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The social experiences and sense of belonging in adolescent females with 

Autism in mainstream school  

 

Abstract   

 

Aim(s) 

     This qualitative study explored the social experiences and sense of belonging of 

adolescent females with autism in mainstream schooling.  

 

Method/Rationale 

     The research explored the views of eight adolescent females with autism. Semi-structured 

interviews were used to explore the ways in which they experience a sense of belonging and 

exclusion in school, and what they feel would support them socially. 

 

Findings 

     The findings suggest that key friendships, understanding and perceived social competence 

are important for adolescent females with autism in developing a sense of belonging in 

mainstream school. Adolescent females with autism are motivated to form a sense of 

belonging in school, but experience pressure to adapt their behaviour and minimise their 

differences in order to gain acceptance.  

 

Limitations 

     This study represents a small sample of adolescent females with autism. Further 

replication is needed before the findings can be generalised to other females with autism in 

mainstream school. 

 

Conclusions 

     The current study addressed an identified gap in the literature by seeking the first-hand 

views and experiences of adolescent females with autism in mainstream school. Consistent 

with prior research, the findings suggest that adolescent females with autism are motivated to 

seek social contact and form friendships in the same way as females without a diagnosis of 

autism. The findings also highlight the specific social difficulties experienced by females 

with autism and the way in which this can add to their feelings of exclusion in the school 

environment.   
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In recent years, there has been an increased awareness that Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(henceforth referred to as ‘autism’) presents differently in males and females (Nichols et al.,  

2009; Tierney et al., 2016). Females with autism are better able to mask their difficulties 

(Gould & Ashton-Smith, 2011) and tend not to receive a diagnosis until a later life stage, 

compared to males (Begeer, et al., 2013). Missed or late diagnosis could be associated with 

increased social isolation and greater risk for mental health difficulties within this population 

(Wilkinson, 2008). With the majority of research to date using predominantly male samples 

(Lai, 2015), there is little known about the first-hand experiences of females with autism, and 

how to support their social and emotional well-being most effectively.  

Autism awareness in schools has increased significantly over the past two decades, 

however it is suggested that teachers are less aware of how autism presents in females and 

how to support their needs (Moyse & Porter, 2015). The social impairments, isolation and 

social exclusion of females with autism can increase the likelihood that they fall “under the 

radar” in the school environment (NASEN, 2016, p. 10). As a result of the presentation of 

symptoms in females with autism is less apparent/obvious/apparent, this could mean they do 

not receive the social and emotional support they require. This lack of provision is supported 

by research studies, which identify a need for further exploration into issues for adolescents 

with autism that are specific to females (Cridland et al., 2014; Tierney et al., 2016). 

The current study aims to consider this gap in the literature by exploring, first-hand, 

the social experiences of adolescent females with autism in a school setting. 

 

Sex differences in autism 

Autism is included within the International Statistical Classification of Diseases 11th 

Revision (ICD-11) (WHO, 2018). The prevalence of autism has increased gradually over the 

past four decades and it is estimated to affect approximately one percent of the population 

(Baron-Cohen et al., 2009). One of the earliest descriptions of autism emerged from the work 

of Kanner (1943), who identified a number of shared characteristics in a sample of 11 

children. He suggested that these children were displaying early infantile autism. Kanner’s 

sample consisted of eight males and three females and from this point onwards, research into 

autism has tended to include predominantly male samples. This may have been due to the 

presumption that autism affected more males than females. However, it may be that the 

current understanding of the condition is biased towards males, which results in females 

going undiagnosed (Dworzynski, et al., 2012).  
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Presentation of autism in males and females 

The Brain Differences Theory (Greenberg et al., 2018) suggests that sex differences 

in autism are the result of differences between the female and male brain structure, patterns 

of activation and hormones. Baron-Cohen’s (2002) Extreme Male Brain theory proposes that 

male brains are naturally programmed to understand and build systems, while female brains 

are better at empathising. Therefore, it is proposed that females are less susceptible to autism 

because genetic profile makes them more socially competent. This implies that autism is 

likely to present differently in females compared to males, due to their superior empathy and 

social skills (Baron-Cohen, 2002). It could also explain why females are more likely to 

receive a diagnosis of autism later than males.  

