, relationships & partnerships and policy & planning are essential 

in ensuring the wellbeing and inclusion of autistic girls in mainstream schools (see Figure 26). 

Figure 24.  

Whole School Approach – Four Key Areas of Wellbeing Promotion 
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4.5.3.2 Policy on Teacher Professional Learning. 

This study reinforces the call for systemic changes in teacher professional learning (TPL) 

to ensure that educators receive mandatory and appropriate training on autism and neuro-

affirmative practices, particularly on how autism presents in girls (Delimata & Byrne, 2023). 

Many teachers in this study expressed a lack of confidence in recognising autism in girls, and a 

desire and interest on learning more on the topic. The Joint Committee on Autism’s Final Report 

recommended that the Department of Education and Youth update TPL programmes to ensure 

that education professionals, including teachers and special needs assistants (SNAs) receive 

comprehensive autism training. Additionally, CPD initiatives should involve autistic voices and 

advocacy groups to ensure that training is socially valid and informed by lived experiences 

(Delimata & Byrne, 2023). Given the evolving nature of best practices in autism education, 

schools and educational bodies should provide ongoing training opportunities to help teachers 

stay up to date with research-informed strategies. Recent announcements by Minister for 

Education and Youth, Helen McEntee regarding mandatory special education placements 

represent a positive step forward in initial teacher education. These placements aim to address 

current gaps in initial teacher education by providing student teachers with essential, hands-on 

experience working with pupils with additional needs. This development is particularly 

promising in strengthening teachers’ ability to recognise autism in girls, as time spent in 

specialised settings can help trainee teachers identify traits that may be more commonly 

observed in autistic girls. Placing a greater emphasis on special education will likely increase 

teacher’s confidence in this area and enhance early recognition and support.  
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As mentioned above, the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CoRC) has called for 

greater efforts to incorporate the voice of the child (UN, 2023). Teacher’s will require additional 

training and support on children’s right to be heard and the implementation of child and youth 

participation strategies in education (UN, 2023). The findings of this study align with these 

recommendations, as they highlight the need for greater teacher awareness of autism in girls and 

the importance of listening to autistic pupils' perspectives when shaping support systems. 

4.5.3.3 Diagnostic Practices  

This study highlights the importance of screening and assessment protocols that take 

gender differences into account, reducing the risk of diagnostic bias and delayed support. There 

is a need for greater awareness of the varied presentation of autism within diagnostic criteria, to 

ensure accurate identification and support. As previously discussed in chapter 2, while the DSM-

5 criteria is broad, its application to the female autism profile may be limited by professionals’ 

knowledge. Expertise in recognising autism in girls and moving beyond male-centred diagnostic 

tools is crucial. Measures that encompass the impact of camouflaging on the individual such as 

the Camouflaging Autistic Traits Questionnaire (CAT-Q) are also being developed to support 

assessment, however, camouflaging is not reflected in the diagnostic criteria (Hull et al., 2018). 

Further clarity is needed on how autistic girls’ characteristics align with diagnostic criteria, and 

emerging research should inform updates to screening methods.
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4.5.4 Implications for Research  

Future research should endeavour to elicit the voice of the child, or indeed how 

teacher’s approach eliciting child’s voice in relation to implementing targets and devising 

support plans when using the Continuum of Support. This research would align with findings 

from AsIAm’s “What We Wish You Knew” report, which advocates for the further inclusion 

of autistic voices in school policies in order to create truly inclusive education systems. 

Autistic pupils should be actively involved in decision-making processes regarding school 

policies and practices, as outlined in Ireland’s National Framework for Children and Young 

People’s Participation in Decision-Making (DCEDIY, n.d.), which promotes ‘participation 

with purpose’ based on the Lundy Model of Participation (Lundy, 2007). Moreover, given 

that SSE is an evidence-based process involving collaboration between all stakeholders 

(DES, 2021), schools should ensure that autistic pupils are meaningfully included in decision-

making about their educational experience, in line with Articles 28 and 29 of the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (UN, 1989) and Conventions of the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The Looking at Our School (LAOS) Quality 

Framework (DES, 2022) further supports this process, helping schools evaluate whether their 

existing strategies for recognising needs and providing support are effective. Engaging 

autistic students, alongside parents and educators, in co-designing policies would help ensure 

that supports and recognition processes are informed by lived experience rather than solely 

professional expertise. Practices when using the Continuum of Support Model should be 

adapted to ensure that children’s views on their learning targets, their feelings about their 

support, and their preferences are actively considered. Using the Lundy Model of 

Participation, this approach would provide space, voice, audience, and influence for autistic 
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pupils, ensuring that their perspectives shape their individual support plans in a meaningful 

and child-centred way. 

Figure 25.  

The Lundy Model of Participation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Future research could build on these findings by exploring longitudinal perspectives 

on teacher professional learning and the effectiveness of early support strategies for 

neurodivergent pupils. This research also provides a foundation for further studies, 

particularly in exploring how teacher professional learning programmes and school policies 

can be adapted to improve the recognition process. Future research could investigate the 

long-term impact of training programmes and examine cross-cultural perspectives on 

supporting autistic girls in education. By addressing these gaps, the study contributes to the 
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ongoing evolution of inclusive education practices and informs the development of evidence-

based strategies for supporting autistic pupils in mainstream settings. 

Future research should extend this study to include other key professionals in the 

community involved in the recognition and support of autistic girls, such as general 

practitioners (GPs) and speech and language therapists (SLTs). Investigating these groups 

would provide further insight into whether gender-related biases in recognising needs in 

autistic girls extend beyond primary school settings. Understanding the perspectives and 

practices of other healthcare professionals could help determine whether similar barriers to 

diagnosis and support exist across different contexts. 

Future research could apply a similar methodology to explore teachers’ experiences of 

recognising and supporting girls with ADHD, as a similar pattern of under-recognition exists 

(Agnew-Blaise, 2024). Given the gender disparities in ADHD diagnosis, with girls often 

presenting differently from boys and being misdiagnosed or overlooked, investigating teacher 

awareness and practices for recognising needs could provide valuable insights. 

Understanding whether educators face similar challenges in recognising ADHD in girls 

would help inform teacher professional learning and support systems in mainstream schools. 

Future research could explore the experiences of autistic girls during the transition 

from primary to secondary school, as this appears to be a particularly challenging period 

where many difficulties emerge. Investigating how autistic girls navigate changes in 

environment, academic expectations, and social dynamics could provide valuable insights 

into the barriers and supports that influence their wellbeing and educational engagement. 

Such research could inform targeted supports and transition planning strategies to ensure that 

autistic girls receive the necessary accommodations to thrive in secondary education. 
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4.5.5 Dissemination of Findings. 

The researcher has considered dissemination plans to ensure the findings of this 

research contribute to professional practice and policy development. Given the under-

researched nature of autism identification in girls, it is essential that the insights gained from 

this study reach educators, psychologists, and multidisciplinary professionals involved in 

autism support and assessment. As part of early dissemination efforts, the research has 

already been shared at both local and national level, including MIC Research Methods 

Presentation in December 2022, MIC Christmas Research Day in December 2023, the PSI 

Annual Conference in November 2024. The researcher also contributed to a research brief 

within the National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) by completing a book review 

on autistic girls (see Appendix R). This contribution was in response to an identified 

knowledge gap and a priority for continuing professional development (CPD), as discussed at 

a recent regional NEPS meeting. If the opportunity arises, I plan to share the findings of this 

research with NEPS colleagues, developing further awareness on the research area. 

Additionally, presenting the research to a local multidisciplinary team (MDT) involved in 

autism assessments has been requested. This will provide an opportunity to discuss the 

implications of the study for clinical practice, particularly in ensuring assessment processes 

account for gender differences in autism presentation. Moreover, as the researcher is a student 

representative on the board for Graduate Certificate in Autism Studies with Middletown 

Centre for Autism and MIC, there will be opportunities to disseminate findings with board 

members and advocate for enhanced training on the recognition and support of autistic girls 

within the centre’s professional development courses. Further dissemination will be pursued 

through presenting at relevant conferences in Ireland. Potential conferences include The 

AsIAm National Autism Conference (Autism Europe Congress) to be held in September 

2025, The Psychological Society of Ireland (PSI) Annual Conference, Ireland International 
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Conference on Education and Educational Studies Association of Ireland (ESAI) Conference. 

In addition to conference presentations, the researcher intends to submit the literature review 

and empirical papers from this thesis for publication in academic journals focusing on 

educational psychology and autism research, such as Educational Psychology in Practice, 

International Journal of Educational Research, Irish Educational Studies, and Good Autism 

Practice. By engaging in both academic and professional dissemination, this research aims to 

inform policy, enhance teacher professional learning, and contribute to the evolving 

understanding of autism in girls within the Irish education system.  

