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Presenter Information
Megan Hoffey works at the Colorado Department 
of Education as a Technical Assistant Consultant on 
the Autism Team. She was diagnosed with autism 
when she was four. She believes there are many 
gifts along with blessing associated with the 
diagnosis. Her personal experiences in the special 
education system provide her team with a unique 
and valuable perspective.

Cara Woundy works as an autism specialist with 
the Colorado Department of Education. She is an 
occupational therapist and school psychologist 
who has worked in Massachusetts and Colorado 
supporting students with autism spectrum 
disorder.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hi and thank you for joining us today. Megan and I are really excited to be sharing this webinar with you. It has been a joint effort between Megan, her mother- Kristi and myself. We hope that you find the information useful. 



Learner Objectives
Participants will: 
• Identify the differences between females and 

males with ASD.
• Recognize why females are difficult to identify.
• Explain the importance of early identification.
• Explore interventions specific to females with 

ASD.
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Our objectives for today are that you will be able to 
Identify the differences between females and males with ASD.
Recognize why females are difficult to identify.
Explain the importance of early identification.
Explore interventions specific to females with ASD.




Presentation Summary
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Girls with Autism Spectrum Disorder are 
under identified. In this webinar, we will 
explore how to identify characteristics of 
females with ASD through the use of home 
videos. We will also highlight important factors 
to consider when planning interventions for 
females with ASD.  



How prevalent is ASD in females?

“The true male-to-female ratio is not 4:1, as is often 
assumed; rather, it is closer to 3:1.” 

Loomes, R. et. al. (2017)
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Presentation Notes
A recent study found that the ratio of males to females is ASD is closer to 3:1. This study attributes gender bias to the under identification. 



Why are there such disparities between 
female and male identification?

• Diagnostic criteria was derived from research on 
males.

• Assessments are based on a male dominated 
sample. 

• Gender Bias

Aspy & Grossman (2015)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Remember Kanner and Asperger? They were the two physicians that studied autism in the1940s. Most of their research came from observing males and the foundations of their work can be seen today in the diagnostic criteria in the DSM-V. 

Assessments are based on the male definition of ASD as well as include a greater sample of males in the development of assessments. This leads to the assessment being more appropriate for males but not sensitive enough to capture females.

Gender Bias occurs when a female walks into a professional’s office with complaints of feeling sad or nervous. A professional might diagnose the individual with anxiety or depression because these symptoms are common female mental health conditions. Unfortunately, autism is not on their radar because the female might not present with classic features of ASD. Or (and this is specific to gender bias) autism is not considered because professionals tend to go to the typical conditions associated with females- such as anxiety, mood disorders, PTSD, or eating disorders. 
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“Megan’s age appropriate-type behaviors 
kept her from getting the help she needed.”

-Kristi (Megan’s mother)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For girl’s with autism, it will be imperative to dig deeper in order  to understand the specific challenges that she is facing. Sometimes being less impacted by autism (for males and females) isn’t a good thing as it can confuse the level of support we think a student needs. We will be talking more about this as the webinar continues. 
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“The failure to identify girls has cumulative repercussions. 
At the individual level, without identification, a girl 
continues her course of development without critical 
interventions and becomes increasingly at risk for 

depression, anxiety, and victimization. At the system level, 
the failure to identify girls who have ASD perpetuates 

this failure for future generations.” 
-Ruth Aspy (OCALI, 2015)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why should we be concerned? Ruth Aspy says it best.

It is so important to identify females early so that they can have access to interventions. The longer we wait- the more stress and pressure they endure trying to hide their true selves. 



IT’S A GIRL THING
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There are differences between how autism presents itself in males versus females. This is especially true when referring to those less impacted by autism (also referred to as high-functioning). In this next section, we will be highlighting the differences observed between females and males so we will not review all of the characteristics of ASD- only those that differ in females. 



Parent Observations of Characteristics 
• Interview 1 Video
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Often times, parents are the first to identify developmental differences in their child. In this interview, Megan’s mother shares her observations of Megan when she was a toddler. 



Triad of Characteristics

B.Carson, 2016

COMMUNICATION

AUTISM

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Megan’s mother discusses Megan’s hand flapping, receptive language difficulties and decreased interest in social engagement. These differences fall into the communication, social and restricted interests and repetitive behavior domain. We use the same triad of characteristics regardless of gender. 



Researchers are estimating that the 
prevalence of males to females with ASD 
is 3:1.
A. True
B. False
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Researchers are estimating that the 
prevalence of males to females with ASD 
is 3:1.
A. True
B. False
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The latest research suspects that the true ratio among males and females is 3:1. It is more difficult to identify females with ASD because some females can mask their challenges. 



WHAT DOES ASD IN 
FEMALES LOOK LIKE? 
Megan’s home videos 
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Megan introduces videos: Hey there, I’m Megan. Here we will be watching and analyzing home videos taken when I was a toddler. This will give you the opportunity to get a personal look at what typical behaviors are in young girls with ASD.



Repetitive Behavior/Restricted Interests
• Pool video

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Megan introduces pool video:  In this video, my mother set up a playdate between me and another girl and filmed my interactions with her and this other girl. This was made specifically for the doctor my mom was seeing at the time to get a diagnosis for me. You’ll probably be able to immediately guess which one is me!