A number of studies suggest that there is a difference in the social presentation of 

males and females with autism, albeit with inconsistent findings. For example, Hsiao et al. 

(2013) found that male children with autism were less socially emotional, less socially aware 

and had fewer autism traits overall than female children with autism. Meanwhile Head, 

McGillivray and Stokes (2014) found that, compared to males with and without autism, 

females were more likely to have close, empathetic and supportive relationships with others, 

regardless of whether they had a diagnosis of autism.  

 

The developmental trajectory of males and females 

There are differences in the developmental trajectories of males and females from an 

early age. Female infants have been found to demonstrate more prosocial behaviour than 

male infants (Takahashi et al., 2015), to have more advanced speech and to have better social 

imitation skills (Rivet & Matson, 2011). However, this is often not recognised by research 

into sex differences in autism. Furthermore, the literature suggests that the expression of 

autism in females is significantly influenced by their stage of development in relation to the 

demands of the social environment. In their early years, females with autism have been found 

to show less impaired social communication than males with autism (Rivet & Matson, 2011). 

However, they tend to demonstrate greater difficulty with friendships than males with autism 

as they enter adolescence; this being a period during which there are increased social 

demands and female friendships become highly dependent on communication, empathy and 

social sensitivity (Kopp & Gillberg, 2011). It may therefore be that the symptoms of females 

with autism are more intense and expressed more obviously at a later stage of development. 

This highlights the need to consider the impact of the social environment and expectations on 

the social functioning of adolescent females with autism.  
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The ‘female camouflage effect’ 

It is suggested that females with autism have a greater need for social contact and 

interaction than males with autism, which motivates them to learn ways of appearing 

socially-typical (Hsiao et al., 2013). Gould and Ashton-Smith (2011) propose that females 

with autism are able to give the impression that they have well-developed social skills by 

watching and mirroring the behaviour of others. There is a growing body of research into the 

ability of females with autism to camouflage their difficulties specific to the characteristics of 

autism in this way. Some of this evidence is based on anecdotal accounts such as that of 

Holliday Willey (2015), who describes the amount of effort she put into ‘pretending to be 

normal’ for much of her life. More recently, studies have begun to directly examine social 

camouflaging in females with autism. Tierney et al. (2016) interviewed adolescent females 

with autism and found that camouflaging was a strategy that they commonly used to make 

and maintain social relationships. Hull et al. (2017) obtained similar findings from their 

research based on adults with autism, which suggested that motivations for camouflaging 

included the desire to fit in and to build connections with others. Whilst these studies provide 

useful insights into the function and nature of camouflaging, they do not consider differences 

in camouflaging behaviours between males and females.  

Rynkiewicz et al. (2016) suggest one of the ways in which females with autism 

camouflage their social difficulties is through their non-verbal communication. This research, 

based on a Polish sample, found that female children with autism used physical gestures more 

vividly and noticeably than male children with autism. However, the females with autism 

performed worse than males with autism on a test which required them to identify emotions 

depicted in photographs. The authors suggest that because females with autism appear more 

able than males with autism in regard to their non-verbal communication, they are able to 

camouflage their diagnostic features. This increases the risk of a diagnosis of autism, in 

females, not being made when one may be necessary. 

  

Social challenges for females with autism 

Difficulties with social understanding and communication can make it hard for 

females with autism to develop relationships and fit in with their typically developing peers 

(Cridland et al., 2014). This could contribute to the higher rates of social isolation and mental 

health difficulties (such as anxiety, depression and eating disorders) in females with autism 

(Nichols et al., 2009; Solomon et al., 2012). It is suggested that internalising symptomology 
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in females with autism may go unrecognised, due to their tendency to hide their differences 

(Dworzynski et al., 2012).  