4.6 Personal Reflection. 

4.6.1 Personal Reflection on the Research Process. 

Schön’s (1991) model of reflectivity provides a useful framework for reflecting on my 

research journey (Figure 28). Reflection-in-action (thinking during the research process) and 

reflection-on-action (reflecting on the experience as a whole) were particularly beneficial to 

my reflexivity as a researcher. This study has been a deeply engaging and insightful process, 

not only in terms of contributing to the research field but also in shaping my own professional 

development as a future educational psychologist (EP). 

Figure 26.  

Schön’s (1991) model of reflectivity 
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4.6.1.1 Reflection-in-Action. 

Throughout the research process, I engaged in ongoing critical reflection, captured in 

my reflexive journal. The following is an excerpt written in February 2023 on my rationale 

for choosing the topic.  

Figure 27.  

Excerpt from research journal  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.6.1.2 Reflection-on-Action 

Looking back on the research journey, one of the most significant realisations I had 

was the extent to which autistic girls remain under-identified in schools. My first-hand 

experience as a teacher had exposed me to this issue, but conducting this research solidified 

my understanding of the systemic barriers contributing to it. This study has deepened my 

appreciation for the complexities teachers face, particularly limited training, time constraints 

and the challenge of recognising more subtle presentations of autism. 

Reflective Journal Entry 

Coming from a teaching background, I feel confident navigating the school 

environment and understanding the practical realities of classroom life, which I 

believe will help me to approach the topic with relevance and sensitivity. Having 

witnessed first-hand during my teaching career several experienced teachers who 

struggled to recognise and support autistic girls in mainstream schools, this initially 

sparked my interest and made me realise that there was a pressing need for someone 

to hear these stories. This led me to complete my systematic review in the first 

semester of the programme entitled “Exploring camouflaging tendencies in autistic 

girls and the impact on mental health”. Findings from this review made me feel sad 

seeing the detrimental effects on mental health as a result of a lack of identification 

and support. This made me think about ways in which I could find out more about 

the phenomenon and understand what factors are perpetuating the problem. I started 

to feel passionate about promoting early identification and support, hence my 

rationale for interviewing primary school teachers. As I develop my research 

proposal, I am excited by this opportunity to uncover insights into how in my future 

role as an EP I can support teachers to support autistic girls in mainstream schools. 

Time to unmask it all!  
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However, as I conducted interviews with teachers, I became increasingly aware of the 

diversity of school systems and approaches to autism recognition and support. Teachers 

shared insightful first-hand experiences, some of which reinforced my existing knowledge, 

while others challenged my assumptions and broadened my perspective. I found myself 

adjusting my interview approach dynamically, ensuring that I was truly listening to and 

engaging with participants' perspectives, rather than focusing solely on pre-determined 

research objectives. 

Furthermore, this experience has strengthened my motivation to support teachers in 

my future role as an EP. I now feel better equipped to facilitate discussions, provide training 

and collaborate with school staff to improve recognition and support for autistic girls. The 

process of conducting interviews has also enhanced my communication and clarification 

skills with teachers, which will be invaluable in my professional practice. 

Overall, this research has not only contributed to the academic literature but has also 

shaped my own professional growth. I have gained a deeper understanding of school systems, 

teacher perspectives and the real-world application of educational psychology principles. 

Moving forward, I hope to use this knowledge to advocate for evidence-based, inclusive 

practices and contribute to meaningful change in how autistic girls are identified and 

supported in schools. 

4.7 Impact Statement. 

This research contributes to the growing body of literature examining the disparity in 

autism diagnoses between males and females, as well as support for autistic girls in the 

school environment. Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition that impacts an individual's 

social communication and sensory processing. Autistic girls may face significant challenges 

if their needs are not recognised early, including difficulty accessing appropriate support, 
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heightened anxiety and adverse long-term mental health outcomes. The exploration of 

teachers' experiences in recognising and supporting autistic girls, revealed key challenges 

such as masking behaviours, gendered diagnostic biases and gaps in professional training 

which has implications for educational policy, teacher professional learning and professional 

practice. The findings provide practical recommendations for educators, psychologists, 

policymakers and researchers, fostering improved recognition and support for autistic girls. 

4.7.1 Impact Within Academia. 

Within educational and child psychology, this research adds to existing literature on 

the gender disparities in autism diagnosis and supports. It offers empirical insights into how 

expectancy biases and stereotypically male-centred diagnostic frameworks contribute to 

delayed recognition. The research findings can contribute to academic knowledge and guide 

future studies on exploring the various factors at play when recognising autism, particularly 

with a focus on gender differences. Furthermore, the findings of this study can help shape 

future research into creating more inclusive diagnostic criteria that better identify autism in 

girls as well as boys. Additionally the study's insights can influence teacher professional 

learning programmes, ensuring that educators receive better training on recognising autism in 

girls and providing appropriate support in the classroom. 

Furthermore, this study highlights the role of educators in the support seeking process. 

Findings indicate that unconscious bias among teachers may lead to lower recognition of 

autism in girls, impacting early assessment and access to support. The research findings can 

inform future studies on gender-inclusive diagnostic criteria, as well as teacher professional 

learning programmes that focus on recognising diverse autism presentations. Additionally, 

this study has methodological implications, particularly in the use of qualitative approaches 

to explore autism-related biases. Future research could expand on these findings by 
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investigating biases among other professionals involved in autism diagnosis, such as 

psychologists, speech and language therapists and GPs.  

Furthermore, this work has implications for curriculum development within 

educational psychology training programmes. The findings support the need for enhanced 

professional development on autism in girls, ensuring that future educational psychologists, 

teachers and support staff are equipped with the knowledge to recognise and address 

gendered differences in autism presentation. 

4.7.2 Impact Beyond Academia. 

Beyond academia, this research has direct implications for professional practice and 

service delivery. By highlighting the role of teacher professional learning and professional 

awareness, the study emphasises the need for continuous professional development (CPD) 

programmes that include raising awareness of how autism presents in girls. Schools, local 

education authorities and professional development bodies could integrate these findings into 

training materials, enhancing educators’ ability to recognise autistic traits beyond 

stereotypical presentations. 

From a policy perspective, this study advocates for greater inclusion of gender-

sensitive diagnostic considerations in special education policies and autism assessment 

frameworks. Policymakers and advisory bodies, such as the National Council for Special 

Education (NCSE), can use these insights to inform guidelines and training programmes for 

teachers and educational psychologists. Additionally, findings could be disseminated through 

policy briefs to government agencies, school boards and advocacy groups working towards 

more inclusive educational practices. The study also has clinical utility, as it emphasises the 

importance of early recognition and support for autistic girls. Professionals in educational 
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psychology, speech and language therapy and occupational therapy may benefit from the 

research’s insights, ensuring more targeted and timely supports. 

4.7.3 Public Engagement and Wider Societal Impact 

At a community level, this research has the potential to inform public discourse and 

social awareness on gender differences in autism. Parent groups, advocacy organisations and 

autism networks can use these findings to educate families, caregivers and professionals on 

the challenges autistic girls face. The study could be disseminated through mainstream media, 

blogs and specialist publications to increase public understanding of autism in girls. 

On a national and international level, this research aligns with global discussions on 

gender inclusivity in autism research. It has the potential to influence educational reform and 

contribute to international policy dialogues on autism assessment and support practices. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Reflections on my interpretation of theories and their relevance to 

autistic girls along with implications for teachers   

  

Theory Relevance to Autistic Girls Implications for Teachers  

Theory of Mind 

(ToM) (Baron-

Cohen, 1990) 

Girls may mask ToM difficulties or 

develop coping strategies like mimicking 

peers, making them appear more socially 

competent. 

Teachers might assume social 

understanding is intact and miss subtle 

signs of difficulty with ToM.  

Executive 

Dysfunction Theory 

(Pennington & 

Ozonoff, 1996) 

Girls may experience EF difficulties in planning, 

organisation, or shifting attention, but often 

internalise these struggles. 

Educators may mislabel these as laziness 

or inattentiveness rather than recognising 

them as EF-related challenges.  

Extreme Male Brain 

Theory (Baron-

Cohen, 2002) 

Suggests autism aligns with stereotypically male 

traits, possibly leading to under-recognition in girls. 

Teachers should be cautious not to rely on 

male-centric diagnostic expectations 

when observing girls and must be aware 

of biases that may exist from training.  

Monotropism 

(Murray et al., 2005) 

Intense focus on specific interests may be mistaken 

for obsessive behaviour or emotional immaturity. 

Teachers can support learning by 

integrating these interests into curriculum 

or classroom activities.  

Double Empathy 

Problem (Milton, 

2012) 

Challenges in communication are mutual and not 

just due to the autistic girl, but due to differences 

between neurotypes. 

Encourages teachers to reflect on their 

communication styles and adapt their 

interactions rather than placing blame 

solely on the student.  
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Context Blindness 

Theory (Vermeulen, 

2012) 

Girls may struggle to use social or situational 

context to interpret meaning, which can affect 

classroom interactions. 