Considering the proposed link between mental health difficulties and a sense of 

belonging (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) there are surprisingly few studies that have explored 

this construct for females with autism. The exploration of belonging in mainstream schools is 

particularly relevant, given recent guidance from the Department for Education in England 

and Wales (DfE, 2015) on mental health and behaviour in schools. This document 

emphasises the need to develop pupils’ sense of belonging within their school environment in 

order to promote their mental health. The complexities of female peer relationships and 

concerns around fitting in make adolescence a critical time for females with autism (Nichols 

et al., 2009). Furthermore, exploring the factors that impact on sense of belonging for 

adolescent females with autism may lead to a more advanced understanding of how to 

support their mental health needs.  

 

The need for belonging 

The importance of experiencing a sense of belonging is well-established within the 

literature (Allen & Boyle, 2018; Boyle & Allen, 2018; Slaten et al., 2018). In his hierarchical 

theory of motivation, Maslow (1987) proposed that progression towards achieving self-

esteem or self-actualisation is dependent on humans fulfilling their needs for love and 

belongingness. Baumeister and Leary (1995) nevertheless support the notion of belonging as 

a basic psychological need. Following their extensive review of the literature they concluded 

that a lack of belonging is associated with higher incidence of maladjustment, stress, 

psychological pathology, and health problems. This indicates that there is a human 

motivation to develop stable, fulfilling relationships with other individuals and that lack of 

belonging can have significant consequences for well-being. The issue of inclusion in schools 

and the attitudes of teachers and support staff are key factors in whether a sense of belonging 

for all students is achievable or, indeed, workable (Anderson & Boyle, 2015; Chodkiewicz & 

Boyle, 2014; Kraska & Boyle, 2014) 

The need to belong to groups still seems very apparent by the popularity and success 

of social networking sites such as Facebook or Instagram. The need and motivation to belong 

has also been demonstrated by real life studies into individuals’ peer group relationships, 

occupational settings, school settings and various life transitions (Boyle, 2007; Osterman, 

2000; Pesonen et al., 2015).  
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Aim of this study 

This study addresses the need to better understand the lived social experiences of 

adolescent females with autism at mainstream school by exploring factors that add to and 

take away from their sense of belonging. Specifically, the aim is to capture the meaning and 

significance of ‘sense of belonging’ for adolescent females with autism and the impact that 

this has on their social experiences at school.  

 

Research Question:  

1. What do adolescent females with autism feel about their social experiences in 

mainstream secondary school? 

a. In what ways do adolescent females with autism feel they belong? 

b. In what ways do adolescent females with autism feel excluded? 

 

Methodology 

 

 

Research Design 

 The research explored the views and experiences of adolescent females with autism 

in regard to the ways in which they feel they belong and the ways in which they feel excluded 

in school. Semi-structured interviews were employed to obtain the perspectives of adolescent 

females with autism.  

 

Participants 

Ethical approval was received by the University of Exeter Human Research Ethics 

Committee. Participants were selected purposively, with the following inclusion criteria:  

 Female, aged 11-18 years old, with a formal diagnosis of autism or Asperger 

Syndrome.   

 Attending mainstream secondary or middle school. 

 Able to express themselves verbally. 

 

To begin the process of participant recruitment Special Educational Needs Coordinators 

(SENCOs) in secondary and middle schools in the south west of England were contacted by 

email, providing a written explanation of the research. Seven SENCOs were contacted and 
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four agreed for their school to take part and to pass on details of the research to female pupils 

with autism and their parents. Ten pupils were invited to participate in the research and eight 

agreed to take part. Participants were from three mainstream schools and were aged between 

12-17 years old (See Table 1). The details of the three schools attended by the participants are 

as follows: 

 School 1: Mainstream secondary school for girls 

 School 2: Mainstream mixed secondary school   

 School 3: Mainstream mixed middle school with an on-site autism base   

 