Educators may need to provide clearer 

instructions or explicitly teach context 

cues.  

Social Motivation 

Theory (Chevallier 

et al., 2012) 

Challenges the assumption that autistic girls lack 

social interest; many want friendships but don’t 

have the skills. 

Helps teachers understand that seeming 

withdrawal may be due to social 

differences, not disinterest.  

Female Protective 

Effect (Jacquemont 

et al., 2014; 

Robinson et al. 2013) 

Girls may need greater genetic or environmental 

load to show clear traits, leading to later or missed 

diagnosis. 

Highlights the importance of early and 

nuanced observation by teachers who are 

often the first to notice concerns.  

Integrative Theory / 

Bayesian Brain 

(Niculae & Pavăl, 

2016) 

Emphasises autism's heterogeneity and subtle 

presentation—especially in girls. 

Teachers should be aware that “classic” 

traits may not apply and that subtle signs 

are still significant.  

 

Appendix B: Diagnostic Criteria for Autism found in DSM-5-TR and ICD-11  

  

DSM-5-TR (APA, 2022)  

A. Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple 

contexts, as manifested by all of the following, currently or by history:   

- Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity, ranging, for example, from abnormal social approach 

and failure of normal back-and-forth conversation; to reduced sharing of interests, emotions, or 

affect; to failure to initiate or respond to social interactions.   

- Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviours used for social interaction, ranging, for 

example, from poorly integrated verbal and nonverbal communication; to abnormalities in eye 
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contact and body language or deficits in understanding and use of gestures; to a total lack of 

facial expressions and nonverbal communication.   

- Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships, ranging, for example, 

from difficulties adjusting behaviour to suit various social contexts; to difficulties in sharing 

imaginative play or in making friends; to absence of interest in peers.   

  

B. Restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities, as manifested by at 

least two of the following, currently or by history:   

- Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech (e.g., simple motor 

stereotypes, lining up toys or flipping objects, echolalia, idiosyncratic phrases).   

- Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of verbal or 

nonverbal behavior (e.g., extreme distress at small changes, difficulties with transitions, rigid 

thinking patterns, greeting rituals, need to take same route or eat same food every day).   

- Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus (e.g., strong 

attachment to or preoccupation with unusual objects, excessively circumscribed or 

perseverative interests).   

- Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the 

environment (e.g. apparent indifference to pain/temperature, adverse response to specific 

sounds or textures, excessive smelling or touching of objects, visual fascination with lights or 

movement).   

  

C. Symptoms must be present in the early developmental period (but may not become 

fully manifest until social demands exceed limited capacities, or may be masked by 

learned strategies in later life).   
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D. Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other 

important areas of current functioning.   

  

E. These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual developmental disorder 

(intellectual disability) or global developmental delay. Intellectual developmental 

disorder and autism spectrum disorder frequently co-occur; to make comorbid diagnoses 

of autism spectrum disorder and intellectual developmental disorder, social 

communication should be below that expected for general developmental level.   

  

 

 

 

 
ICD- 11(WHO, 2022)  

Persistent deficits in initiating and sustaining social communication and reciprocal social 

interactions that are outside the expected range of typical functioning given the 

individual’s age and level of intellectual development. Specific manifestations of these 

deficits vary according to chronological age, verbal and intellectual ability, and disorder 

severity.   

Manifestations may include limitations in the following:   

- Understanding of, interest in, or inappropriate responses to the verbal or non-verbal social 

communications of others.   

- Integration of spoken language with typical complimentary non-verbal cues, such as eye 

contact, gestures, facial expressions and body language. These non-verbal behaviours may also 

be reduced in frequency or intensity.   
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- Understanding and use of language in social contexts and ability to initiate and sustain 

reciprocal social conversations.   

- Social awareness, leading to behaviour that is not appropriately modulated according to the 

social context.   

- Ability to imagine and respond to the feelings, emotional states, and attitudes of others.   

- Mutual sharing of interests.   

- Ability to make and sustain typical peer relationships.   

  

Persistent restricted, repetitive, and inflexible patterns of behaviour, interests, or 

activities that are clearly atypical or excessive for the individual’s age and sociocultural 

context.   

These may include:   

- Lack of adaptability to new experiences and circumstances, with associated distress, that can 

be evoked by trivial changes to a familiar environment or in response to unanticipated events.   

- Inflexible adherence to particular routines; for example, these may be geographic such as 

following familiar routes, or may require precise timing such as mealtimes or transport.   

- Excessive adherence to rules (e.g., when playing games).   

- Excessive and persistent ritualized patterns of behaviour (e.g., preoccupation with lining up 

or sorting objects in a particular way) that serve no apparent external purpose.   

- Repetitive and stereotyped motor movements, such as whole body movements (e.g., 

rocking), atypical gait (e.g., walking on tiptoes), unusual hand or finger movements and 

posturing. These behaviours are particularly common during early childhood.   

- Persistent preoccupation with one or more special interests, parts of objects, or specific types 

of stimuli (including media) or an unusually strong attachment to particular objects (excluding 

typical comforters).   
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- Lifelong excessive and persistent hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to sensory stimuli or 

unusual interest in a sensory stimulus, which may include actual or anticipated sounds, light, 

textures (especially clothing and food), odors and tastes, heat, cold, or pain.   

  

The onset of the disorder occurs during the developmental period, typically in early 

childhood, but characteristic symptoms may not become fully manifest until later, when 

social demands exceed limited capacities.   

  

The symptoms result in significant impairment in personal, family, social, educational, 

occupational or other important areas of functioning. Some individuals with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder are able to function adequately in many contexts through exceptional 

effort, such that their deficits may not be apparent to others. A diagnosis of Autism 

Spectrum Disorder is still appropriate in such cases.   
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Appendix C: Overview of Selected Studies  

 

Title Authors 

(Year) and 

Area 

Research Focus Methodology 

/Study Design 

Participants Data 

Collection 

Data 

Analysis 

Educatio

n Setting 

Key Findings Contribution to 

Field 

Identification of 

Autism in Girls: 

Role of Trait 

Subtleties, Social 

Acceptance and 

Masking 

Corscadden 

& Casserly 

(2021) 

 

Ireland  

Identification of 

autism in girls, 

with focus on 

trait subtleties, 

social 

acceptance, and 

masking 

Qualitative 

interviews 

Participants  

(N = 10) 

 

Autistic girls 

(N=1) 

Educators 

(N=4), 

Parents 

(N=5) 

Semi-

structured 

interviews  

 

 

Thematic 

Analysis 

(Braun & 

Clarke, 

2017) using 

NVivo 

Primary 

and 

secondary 

mainstrea

m schools 

Subtle traits and 

masking 

behaviours 

hinder the 

identification of 

autism in girls. 

Calls for more 

nuanced criteria 

and increased 

awareness to 

improve autism 

recognition in 

girls. 
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Towards a Better 

Understanding of 

Girls on the 

Autism Spectrum: 

Educational 

Support and 

Parental 

Perspectives 

Gray et al 

(2021) 

 

UK 

Educational 

support and 

parental 

perspectives for 

autistic girls 

Mixed-

methods 

 

SENCOs 

(N=53) 

 

 

 

Parents 

(N=3) 

Questionnair

es for 

SENCOs via 

post/email 

 

Group 

Interview 

with parents  

Quantitative 

using SPSS 

 

Qualitative 

using  

“Scissor and 

Sort” 

technique 

(Stewart & 

Shamdasani, 

2014)  

Early 

years, 

Primary 

schools 

and 

secondary 

mainstrea

m schools 

Parents 

emphasise the 

need for tailored 

educational 

support to 

address autistic 

girls’ unique 

needs. 

Advocates for 

stronger 

collaboration 

between parents 

and teachers in 

supporting 

autistic girls’ 

education. 

“Camouflaging” 

by Adolescent 

Autistic Girls 

Who Attend Both 

Mainstream and 

Halsall et al 

(2021) 

 

UK 

Camouflaging 

behaviours in 

adolescent 

autistic girls 

Qualitative 

interviews  

Adolescent 

autistic girls 

(N= 8) 

Parents (N= 

8) 

Semi-

structured 

interviews  

 

 

Reflexive 

Thematic 

Analysis 

(Braun & 

Clarke, 

2019) 

Specialist 

resource 

classes 

attached 

to 

Need for 

increased 

awareness of 

how 

camouflaging 

Provides 

insights into 

camouflaging as 

a coping 

mechanism and 
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Specialist 

Resource Classes 

Educators 

(N=6) 

mainstrea

m schools 

presents and 

suggests that 

individualised, 

evidence-based 

support will be 

essential  

its effects on 

mental health. 