Table 1. Participant information 

Pseudonym Age Diagnosis Age at 

Diagnosis 

School Education, 

Health and 

Care Plan 

Ella 12 Asperger Syndrome 12 School 1 No 

Zara 14 Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 11 School 1 Yes 

Jasmine 13 ASD 10 School 1 No 

Scarlett 15 Asperger Syndrome 15 School 2 No 

Saffy 13 ASD 10 School 2 No 

Sophia 17 Asperger Syndrome 15 School 2 No 

Darcy 12 ASD 9 School 3 Yes 

Charlie 12 ASD 6 School 3 Yes 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

The research aimed to explore the social experiences of adolescent females with 

autism in mainstream school. Semi-structured interviews were used to obtain the individual 

views and experiences of females with autism in regard to belonging and exclusion within 

school. This method has been used effectively in other studies which seek the views of young 

people with autism (Cridland et al., 2014; Tierney et al., 2016). 

Hierarchical focusing, as proposed by Tomlinson (1989), was used to develop the 

interview schedule. This allowed for the discussion to be led by participants, with prompts 

employed when a topic had not been raised. Questions1 explored how participants experience 

belonging and exclusion and were based on themes identified in the literature, as well as the 

dimensions of belonging (e.g. psychological involvement and meaningfulness) proposed by 

Hagerty et al. (1992). The broad themes explored by the questions were as follows: 

 

 Importance and understanding of belonging 

                                                 
1 The main set of questions used for the semi-structured interviews are detailed in Appendix A 
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 Views and experiences around “fitting in” 

o Identification with others 

o Barriers and support around “fitting in” 

 Views and experiences around “valued involvement” 

o Nature of peer relationships 

o Social acceptance, exclusion and bullying 

o Relationships and support from school staff 

 

Procedure 

Each participant was interviewed on two occasions, to build rapport and trust. Each 

session lasted between 30-45 minutes and there was approximately a one-week gap between 

the first and second interview. At the end of the first interview the ‘feelings of belonging’ 

sheet was introduced and participants were asked to complete at least one of these before the 

next interview. These sheets required participants to reflect on the extent to which they felt a 

sense of belonging at particular times during the school day. Participants discussed their 

responses for this activity during the second interview.  

 

Results 

 

Semi-structured interviews in phase one were analysed using thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2013) in order to gain a rich and detailed account of 

the data. Thematic analysis generated key themes corresponding to the research questions for 

the study. For each research question, a summary of the related themes and sub-themes is 

presented, followed by relevant quotes taken from the interview transcripts. 

 

Research Question: What do adolescent females with autism feel about their social 

experiences in mainstream secondary school? 

 

Research Question 1a: In what ways do adolescent females with autism feel they belong? 

 

Themes: 

 Reciprocal friendships 

 Feeling safe and supported 

 Encouragement and inclusion 

 Establishing and adhering to social expectations 
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Reciprocal friendships 

Participants saw friendship as an important basis for belonging and as beneficial for 

their school experience. The important qualities of a close, reciprocal friendship were 

discussed and participants suggested that their overall happiness in school was largely 

impacted by having a friendship.  

Participants identified particular qualities that set apart the people they would 

consider their friends. Scarlett emphasised the importance of feeling comfortable and tended 

to place less importance on verbal interaction.  

Scarlett: Like you know when you’re with someone and you’re comfortable 

with them, so when it’s quiet it’s not weird. 

 

Zara described close friends, who knew her well and who were accepting of her autism. She 

compared them to other peers in school, who did not tolerate her difficulties and support her 

in the same way. 

Zara: …true friends… they actually understand and just don’t not like me for 

my autism.  

 

The companionship that came with having one key friend was seen as particularly important. 

Some participants reported generally happy experiences of school, which were enhanced by 

time spent with a close friend. Jasmine described the experience of her best friend joining her 

in secondary school, after a year apart from her.  