Asperger's and 

Girls: What 

Teachers Need to 

Know 

Jarman & 

Rayner 

(2015) 

 

Australia  

Teachers' 

knowledge of 

Asperger's 

syndrome and 

autism in girls 

Qualitative 

Survey study 

Parents of 

autistic girls 

aged 5-18 

years (N=15) 

 

Adult autistic 

women 

(N=30)  

Online 

Survey via 

Qualtrics 

 

 

Inductive 

reasoning 

approach 

(O’Leary, 

2004) 

Primary 

and 

secondary 

mainstrea

m schools 

Teachers require 

more knowledge 

and awareness to 

effectively 

support autistic 

girls. 

Highlights the 

need for teacher 

professional 

learning on 

autism in girls to 

improve 

educational 

support. 



 251 

Investigating the 

Effects of 

Perceived Student 

Gender on 

Primary School 

Teachers' 

Recognition of 

Autism 

 

Ward et al 

(2022) 

 

 

New Zealand 

Effects of 

perceived 

student gender 

on teachers’ 

recognition of 

autism 

Quantitative 

Descriptive 

Primary 

school 

teachers 

(N=249) 

Vignette-

based survey 

Pearson's χ2 

analysis 

and 

exploratory 

analysis  

Primary 

schools 

Participants did 

not 

make gender‐

based 

assumptions 

about autism 

characteristics. 

Suggests 

ongoing training 

to support 

teachers 

confidence in 

their awareness 

of autism  

Recognition of 

Girls on the 

Autism Spectrum 

by Primary 

School Educators: 

An Experimental 

Study 

Whitlock et 

al (2020) 

 

UK 

Recognition of 

autistic girls by 

primary 

educators 

Quantitative 

Descriptive  

Primary 

school 

educators 

(N=289) 

Experiment 

with 

vignettes 

Multi-level 

model 

analysis 

Primary 

schools 

Educators are 

less likely to 

recognise autism 

traits in girls due 

to subtler 

presentations 

compared to 

boys. 

Emphasises the 

need for 

educator 

training to 

recognise autism 

in girls 

accurately. 
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Appendix D: WoE A Methodological Quality Criteria adapted from Hong et al.’s Mixed 

Methods Appraisal Tool (2018)  

 

Study Design Relevant MMAT Criteria WoE Quality Assessment 

Corscadden & 

Casserly (2021): 

Identification of 

autism in girls: 

Role of trait 

subtleties, social 

acceptance and 

masking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Qualitative 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1: Is the qualitative approach 

appropriate to answer the 

research question?  

1.2: Are the qualitative data 

collection methods adequate to 

address the research question?  

1.3: Are the findings adequately 

derived from the data?  

1.4: Is the interpretation of 

results sufficiently substantiated 

by data?  

1.5: Is there coherence between 

data sources, collection, 

analysis, and interpretation? 

 

1.1: Yes. The study’s qualitative approach, 

focusing on interviews to explore social 

acceptance and masking, is appropriate for 

the research question. 

1.2: Yes. Semi-structured interviews allow 

for in-depth data collection on subjective 

experiences. 

1.3: Yes. Findings are clearly derived from 

the data through thematic analysis. 

1.4: Yes. Interpretations are supported by 

data and aligned with the findings. 

1.5: Yes. There is coherence between the data 

sources, collection, and analysis.  

Overall WoE Quality Score: 100%.  

WoE A Rating: High. 

 

 

Gray et al. 

(2021): Towards a 

better 

Mixed-

methods 

5.1: Is there an adequate 

rationale for using a mixed 

5.1: Yes. Mixed methods are justified for 

capturing both educator and parental 

perspectives. 
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understanding of 

girls on the 

autism spectrum: 

Educational 

support and 

parental 

perspectives 

methods design to address the 

research question? 

5.2: Are the different 

components of the study 

effectively integrated to answer 

the research question? 

5.3: Are the outputs of the 

integration of qualitative and 

quantitative components 

adequately interpreted? 

5.4: Are divergences and 

inconsistencies between 

quantitative and qualitative 

results adequately addressed? 

5.5: Do the different components 

of the study adhere to the quality 

criteria of each tradition of the 

methods involved? 

5.2: Yes. Integration of qualitative and 

quantitative data provides a comprehensive 

view. 

5.3: Yes. Interpretation reflects an adequate 

synthesis of components. 

5.4: Yes. Inconsistencies between methods 

are acknowledged and addressed. 

5.5: Yes. Both qualitative and quantitative 

components meet quality standards. 

Overall WoE Quality Score: 100%.  

WoE A Rating: High. 

 

Halsall, Clarke, 

& Crane (2021): 

“Camouflaging” 

by adolescent 

autistic girls: 

Perspectives of 

Qualitative 1.1 - 1.5 as above for qualitative 

studies. 

1.1: Yes. The qualitative approach is 

appropriate for exploring camouflaging 

behaviours. 

1.2: Yes. In-depth interviews with multiple 

stakeholders (girls, mothers, educators) 

provide valuable insights. 
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girls, mothers, 

and educators 

1.3: Yes. Findings are robustly derived 

through thematic analysis. 

1.4: Yes. Interpretations are grounded in data. 

1.5: Yes. There is coherence across sources, 

collection, and analysis. 

Overall WoE Quality Score: 100%.  

WoE A Rating: High 

 

 

Jarman & 

Rayner (2015): 

Asperger's and 

girls: What 

teachers need to 

know 

Qualitative 

survey study  

1.1 - 1.5 as above for qualitative 

studies. 

1.1: Yes. Sampling strategy appears relevant 

to explore what parents and autistic females 

wish teachers’ knew about Asperger's in girls. 

1.2: No. Semi-structured interview would 

have been more beneficial than surveys for 

exploring this topic.  

1.3: Yes. Findings are derived from survey 

responses using deductive reasoning 

approach.  

1.4: Yes. Interpretation supported by data.  

1.5: Yes. There is coherence across sources.  

Overall WoE Quality Score: 80%. WoE A 

Rating: Acceptable. 

Ward, Curtis, & 

Seehagen (2022): 

Effects of 

perceived student 

Quantitative 

Descriptive 

4.1: Is the sampling strategy 

relevant to address the 

research question? 

4.1: Yes. Sampling strategy aligns with the 

goal of examining gender bias in autism 

recognition. 

4.2: Yes. Sample is reasonably representative 
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gender on 

teachers' 

recognition of 

autism 

4.2: Is the sample 

representative of the target 

population? 

4.3: Are the measurements 

appropriate? 

4.4: Is the risk of non-

response bias low? 

4.5: Is the statistical analysis 

appropriate to answer the 

research question? 

of primary school teachers. 

4.3: Yes. Measurements (vignettes) are well-

suited to the research question. 

4.4: No. Non-response bias risk not fully 

controlled. 

4.5: Yes. Statistical analysis is appropriate 

and aligns with the study’s aims.  

Overall WoE Quality Score: 80%. WoE A 

Rating: High. 

Whitlock et al. 

(2020): 

Recognition of 

girls on the 

autism spectrum 

by primary school 

educators 

Quantitative 

Descriptive 

4.1 - 4.5 as above for 

quantitative descriptive studies. 

4.1: Yes. Sampling strategy effectively 

targets educators to assess autism recognition 

in girls. 

4.2: Yes. Sample representativeness is 

appropriate for generalising to primary 

educators. 

4.3: Yes. Measurements are validated and 

relevant to study objectives. 

4.4: No. Potential for non-response bias 

exists. 

4.5: Yes. Statistical analysis is rigorous and 

suitable.  

Overall WoE Quality Score: 80%. WoE A 

Rating: High. 
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Appendix E: Overall WoE B Methodological Relevance Scores 

 

WoE B 

Methodological 

Relevance Rating 

Score 

WoE B 

Descriptive 

Relevance 

Rating 

Research 

Design 

Rationale 

 

1 

 

Low 

 

Single Case 

Study 

A case study design is employed in the study. The 

case study is significant and describes the impact 

camouflaging tendencies have on mental health. 

Single-case studies were not recommended by 

researchers as suitable research methodologies 

when investigating research questions involving 

‘salience’ (Gray, 1997; (Petticrew & Roberts, 

2003) 

 

2 

 

Medium 

 

Cross 

Sectional 

Survey 

Design or 

Qualitative 

Survey or interview methods are utilised in the 

study to answer the review questions. There is 

evidence of a low response rate (69% or less) in 

survey studies or in the case of interview studies, 

less than 12 interviews are conducted (Guest et 

al., 2016).  

 

3 

 

High 

 

Cross 

Sectional 

Survey 

Survey or interview methods are employed in the 

study to address the review questions. There is 

evidence of a high response rate (70% or higher) 

for survey studies (Johnson & Christensen, 2008, 
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Design or 

Qualitative 

cited in Mertens, 2015 p. 191) or in the case of 

interview studies, the study reaches data 

saturation (12 interviews) (Guest et al., 2016).  
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Appendix F: Table summarising quality judgements for WoE C Scoring Criteria 

and Rationale 

 

WoE C Criteria WoE C 

Scoring 

Description Rationale 

Focus on Educator 

Perspectives 

1 

Educator perspectives were not explored 

or were only tangentially related to the 

study. 