 

Jasmine: She makes it happy. Cos year 7… I loved year 7 so much but the 

only bad thing was she wasn’t there. That was the only bad thing I had. 

 

Feeling safe and supported 

Pupils spoke about the social security that comes through peer relationships. For some, close 

physical proximity to friends was important to enable them to feel confident in a large 

secondary school environment.  

 

Ella: Like you sort of have to have friends so you can go around with them and if you 

don’t have friends there’s nowhere really to go. 
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In addition to the safety provided by peer relationships, participants also discussed the 

importance of safety and support provided by aspects of the school environment. Pupils 

discussed particular areas in school where they feel safe and are able to check in with staff or 

peers. For Ella, this was a lunchtime club, where she felt comfortable and welcome. 

 

Ella: It’s just a place to go like away from every body and people from student 

support run it. …So we sit there as a place to go and they chat about like how’s your 

week’s going and that’s been a nice thing to do. 

 

Encouragement and inclusion 

Participants emphasised social inclusion as a key aspect of belonging, giving examples of 

instances where their peers had acknowledged them and made them feel valued. 

 

Sophia: It’s like wanting to be there and feeling that people want you to be there… I 

guess it’s just nice to have people to talk to and sort of like realise you’re there and… 

kind of interact with. 

 

Jasmine: Like every time she sees me, even though she’s talking she’ll turn and say hi 

to me. 

 

Establishing and adhering to social expectations 

When describing the profile of an individual with a greater sense of belonging in school, 

pupils often identified qualities that were in line with social norms, particularly in regard to 

female behaviour. These tended to include references to verbal interaction skills, confidence 

and kindness.  

 

Researcher: So can you tell me what sort of person you think might be inside the 

circle of belonging? 

Ella: Someone who’s confident and has quite a fun, bubbly personality and is chatty. 

If you don’t act nice to them then they won’t act nice to you. 

 

Pupils also explained the social benefits of behaving in a way that pleases others and being 

able to adapt their behaviour to ensure positive interactions with peers. For Ella, this involved 
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mirroring the behaviour of her peers to feel confident that she was adhering to the social 

expectations of the group. 

 

Ella: I do whatever they’re doing… 

…Yeah it helps because then it’s doing the sort of thing that they like. Then you’ll 

know that they’ll like what you’re doing. 

 

Research Question 1b: In what ways do adolescent females with autism feel excluded? 

 

Themes: 

 Being on the periphery 

 Feeling de-valued 

Social skills 

Being on the periphery 

Participants described experiences where they did not feel they were personally involved in 

the social group. This occurred more regularly for some than others. Sophia made particular 

reference to feeling ignored during group interactions. 

 

Sophia: Well I’m just usually kind of like on the outside and I can step away and no 

one notices. 

 

Zara spoke about instances where she had been more overtly excluded or left out.  

 

Zara: And I join in their conversation and they just look at me and say ‘Why are you 

joining in? You don’t need to.’ 

 

Others explained that there had been instances where they felt unable to join in with the 

conversation and activities of the group. Charlie discussed her past experience of being part 

of a friendship group with whom she could not relate to; and who had very different interests 

and priorities to her. 

 

Charlie: When I was in a group of girls, they used to like talk about stuff all the time 

and make fun of like people… at break times they used to go to the toilets all the time 
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and do their hair and make-up… And they could all do gymnastics… I used to have to 

just stand there and watch them. 

 

 

Feeling de-valued 

Participants made reference to social situations where they did not feel listened to, or their 

contribution was not valued by others. 

 

Scarlett: If I was in the conversation at all I was always like… we always talked 

about what they wanted to talk about… sometimes I wasn’t listened to at all… 

 

Ella: I just sat in the corner for the rest of the time cos I just felt… like left out. No 

one was listening to my ideas. 

 

Some were conscious of others underestimating them and treating them as they would a 

younger child. Participants discussed the way in which staff spoke to them when they found 

out they had a diagnosis of autism and suggested that this could often lead to differential 

treatment.  