Understanding educators' 

perspectives is critical for this 

review, as their attitudes, 

knowledge, and practices directly 

influence how autistic girls are 

supported in educational contexts. 

 2 

Educator perspectives were partially 

explored or indirectly connected to the 

focus of the study. 

 3 

Educator perspectives were a primary 

focus and explored comprehensively. 

Focus on Recognising 

and Supporting 

Autistic Girls 

1 

Little to no focus was placed on 

recognisingor supporting autistic girls in 

educational settings. 

Identification and support are 

central to understanding how 

educators engage with autistic 

girls, as this impacts their 

educational experiences and 

outcomes. 

 2 

Identification/support was explored but 

only superficially or as a secondary focus. 

 3 

Identification/support was explored in-

depth and central to the study’s aims. 
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School Setting 

Relevance 

1 

The study’s context was unrelated or 

minimally relevant to mainstream or 

specialist school settings. 

 

School setting relevance ensures 

that the findings are applicable to 

the real-world environments 

where autistic girls are educated 

and teachers are directly involved. 

 2 

The study addressed school settings but 

not in a detailed or focused manner. 

 3 

The study’s context was directly relevant 

to mainstream or specialist school 

settings. 

Appropriate Measures 

for Capturing Insights 

on Autism and Gender 

Bias 

1 

The study did not use validated tools or 

measures relevant to autism or gender 

bias. 

 

Using appropriate and validated 

measures enhances the rigor of 

studies, particularly in 

understanding subtle gender 

differences in autism presentation 

and the role of educators in 

recognisingthese traits. 

 2 

The study used some validated measures 

but lacked depth in capturing autism-

related gender biases. 

 3 

The study employed validated and 

appropriate measures, capturing nuanced 

insights on autism and gender bias. 
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Appendix G: Research Poster 
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Appendix H: Final Interview Schedule 

 

Introductory Script: “Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. The purpose 

of this research is to explore teachers’ experiences of recognising and supporting autistic girls. 

Your insights will contribute to a better understanding of current practices, challenges, and areas 

for development. There are no right or wrong answers – I am interested in hearing about your 

honest experiences. You are free to decline to answer any question or to withdraw at any point. 

Before we begin is it ok with you if this interview is audio recorded for accuracy? Your responses 

will remain confidential and be in way identifiable to you. Do you have any questions before we 

begin?” 

 

Recognition 

What have been your experiences to date with recognising autistic girls? 

What helped you to identify autistic girls  in your classroom ? 

Can you tell me a little about the referral process. 

Tell me about any other factors that played a part in recognising autistic girls in the 

classroom (ask if there was any psychologist involvement here in the process) 

 

Understanding Autistic Girls 

What kind of presentations have you noticed with autistic girls? 

Do you think these presentations differ from boys with autism? 

What kind of strengths have you noticed for autistic girls? 

What kind of challenges have you noticed for autistic girls? 
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Support 

Can you tell me more about how you supported their strengths and challenges in the school 

environment.  

Can you tell me about using the continuum of support at each level with autistic girls.  

What has enabled you, as a teacher, to support autistic girls effectively? 

Have you encountered challenges in supporting autistic girls? If yes, can you tell me about 

those challenges? 

 

Training 

Have you been facilitated to avail of CPD/training for autism?  

Do you feel the training was helpful? If yes, why? If no, why?  

Who provided this training? 

Would you be interested in availing of training on autistic girls?  

Debrief: Finally, before we finish up is there anything else that you would like to mention 

in relation to the topic that we haven’t touched on today.  

Thank you for sharing your experiences with me today. Your insights are incredibly 

valuable in enhancing our understanding of how autistic girls are identified and supported in 

schools. If any of the topics we discussed today have caused you concern or if you would like to 

access support, please feel free to reach out. Should you have any further thoughts or wish to 

withdraw your contribution, please contact me within the next two weeks. Thank you again for 

your time and openness. 
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Appendix I: Participant Information Sheet 
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Appendix J: Informed Consent Forms 
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Appendix K: Researcher Identity Memo (Maxwell, 2005) 

 

Introduction 

This memo outlines my positionality as the researcher in the study titled "Exploring Teachers' 

Experiences with Recognising and Supporting Autistic Girls Using the Continuum of Support." My 

professional experiences, academic background, and current training significantly shape my approach to 

this research, enabling me to engage deeply with the subject matter while maintaining a critical 

perspective. 

 

Professional Experience 

My journey into the world of education began with direct involvement in teaching autistic children, both 

as a mainstream class teacher and as a special education teacher. This dual role has provided me with 

invaluable first-hand insights into the practical challenges educators face when supporting neurodiverse 

students. The complexities of these experiences resonate with existing literature that emphasises the 

importance of practitioner experience in shaping educational practices (Goodall & MacKenzie, 2019). 

Through my interactions with students, I have witnessed the diversity of needs among autistic girls and 

the barriers they encounter in mainstream classrooms. These experiences have fuelled my desire to 

explore how teachers identify and support these students effectively. 

 

Academic Background 

My academic journey includes completing a Graduate Certificate and a Graduate Diploma in Autism 

Studies. These programs were instrumental in addressing gaps in my knowledge and understanding of 

autism, particularly concerning the unique experiences of autistic girls. The theoretical frameworks and 

evidence-based practices I encountered during my studies have equipped me to critically examine current 
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educational policies and strategies (Pellicano et al., 2018). This academic foundation allows me to 

approach my research with a blend of theory and practice, fostering a deeper understanding of the 

systemic issues that affect autistic girls in educational settings. 

 

Personal Interest 

My interest in autism deepened significantly after completing the Graduate Certificate in Autism Studies 

(GCAS) and Graduate Diploma in Autism Studies (GDAS) at Mary Immaculate College. These programs 

provided me with valuable knowledge and expertise, which I am eager to continue expanding. Given the 

increasing prevalence of autism, there is a growing need for deeper insight and understanding in this area. 

During the Autumn Semester, I conducted a Systematic Review and delivered a presentation on 

camouflaging behaviours in autistic girls. This experience ignited my passion for this specific area of 

research, which I found both fascinating and personally meaningful.  

 

Personal Experience with NEPS 

On my first day of Professional Placement 1 with the National Educational Psychological Service 

(NEPS), I observed a case involving a 10-year-old girl in primary school who was being assessed for 

autism. Hearing the mother’s account of her experience was profoundly moving. She shared how, for 

years, her concerns about her daughter went unacknowledged by teachers—until her current class teacher 

finally recognised potential signs of autism. The mother described how her daughter’s ability to 

camouflage her difficulties in social settings often led others to perceive her as thriving, while at home, 

she would be utterly exhausted, causing significant strain on family life. This case prompted me to reflect 

on whether unconscious biases or limited awareness among teachers might contribute to such delays in 

recognising autistic girls.  
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Personal Experience as a Teacher 

During my teaching career, I encountered a young girl who exhibited subtle differences and struggled 

with certain aspects of school life. While some teachers suspected she might be autistic, they hesitated to 

act on their suspicions because she did not display the more overt signs typically associated with boys on 

the spectrum. At that time, the girl was coping well within the supportive environment of a small primary 

school. However, I worried about how she might fare upon transitioning to secondary school, where the 

environment could be less accommodating. Her brother, who had been diagnosed with autism and 

attended a special school, may have influenced her parents’ perceptions; they perhaps overlooked her 

challenges by comparing her development to his more pronounced needs. This experience underscored 

for me the critical role teachers play in advocating for children by raising concerns—even when parents 

might not yet recognise them.  

 

Personal Experience Speaking to an Experienced Principal 

In another instance during my teaching career, I had a conversation with a principal who shared her regret 

about missing the signs of autism in a 6th-class student who had only recently been diagnosed. Despite 

her extensive experience as both a Special Education Teacher (SET) and teacher in a special school, she 

felt deeply guilty for not recognising the girl’s autistic traits earlier. The student began refusing to attend 

school due to mounting challenges, which ultimately led to her diagnosis. This situation made me wonder 

whether earlier identification and support could have prevented the disruptions to her education and 

mental health. It also highlighted how even seasoned professionals can overlook autistic tendencies in 

girls due to their ability to mask difficulties effectively.  

 

Current Role and Perspective 

Currently, I am a Trainee Educational Psychologist (TEP), where I continue to work with autistic girls in 

both educational and healthcare contexts. This role has further illuminated the pressing need for research 

focused on understanding and supporting these students. My experiences as a TEP enable me to adopt a 
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holistic perspective that integrates psychological theory, educational practice, and advocacy for 

neurodiverse students. I recognise the importance of considering both individual factors, such as personal 

experiences and needs and systemic factors that influence educational outcomes (Bronfenbrenner & 

Morris, 2006). 

 

Reflexivity and Critical Reflection 

In light of my background, I identify as a ‘partial insider researcher’ (Chavez, 2008). While my 

experiences provide valuable insights into the challenges faced by educators, they also present potential 

biases that I must navigate throughout this research process. To mitigate these biases, I commit to 

engaging in reflexivity and critical reflection (Darlaston-Jones, 2007; Braun & Clarke, 2018). This 

involves continuously examining how my positionality influences my interpretations and interactions 

within the research context. 

 

Conclusion 

In summary, my unique combination of professional experience, academic training, and current role as a 

TEP positions me to conduct this research with both depth and critical awareness. By acknowledging my 

positionality and striving for reflexivity, I aim to contribute meaningfully to our understanding of how 

educators can better identify and support autistic girls within mainstream classrooms. This study not only 

seeks to fill existing knowledge gaps but also aspires to advocate for improved practices that foster 

inclusive educational environments for all students. 
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Appendix L: Ethical approval from MIREC 
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Appendix M: Six-step Reflexive Thematic Analysis Procedure (Braun & Clarke, 2019) 

 

Braun and Clarke’s (2019) six-phase process for reflexive thematic analysis was followed 

to analyse the qualitative data arising from the semi-structured interviews conducted for this 

study. A summary of each phase is presented below. 

Phase One: Familiarisation with the Data 

The interview transcripts were read and re-read to ensure immersion in the data. Initial 

observations and reflections were documented while reviewing interviews in the researcher’s 

journal to capture early analytic insights. 

Please see attached pictures from the researchers journal  
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 278 

Phase Two: Coding 

Each transcript was systematically coded for significant features related to the research 

questions. Codes were generated across three broad areas: identification, support, and enabling 

factors/challenges. 

Phase Three: Generating Initial Themes 

Codes were collated into meaningful groups, resulting in the generation of initial themes: 

- Varied experiences in recognisingautistic girls 

- Delayed recognition and diagnostic bias 

- Varied presentation of autism in girls 

- Parental involvement – a double-edged sword 

- Classroom support strategies 

- School-wide support and collaboration 

- Enhanced individualised support ("School Support Plus") 

- Collaboration with others 

- Training and continuous professional development (CPD) 

- Challenges and systemic constraints 
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Phase Four: Reviewing Themes 

Themes were reviewed against the full dataset to ensure they accurately represented 

participants' experiences. A second coder reviewed themes and provided feedback which helped 

me gain clarity on my rationale for themes. Overlapping themes were refined and renamed for 

clarity. Specific attention was given to ensuring that both enabling factors and challenges were 

distinctly captured. 
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Phase Five: Defining and Naming Themes 

The final themes were defined and named, capturing the core narratives that emerged: 

Research Question Theme Key Focus Areas 

RQ1: Identification Varied experiences in 

recognizing autistic girls 

Diagnostic bias, varied 

presentations, role of 

parental input 

 Parental involvement – a 

double-edged sword 

Positive and negative 

impacts of parental 

advocacy 

RQ2: Support Classroom support 

strategies 

Visual schedules, sensory 

breaks, rapport building 

 School support Social groups, consultation 

practices 

 School Support Plus One-to-one support, 

consistency, skill 

generalisation 

RQ3: Factors 

 

Enabling  

Collaboration with others Staff collaboration, 

transition supports, 

external supports, 

psychological consultation 
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 Training and CPD Impact of specialised 

training on teacher 

confidence 

Challenges/Limitations Systemic and resource 

constraints 

Limited resources, 

confusing referral 

pathways, need for school-

wide training 

Phase Six: Write-up 

The detailed results of this reflexive thematic analysis are presented in Chapter Three: 

Results section of this thesis. 
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Appendix N: Support Strategies in Provision Mapping Format  

 

Support For a Few (Individual) 

Environmental Supports 

Strategy Quote 

Laminated break card She was very quiet and found it hard to 

ask for what she needed... so we 

laminated a little card and she would tap 

or hand it to me when she needed support. 

Individualised sensory box She had her own sensory box... if she was 

feeling anxious she would take it to 

regulate. 

Now, Next, Then visual schedule On her desk, I just had the first three 

things in the morning on a now-next-then 

chart... 

Environmental accommodations She'd go outside the room for paired 

reading because it was too noisy in the 

classroom. 

Emotional & Sensory Regulation 

Strategy Quote 

Ear defenders She had her ear defenders... she'd go and 

put them on when songs came on. 
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Movement breaks She needs a lot of movement breaks. 

However, they are minimal in length. 

Low Arousal Technique I often use the low arousal technique... 

less confrontation and more quietness. 

Sensory regulation with SET/SNA The SET teacher did a lot of calming her 

down, sensory stuff like water beads. 

Curricular & Pedagogical Adaptations 

Strategy Quote 

Use of interest-based materials You're able to do reading comprehensions 

based on celebrities she liked. 

Supporting using special interest She loved Barbie... I put images of Barbie 

on her schedule. 

Carefully assigned roles in group work I carefully assigned group roles based on 

her strengths, avoiding stressful tasks. 

Adjusting expectations I stopped requesting eye contact... she was 

much happier. 

Social & Communication Supports 

Strategy Quote 

Social stories She used to do social stories with her, 

especially around toileting issues. 

Therapy dog support The school therapy dog helped her 

transition into school. 
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Collaboration & External Supports 

Strategy Quote 

Parental involvement Parents were implementing the same 

visual timetable at home. 

Collaboration with SLT The SLT emailed strategies for classroom 

support. 

Collaboration with OT She used a trampoline, did push-ups, and 

helped carry milk cartons. 

Collaboration with NEPS Psychologist NEPS psychologist suggested Lego group 

and provided key support strategies. 

External assessments Principal paid for private assessment to 

secure autism class placement. 

Art/Play therapy She was receiving art/play therapy and 

therapists shared useful insights. 

Mindset & Approach 

Strategy Quote 

Mindset of ‘supporting’ not ‘fixing’ I wasn't trying to get rid of her 

difficulties... I was trying to help manage 

her needs. 

Proactive vs Reactive support Now I’d say we should have built 

movement breaks into the day proactively. 
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Summer Provision Programme Summer provision allowed her to explore 

her interests and come out of her shell. 

Teacher handover insights The previous teacher reflected that a 

visual timetable would have helped, so I 

implemented one. 

Clearly communicating change If there was a change, I'd explain it clearly 

and update her timetable. 

Group-Based Emotional & Social Supports 

Strategy Quote 

Emotional regulation groups When we started the School Support Plan 

and the SET Teacher started withdrawing 

her then for emotion regulation breaks 

with other children in the class... 

Social group using 'Fun Friends' and 

'Friends for Life' 

Two separate programs. One is called 

‘Friends for Life’ and the other one is 

called ‘Fun Friends’... 

Social groups with games of interest 

(Lego Club, Chess Club) 

They do a social group setting three times 

a week, it's called Lego Club... She joined 

the chess club and she loves playing that 

with others... 

Support For Some (Group) 
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Benefits of social group They seemed a lot happier and more 

productive when they returned from the 

social group... smaller group away from 

the classroom. 

Collaborative Professional Support 

Strategy Quote 

Collaboration with SNAs (group 

movement breaks) 

Training the SNAs in terms of what the 

child needs at that time... calming break or 

alerting break? 

Collaboration with SET I was drawing on my own knowledge and 

the knowledge of SET teachers... we came 

up with a classroom and school support 

plan. 

Indirect consultations with NEPS 

psychologists 

Indirect and unnamed consultations were 

noted, although not quoted directly. 

Environmental & Sensory Supports 

Strategy Quote 

Use of sensory tools and calm corners 

with weighted blankets 

That's the cosy corner that I've kind of 

made with a weighted blanket and sensory 

toys to get her into a calm state first. 
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Support For All (Whole class) 

Classroom-Based Supports 

Strategy Quote 

Whole class visual schedule/timetable She also has a visual schedule on her 

desk. And there's one at the top of the 

classroom just to let her know what's 

coming next... 

Use of calming subjects (art, music, 

drama) 

Just making sure I was consistent as well 

with art, music and drama within the 

classroom because they were subjects that 

she was... strong in. 

Whole class movement breaks Even when I do a whole class movement 

break, the difference in terms of their 

focus and motivation afterwards is huge... 

Extension activities for early finishers So that when she was finished her work or 

art she had something to keep her 

occupied and challenged with. 

Supporting interests using thematic 

content 

Anything that I do, I have a theme of 

animals and that gives her the interest in 

doing her work. 

Relational & Pedagogical Approaches 

Strategy Quote 
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Building rapport with all students I suppose building rapport is the first thing 

that I would do with all the kids... teacher-

student relationship is so important. 

Strengths-based teaching approaches We try to identify each student’s strengths 

and build on them in group and individual 

contexts. 

School-Wide Initiatives & Inclusive Culture 

Strategy Quote 

Neurodiversity & awareness (e.g., 

LEANS, As I Am) 

We engage in autism awareness month... 

poster competitions and activities to 

encourage neurodiversity awareness. 