 

Darcy: When I first got diagnosed everyone started treating me differently … I got 

treated differently, like babyish. 

 

Darcy: I think everyone thinks that we’re stupid, but we’re not. 

 

Charlie: They just talk to us weirdly… Like we’re babies... And they sometimes look 

at us really weird. 

 

 

Meanwhile, Ella reported that she felt some teachers disliked her because of their perception 

that she does not listen. For Ella, this seemed to demonstrate the teachers’ misunderstanding 

of her needs.  

 

Researcher: And do the teachers like you generally do you think? 



 14 

Ella: Some of them… and then some of them absolutely hate me… They hate me 

because they don’t think I listen but I do. 

 

Social skills 

Participants discussed their nerves preceding social interactions with peers; often associated 

with what to say and how to behave. Scarlett expressed fears of awkwardness and rejection 

due to what she felt were limited social skills. In some instances, this had led to her calling 

off or avoiding social arrangements outside school.  

 

Scarlett: Because of my lack of social skills it gets pretty awkward pretty quickly… 

 

Sophia explained that she had needed to educate herself about hidden social rules when she 

began secondary school. She also mentioned that she had not received adequate support in 

this area during primary school, which may have made the process of transition more 

challenging. 

 

Sophia: … I still wasn’t entirely sure of like what to do in social situations all the 

time… So I did quite a lot of working it out and sort of… and it took like a while. 

 

Participants also discussed their experiences of managing complex social dynamics within 

groups of friends. Many expressed a preference for having one key friend, or a small peer 

group, as opposed to being part of a large social network.  

 

Scarlett: I was actually pretty content, but at the same time… lonely. Like, I wanted 

friends that I could talk to, like a group… like a small group. Cos this was a big 

group, everyone was always moving about. It was hard to keep a small group 

together before they broke up and went off to speak to individuals. 

 

Discussion 

 

 The aim of this study was to explore how adolescent females with autism feel about 

their social experiences in mainstream school. Specifically, it investigated the ways in which 

they feel they belong and the ways in which they feel excluded in the school environment. It 
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also explored what adolescent females with autism feel would enhance their social 

experiences in mainstream school. 

 

Reciprocal friendships 

Friendship was suggested as an important prerequisite for belonging. Some pupils 

discussed the factors that set apart “true friends” who added to their sense of belonging, 

compared to other peers at school. For some pupils, this was determined by feeling 

“comfortable”, understood and by the reciprocal kindness they experienced with their friend. 

The pupils’ ability to distinguish and describe “true” friendship in this way is perhaps 

surprising, considering the association of autism with difficulties around social interaction 

and reciprocity (Kopp & Gillberg, 2011; Myles & Simpson, 2001). Furthermore, the more 

recent findings support recent research suggesting that females with autism are motivated to 

seek social contact and to make and maintain friendships (Calder et al., 2013; Sedgewick et 

al., 2016; Tierney et al., 2016).   

For many pupils, a sense of belonging was associated with happiness, which was 

linked to time with friends. This finding is reflective of the views and experiences of the 

wider population. Coverdale and Long (2015) found that young people identified friends as 

one of the most important factors in regard to supporting and promoting their emotional well-

being. Furthermore, the current findings support research suggesting that social 

connectedness and a sense of belonging in school impacts on engagement, motivation and 

likelihood of withdrawal (Osterman, 2000) and that that a sense of belonging can be a 

protective factor in regard to mental health and needs to be promoted within the school 

environment (Boyle & Allen, 2018; DfE, 2016; Furrer & Skinner, 2003).  

 

Feeling safe and supported 

Participants made reference to the challenges of attending a large and busy school. 

Factors that promoted a sense of safety and security in school were seen as important. These 

fell into two categories; support through peer relationships and support within the school. 