Wellbeing practices (e.g., breathing, self-

talk) 

Breathing exercises, positive self-talk, and 

mindfulness are part of our daily 

wellbeing practices. 

Whole-school use of ‘Friends for Life’ She was also getting another half an hour 

once a week with another teacher on a 

whole class level... 

Whole-school Zones of Regulation The Zones of Regulation is used in every 

single classroom... it helps all children 

understand emotions. 

Quiet Zone on the yard We have a quiet zone on yard... you're 

encouraged to use it if you need space or 

'you time'. 
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Culture of inclusion and acceptance (e.g 

Sesame Street youtube video) 

We had a diversity day in school... 

brought acceptance to the class and now 

they are so inclusive of her. 

Minding Buddies initiative Every child in infants has a senior 

minding buddy to help them settle in 

school and yard. There were two 6th class 

buddies paired up with her who watched 

out for her at break and it was a huge help 

to her. 
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Appendix O: Factors Influencing Identification and Support Aligned with Theoretical 

Frameworks 

Factor Identified in Study Related Theoretical 

Framework 

Explanation of Link 

Collaboration with School 

Staff 

Bronfenbrenner – 

Mesosystem 

Collaboration between 

teachers, SNAs, and school 

staff supports continuity of 

care and shared 

knowledge, aligning with 

the mesosystem where 

interactions between 

environments influence the 

child’s experience. 

Collaboration with School 

Leadership 

Bronfenbrenner – 

Exosystem 

Leadership decisions (e.g., 

funding assessments) 

impact student support 

indirectly, illustrating the 

role of the exosystem in 

shaping educational 

pathways. 
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Collaboration using 

Documentation 

Continuum of Support Use of Classroom and 

School Support Plans 

reflects structured, tiered 

intervention as outlined in 

the Continuum of Support 

framework. 

Collaboration with Other 

Schools (Transitions) 

Bronfenbrenner – 

Mesosystem 

Inter-school coordination 

ensures smoother 

transitions and maintains 

social continuity, a key 

mesosystem interaction. 

Collaboration with 

Psychologists (NEPS) 

Bronfenbrenner – 

Exosystem 

NEPS psychologists 

influence teacher 

confidence and early 

intervention indirectly, 

highlighting the impact of 

broader professional 

systems. 

Continual Professional 

Development (CPD) 

Maslow – Esteem / Self-

Actualisation 

Empowered and 

knowledgeable teachers 

experience growth and 

confidence, which 

enhances their capacity to 
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support students—

reflecting higher levels of 

Maslow’s hierarchy. 

Tools and Resources Continuum of Support & 

Maslow 

Access to structured 

resources enables both 

targeted supports and 

promotes belonging, 

esteem, and confidence for 

students and teachers alike. 

Resource Limitations Maslow – 

Safety/Physiological Needs 

Insufficient staffing and 

large classes jeopardise the 

basic educational 

environment, impeding 

foundational needs on 

Maslow’s pyramid. 

Systemic Constraints Bronfenbrenner – 

Macrosystem 

Long waitlists and 

systemic barriers reflect 

macro-level policy and 

healthcare constraints that 

impact access to timely 

support. 
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Lack of Specialised 

Training 

Continuum of Support / 

Bronfenbrenner – 

Exosystem 

Absence of training hinders 

proactive identification and 

places strain on tiered 

support structures and 

external systems of 

professional development. 

Referral Pathway 

Confusion 

Bronfenbrenner – 

Exosystem 

Lack of clarity in referral 

processes shows gaps in 

systemic and institutional 

structures that indirectly 

influence classroom 

experiences. 

Teacher Confidence & 

Identity 

Maslow – Esteem Feelings of doubt and 

inadequacy reveal unmet 

esteem needs, impacting 

teachers’ confidence and 

capacity to act as advocates 

for students. 
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Appendix P: Initial Questionnaire Drafted 

Open-ended questions for Online Questionnaires 

1. Are you familiar with any diagnostic criteria for autism e.g Diagnositc Statistics Manual 5 

(DSMV) or International Classification of Diseases 11th Revision (ICD11)?   

❑ Yes 

❑ No  

If you are familiar with diagnostic criteria for example DSMV what is your opinion on criteria 

for autism diagnoses? (150 words) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Are you familiar with the Dyad of Impairments in Autism, and the three levels within the 

Dyad?  

❑ Yes 

❑ No  

If you are familiar with Dyad of Impairment what is your opinion on this?  (150 words) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. What is your understanding of gender differences in autism? (150 words) 
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Have you any experience of teaching autistic girls? Describe your experiences (150 

words) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. In your experience, do girls with autism present differently to boys with autism? (150 

words) 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

6. What supports do you believe would work well for supporting autistic girls in primary 

school? (150 words) 

 

7. Have you experience of making a referral for a girl who subsequently received an autism 

diagnosis? Yes/No (IF yes please answer the following) 

7a. Please describe the referral and support seeking process for you as a teacher  (150 word)   

______________________________________________________________ 
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7b. Did you seek additional support or advice regarding this child WITHIN your school e.g. 

the school SET, school principal . Please describe if so.  

________________________________________________________________ 

7c. Was the child previously set up on a continuum of support? Yes/No 

 If yes what level of support: tick box as appropriate 

❑ Support for Few 

❑ Support for Some 

❑ Support for All 

 

 

 

 

7d. Did you seek support from a psychologist? Yes/ No .  

If yes please give details e.g educational psychologist, clinical psychologist 

_____________________________________________________ 

7e. Did you seek support from external agencies? Yes/No 

If yes, which agency do you feel most appropriate: 
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❑ National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) 

❑ Children’s Disability Network Team (CDNT) 

❑ Primary Care  

❑ Child and Adolescent Mental Health (CAMHS) 
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Appendix Q: The Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) Checklist for Qualitative 

Research (2024) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reviewer Name: Madeleine Dolan  
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CASP Checklist: 

For Qualitative Research 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper Title:  Unmasking potential: Exploring teachers’ experiences of 

recognizing and supporting autistic girls in mainstream 

primary schools using the Continuum of Support. 

 

Author: Madeleine Dolan with supervisor Dr Michele Dunleavy and Dr 

Therese Brophy 

 

Web Link:  

 

Appraisal Date: January 2025 
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During critical appraisal, never make assumptions about what the researchers have done. If it is not 

possible to tell, use the “Can’t tell” response box. If you can’t tell, at best it means the researchers have 

not been explicit or transparent, but at worst it could mean the researchers have not undertaken a 

particular task or process. Once you’ve finished the critical appraisal, if there are a large number of “Can’t 

tell” responses, consider whether the findings of the study are trustworthy and interpret the results with 

caution. 

 

Section A Are the results valid? 

 

1. Was there a clear statement of the aims of 

the research? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: The study had a well-defined research 

aim, exploring teachers’ experiences of 

recognisingand supporting autistic girls, with 

relevance justified through the completion of 

a Systematic Review.  
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CONSIDER:  

• what was the goal of the research? 

• why was it thought important? 

• its relevance  

2. Is a qualitative methodology appropriate? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: A qualitative approach was appropriate 

for exploring subjective experiences, aligning 

with the constructivist-interpretivist 

paradigm. 

CONSIDER:  

• If the research seeks to interpret or illuminate the actions and/or subjective experiences of 

research participants 

• Is qualitative research the right methodology for addressing the research goal? 

3. Was the research design appropriate to 

address the aims of the research? 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: Semi-structured interviews and reflexive 

thematic analysis were clearly justified. 
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CONSIDER:  

• if the researcher has justified the research design (e.g., have they discussed how they decided 

which method to use) 

 

4. Was the recruitment strategy appropriate to 

the aims of the research? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: Purposive and snowball sampling were 

appropriate, although self-selection bias was 

acknowledged. 

CONSIDER:  

• If the researcher has explained how the participants were selected 

• If they explained why the participants they selected were the most appropriate to provide access 

to the type of knowledge sought by the study 

• If there are any discussions around recruitment (e.g. why some people chose not to take part) 

5. Was the data collected in a way that 

addressed the research issue? 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 
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Yes: The semi-structured interviews were 

well explained and aligned with the research 

questions. 

CONSIDER:  

 

• If the setting for the data collection was justified 

• If it is clear how data were collected (e.g. focus group, semi-structured interview etc.) 

• If the researcher has justified the methods chosen 

• If the researcher has made the methods explicit (e.g. for interview method, is there an indication 

of how interviews are conducted, or did they use a topic guide) 

• If methods were modified during the study. If so, has the researcher explained how and why 

• If the form of data is clear (e.g. tape recordings, video material, notes etc.) 

• If the researcher has discussed saturation of data 

6. Has the relationship between researcher and 

participants been adequately considered? 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: Reflexivity through journaling and 

memo-writing was demonstrated to address 

potential biases. 



 304 

 

 

 

CONSIDER:  

• If the researcher critically examined their own role, potential bias and influence during (a) 

formulation of the research questions (b) data collection, including sample recruitment and 

choice of location 

• How the researcher responded to events during the study and whether they considered the 

implications of any changes in the research design 

 

  

Section B: What are the results? 

 

7. Have ethical issues been taken into 

consideration? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: Ethical approval was obtained and 

participant welfare was considered. 
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CONSIDER:  

• If there are sufficient details of how the research was explained to participants for the reader 

to assess whether ethical standards were maintained 

• If the researcher has discussed issues raised by the study (e.g. issues around informed consent 

or confidentiality or how they have handled the effects of the study on the participants during 

and after the study) 

• If approval has been sought from the ethics committee  

8. Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous? 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: A transparent thematic analysis was 

conducted using NVivo software, with critical 

engagement with contradictory data as well 

as the use of a double-coder and discussion 

of themes with supervisor. Analysis process 

was outlined in depth.  

CONSIDER:  

• If there is an in-depth description of the analysis process 

• If thematic analysis is used. If so, is it clear how the categories/themes were derived from the 

data 

• Whether the researcher explains how the data presented were selected from the original 

sample to demonstrate the analysis process 

• If sufficient data are presented to support the findings 

• To what extent contradictory data are taken into account 
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• Whether the researcher critically examined their own role, potential bias and influence during 

analysis and selection of data for presentation 

9. Is there a clear statement of findings? 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: Findings were systematically presented 

with supporting quotations and linked to 

existing literature. 

CONSIDER:  

• If the findings are explicit 

• If there is adequate discussion of the evidence both for and against the researcher’s arguments  

• If the researcher has discussed the credibility of their findings (e.g. triangulation, respondent 

validation, more than one analyst) 

• If the findings are discussed in relation to the original research question 

 

Section C: Will the results help locally? 

 

10. How valuable is the research? 

 

 

 

 

 

Yes  No  Can’t Tell 

 

Yes: The study adds valuable insights for 

teacher professional learning, policy, and 

practice in supporting autistic girls. I plan to 

use tools such as the GIRLS framework for 
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 recognising and the support provision map in 

my practice in the future when working with 

schools.  

CONSIDER: 

• If the researcher discusses the contribution the study makes to existing knowledge or 

understanding (e.g., do they consider the findings in relation to current practice or policy, or 

relevant research-based literature 

• If they identify new areas where research is necessary  

• If the researchers have discussed whether or how the findings can be transferred to other 

populations or considered other ways the research may be used 

 

 

 

 

 

APPRAISAL SUMMARY: List key points from your critical appraisal that need to be considered 

when assessing the validity of the results and their usefulness in decision-making. 

Positive/Methodologically 

sound 

Negative/Relatively poor 

methodology 

Unknowns 

 

- Clear aims and appropriate 

qualitative methodology. 

 

- Potential self-selection bias in 

participant recruitment. 
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- Rigorous and transparent use 

of reflexive thematic analysis. 

 

- Use of NVivo software 

enhanced data organisation. 

 

- Ethical considerations 

carefully addressed. 

 

 

 

- Virtual interviews limited 

observation of non-verbal cues. 

 

- Snowball sampling may have 

led to homogeneity of views. 
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Appendix R: NEPS Research Brief  

Book Review: “Under the Radar: An Essential Guide to Autism and Girls” by Dr Emilia 

Misheva 

Rationale for Choosing the Book 

I recently came across Under the Radar: An Essential Guide to 

Autism and Girls by Dr. Emilia Misheva while researching the topic 

as part of my doctoral thesis on autistic girls. My interest in this area 

stems from firsthand experiences in primary schools, where I have 

seen many autistic girls "fly under the radar" due to their ability to 

mask their challenges. Additionally, through my experiences working 

alongside teachers, I have also seen how many educators find it 

challenging to recognise autism in girls, as traditional diagnostic criteria have been largely based 

on male presentations. Given these observations, I wanted to explore a resource that provides 

both research-backed insights and practical guidance on the topic. Dr. Misheva’s book stood out 

as an accessible yet comprehensive guide that could deepen my understanding and contribute to 

my academic work on this topic. 

About the Author 

Dr. Emilia Misheva is a practitioner psychologist, university lecturer, and author. She practices 

in a London local authority and is an associate lecturer at The Open University. She is a 

chartered member of the British Psychological Society with a specialist interest in paediatric 

neuropsychology, autism, inclusion, and developmental trauma. Dr. Misheva completed her 
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degree in Psychology at Royal Holloway, University of London, followed by postgraduate 

studies at the University of Cambridge and doctoral training at UCL. Her previous work includes 

"Child Neuropsychology in Practice," published in 2021.   

What the Book is About 

This concise and accessible guide explores the differing presentations of autism commonly 

observed in girls. Historically, autism has been perceived predominantly as a male condition, 

leading to under-identification and support for autistic girls and women. However, the book 

delves into why referring to 'male' and 'female' autism can be reductive and discusses the reasons 

behind the late or missed identification of autistic girls' needs. The book covers various aspects 

of life, including friendships, relationships, education, mental health, and puberty, drawing on 

both lived experiences and research to provide a comprehensive overview.  

Overview of Topics Covered in Each Chapter 

1. Flying Under the Radar: Autism, Girls and Diagnosis: This chapter examines how 

societal norms and stereotypes contribute to the under-identification of autism in girls. It 

questions the accuracy of labelling autism as a 'male' condition and introduces the 
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concept of the 'internalised presentation of autism' as a more useful framework. The 

chapter also provides useful case studies to reflect on the internalised presentation and the 

importance of considering the perspective of the young person, rather than just the impact 

their difference may have on those around them. Useful figures such as Fig 1.1 are 

included to conceptualise the internalised presentation of autism.  

2. School and Education: This chapter gives us an insight to the school experiences of 

autistic girls from their perspective. It discusses how their needs may evolve from 

primary to secondary school as well as highlighting how the absence of academic 

challenges can further mask their needs, leading to incorrect assumptions about their 

differences.  

3. Friendships and Relationships: This chapter explores how the internalised presentation 

of autism influences autistic girls' approaches to social interactions. It challenges the 

misconception that autistic individuals lack empathy and provides insights into their 

unique social experiences.  

4. Puberty, Menstruation and Personal Care: This chapter explores the unique 

challenges faced by autistic girls during puberty. It informs us of how autistic girls 

experience increased difficulties with sensory processing as well as emotional and 

executive regulation during this transitional phase. Both the internal and external sensory 

experiences during this time can be particularly overwhelming for autistic girls, alongside 

the unpredictable nature of hormone fluctuations throughout the cycle. It offers guidance 

on navigating these changes and emphasises the importance of support during this time.  

5. Mental Health and Wellbeing: The final chapter discusses the mental health needs of 

autistic girls, exploring challenges such as alexithymia, autistic burnout, autistic 
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meltdowns and autistic shutdowns. Furthermore, it highlights the exponential risk for 

autistic females of developing mental health conditions such as anxiety, depression and 

eating disorders. This chapter includes a number of alarming statistics and figures in 

relation to the mental health challenges for autistic women. Emotional based school non-

attendance and diagnostic overshadowing are also explored. It emphasises the importance 

of timely and accurate identification to support mental well-being.  

Conclusion 

"Under the Radar" is a timely and essential contribution to the discourse on autism. Dr. Misheva 

successfully sheds light on the unique experiences of autistic girls by incorporating the voice of 

the autistic person, challenging outdated stereotypes and advocating for greater awareness and 

understanding. This book is a valuable resource for anyone looking to broaden their perspective 

on autism or develop an understanding of autism from a more inclusive perspective. 

Reviewed by Madeleine Dolan 

For more information and resources:  
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https://nasen.org.uk/

resources/girls-and-

autism-flying-under-

radar 

 

https://autisticgirlsnet

work.org/ 

 

https://www.middleto

wnautism.com/resear

ch/research-bulletins 

 

https://autisticgirlsats

chool.com.au/ 

 

https://www.edpsyche

d.co.uk/blog/supportin

g-autistic-girls-to-

thrive-in-school 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-radar
https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-radar
https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-radar
https://nasen.org.uk/resources/girls-and-autism-flying-under-radar
https://autisticgirlsnetwork.org/
https://autisticgirlsnetwork.org/
https://www.middletownautism.com/research/research-bulletins
https://www.middletownautism.com/research/research-bulletins
https://www.middletownautism.com/research/research-bulletins
https://autisticgirlsatschool.com.au/
https://autisticgirlsatschool.com.au/
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/blog/supporting-autistic-girls-to-thrive-in-school
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/blog/supporting-autistic-girls-to-thrive-in-school
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/blog/supporting-autistic-girls-to-thrive-in-school
https://www.edpsyched.co.uk/blog/supporting-autistic-girls-to-thrive-in-school
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