Pupils emphasised that it was important to locate friends and “stick together” during break 

times to feel more confident in the busy school environment. This could be one of the reasons 

underlying the “clingy” behaviour described by Rivet and Matson (2011) in relation to 

females with autism. The number of students and the size of the secondary school 

environment was perceived as challenging by the majority of pupils, as found by Hill (2014). 

The participants in the current study expressed a preference for smaller, quiet areas of school, 



 16 

“away from everybody”; and where they had the option to talk to familiar peers or staff 

members.  

 

Establishing and adhering to social expectations 

Adapting one’s behaviour to “get along with people” emerged as another important 

aspect of belonging. Pesonen et al. (2015) obtained similar findings from the retrospective 

accounts of women with autism, who recalled adapting their behaviour in school to fit in. 

This is also consistent with the notion that females with autism are adept at hiding their 

difficulties by mirroring others (Attwood, 2006). Adapting one’s behaviour to fit in with 

social norms is something that is likely to motivate the majority of adolescents, due to the 

importance of peer relationships and social acceptance at this stage (McElhaney, Antonishak 

& Allen, 2008). It may be that the effort and energy that goes in to this is greater for females 

on the autistic spectrum due to their social difficulties. 

 

Being on the periphery 

Managing group situations was identified as a challenging social aspect of school. 

Pupils described their experiences of being “on the outside” of social groups and not feeling 

that their contribution was valued, or acknowledged. In contrast to the encouragement to 

participate, which was identified as promoting belonging, pupils recalled instances where 

peers had excluded them and left them out of social arrangements and activities. A number of 

studies have highlighted the difficulties that children and young people with autism can 

experience with social isolation and bullying (Muller et al., 2008; Humphrey & Symes, 

2010). However, in line with Dean et al. (2014), participants in the current study tended to 

describe feelings of being ignored, rather than being directly bullied or overtly excluded. The 

current findings also demonstrate the ability of females with autism to give the outward 

impression that they are part of a social group. This is consistent with suggestions that 

females with autism tend to lack social confidence and possess low self-esteem (Nichols et 

al., 2009). 

 

Feeling de-valued 

A number of participants expressed the view that others underestimated them and did 

not value their contribution. Once again, this is consistent with the Hagerty et al. (1992) 

model of belonging, which emphasises the importance of “valued involvement”. Two pupils 

felt that others thought they were “stupid” and treated them “like babies”. One participant 
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explained that her sense of humour often caused others to get “offended really quickly” and 

that she could “irritate people” in this way. Tierney et al. (2016) found that adolescent 

females with autism reported unintentionally breaking social conventions. Similarly, pupils in 

the current study explained that teachers and peers sometimes thought they were being rude 

or choosing not to listen when this was not their intention.  

 

Social skills 

Despite a desire to engage and spend time with peers, a number of pupils discussed 

their feelings of anxiety in relation to social encounters. It is suggested that while females 

with autism are socially motivated, they still exhibit social-communication difficulties 

(NASEN, 2016). However, females with autism are more adept at masking these than males 

(Lai et al., 2015). Some pupils shared experiences where they had decided not to approach 

peers, or meet up with friends due to their concerns about “what to do in social situations” 

and the potential for it to become “awkward”. Additionally, participants discussed the 

challenges of managing the complexities of female friendships such as arguments, jealousy 

and gossiping. This is also referred to as relational conflict (Nichols et al., 2009). Sedgewick 

et al. (2016) found that females with autism reported high levels of relational conflict in their 

friendships. Participants in the current study often reported that they found it easier to 

manage individual friendships or small groups, which they described as “not too 

complicated”. It was suggested that this reduced the likelihood of conflict and exclusion.  

 

Limitations 

This study represents a small sample of adolescent females with autism. Further 

replication is needed before the findings can be generalised to other females with autism in 

other mainstream schools. The pupils each had a diagnosis of autism, but while some were 

needed limited support others required greater support. Furthermore, the age range of the 

pupils ranged from age 12 to age 17. Future research may therefore need to include a more 

homogenous sample. 

 In the current research, it is possible that the pupils’ accounts of their social 

experiences in school did not accurately reflect their lived experiences. Pupils may have 

wanted to give the impression that they had more friends than they really did, or 

misinterpreted others’ behaviour as rejection or bullying.  

 

Conclusion 
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 The current study addressed an identified gap in the literature by seeking the first-

hand views and experiences of adolescent females with autism in mainstream school. Key 

themes emerging from the responses were around perceived peer acceptance, friendship and 

social competence. This was suggested to have an important influence on the sense of 

belonging experienced by adolescent females with autism in mainstream school. Consistent 

with prior research, the findings suggest that adolescent females with autism are motivated to 

seek social contact and form friendships in the same way as females without a diagnosis of 

autism. However, it is important to look beyond a neuro-typical understanding of belonging 

when considering how to support female pupils with autism. For some, the priority may be 

the understanding and identification that comes from one key friendship, rather than 

membership in a larger group. 

The findings also highlight the specific social difficulties experienced by females with 

autism and the way in which this can add to their feelings of exclusion in the school 

environment. The findings reveal important insights into the specific social challenges for 

adolescent females with autism. 
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Appendix A – Semi Structured Interview Questions 

 
Themes Question 

  

Importance and 

understanding of 

belonging  

 

 If a friend said that when they were at school they felt like they belonged what would they 

mean? 

 Introduce blob playground:  

 

Point to a figure who belongs. 

 Point to a figure who does not belong. 

 Which of those two figures is most similar to you? 

 Circle of belonging introduced: “This is the circle of belonging. People inside the circle feel 

a sense of belonging when they are in school. People outside the circle do not feel a sense of 

belonging when they are in school.” 

 

Can you tell me what kind of person would b e inside the circle of belonging at school? 

 Can you tell me what kind of person would be outside the circle of belonging at school? 

 Which circle are you in most of the time at school? 

 Which circle would you like to be in most of the time at school?  

 How important is it to be inside the circle of belonging at school? 

Identification with 

others 

 

 Tell me about the people you like to spend time with at school (Option to draw this) 

 Are there people at school who are similar to you?  

 How important is it for you to be similar to other people at school? 

 Are there people at school who are different to you? 

 Would you like to feel more similar to others at school? 

 If you had to be someone else at school (other student or staff) who would you most like to 
be? 

 How much do you feel like people at school understand you? 

 Is there anything that would help people to understand you better? 

 How much time at school do you spend with other girls who have autism/ Aspergers? 

Barriers and 

support around 

social skills and 

fitting in  

Do the people you spend time with affect how you feel about school? 

 Social challenge prompts introduced to aid with the following questions.  

 Is there anything difficult about making friends at school? 

 What do you do to manage when you are finding these things difficult?  

 Is there anything that helps you to make friends at school? 

 What else could make it easier to form friendships at school? 

Nature of peer 

relationships 

 

 Tell me about your friends at school (Give option of drawing sociogram). 

 How important is it to have friends?  

  

 What do your friends like best about you? 

  

 How can you tell when someone is your friend? 

 How important is it to be part of a group? 

 What do your friends think about your autism/Aspergers? 

 Is there anything you would change about the number/type of friends you have? 

Social exclusion 

and bullying 
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 Introduce ‘You in groups’ images and discuss which figures are being left out or bullied 

by others 

 Do you ever feel left out at school? 

 Have you ever experienced bullying from people at school?  

 Is there anything at school that helps to stop bullying or people being left out? 

 What else could be done to stop bullying or people being left out? 

Relationships and 

support from 

school staff 

 

 How do you get on with the teachers and staff at school? 

  

Re-visit ‘feelings 

of belonging’ 

activity 

Is there anything else the adults at school could do to help you? 

 Review completed ‘ feelings of belonging’ sheets 

 For each image:  

What do you think is happening in the picture? 

 Review responses: 

 

Did you choose different pictures/ ratings for different times of day? 

What was your highest/ lowest rating on the belonging scale? 

 