Repetitive Behavior/Restricted Interests

• Camouflage these traits
• Interests are either social in nature or not 

uncommon for females their age. 
• The intensity is atypical. 
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Megan was extremely interested in watching the horse’s tail move in the water. Some observers might think that she is making the horse swim but her behavior of swaying the horse back and forth could be considered a repetitive behavior due to the significance of time she was moving the horse and the intensity to which she was attending to the tail. This focus distracted her from engaging with other toys and her peer. 

Girls with autism have less observed restricted interests and repetitive behaviors. These are often characteristics that they are able to camouflage. According to some females with autism, they still have these interests or behaviors but they hide them from others. Females with autism will also have interests that are more social in nature or interests common to those in their peer group so it doesn’t raise any red flags. For example, they will love horses or dolls but their interest in these items will be very intense interfere with other aspects of their life. 



Social
• Swing video

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Megan introduces swing video:  This clip is a good example of miscommunication. In this video, my dad asks me if I want to spin my sister around in her swing, but I must have heard something different.




Social

• Follow others
• Have one or two friends
• Observe before engage
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While Megan attempted to follow her dad’s direction, she misunderstood him. Even though it was unlikely that he said to spit on her sister, she did what she thought she heard. Another child that age might stop and look at her dad. Maybe ask for clarification instead of spitting on her sister in front of a parent. But Megan was unable to pick up on that social rule without being explicitly taught it. 

Girls with autism are also rule followers and have the same challenges that boys with ASD do in the social world. 

However, girls will often wait to participate in an interaction until they feel like they can master it. They tend to have one or two friends so therefore do not stand out on the playground. The connection with these friends might be based on the other girl’s desire to be a “mother hen” but as females age and the mothering phenomenon dissipates, so do these friendships. 



Communication
• Train Video

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Megan introduces train video:  Hi it’s me again. This video is much shorter, but I think it’s perfectly exemplifies the understanding I had of language at the time. See if you can spot what I’m talking about.




Communication
• Use canned speech
• Imitate other’s gestures
• Small talk is challenging
• Scripted conversations
• Talk about area of interest
• Quiet and shy
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This video highlights Megan’s concrete understanding of language. While Megan answered her mother’s question, she did not actually provide her with the correct answer. “I’m right here” indicated that she interpreted the question quite literally. 

In addition to understanding language literally,  Females with ASD can have specific responses prepared for various situations. These responses are called canned speech. For example, a female comes in to meet with the counselor and every time she comes in to explain her problem she says, “Adults do not understand me. I am a complex being that is being asked to fit in a box. I DO NOT fit in a box!!” Then she might go to the dean of students where she is asked to explain a situation and she says the same thing. It is her prepared response for explaining a problem. Once the adult asks for clarification, she struggles to provide any details. 

Girls on the spectrum do not 'do social chit chat' or make 'meaningless' comments in order to engage in social communication. This is also seen in boys. What is different about this in girls is that they can appear to have reciprocal conversations but they are just imitating conversations that the have seen in the past- so basically reciting a script. This characteristic can be seen as a strength for someone interesting in acting. Tony Atwood reported that some females are incredible actresses because they are good with imitation and following a script. In fact, they find themselves more at home on stage than off stage. 




Communication
• Tea party video

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Megan introduces tea party:  Last one, I promise!  This clip shows my typical play routine and how well I’m able to hold a simple conversation with my dad. Spoiler alert, not very well.




Does Megan have pretend play skills?
A. Yes, she set up a tea party.
B. Yes, she played with dolls.
C. No, her play was scripted.
D. Both A and B



Does Megan have pretend play skills?
A. Yes, she set up a tea party.
B. Yes, she gave the stuffed doll a drink.
C. No, her play was scripted.
D. Both A and B

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Megan has set up a tea party. She is pouring water into cups and seemingly “playing with dolls”. A closer look at her interaction with her father indicates some echolalia and limited reciprocity. While it looked like Megan was showing her father the figure, she was going through her play routine and script. This script was also observed by her father when he reported that she was in her own world. 

This play situation can make identification challenging. Our assessments ask, “Does your child play with dolls?” Parents might be inclined to say yes because she is, after all, she has a doll with her. Evaluations also want to know if the child “feeds the baby”. Since females are good at imitating, they might have taken this behavior with dolls and adapted it into their play routine. The real questions to ask revolve around the quality of play and how flexible the play can be. 




Key to Identifying Females
• Compare with other GIRLS in similar age-group
• Conduct interviews with family and teachers 
• Observe in a variety of settings
• Interview female student
• Use clinical judgment rather than cut-off scores
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A thorough assessment requires more than a checklist. Asking probing questions, a developmental history, and observing the girl in different settings help identify social challenges. Some females with autism are functioning from a rule book rather than from their instincts in a social setting.

Compare with other GIRLS in similar age-group
Conduct interviews with family and teachers (focus on quality of engagements, friendships and interests)
Observe in a variety of settings (look at quality of friendships and how their behavior may be similar to those that she hangs out with.
Interview female student (ask clarifying questions).
Use clinical judgment rather than cut-off scores. According to Ruth Aspy, the Underlying Characteristics checklist is a useful tool in identifying females because it evaluates the skills beneath the surface of social- communication and restricted interests and repetitive behaviors.  





A WHOLE NEW WORLD
Females live in a different social world than males. 
How can we meet their specific needs?
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School
• Interview 4
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In this section, Kristi talks about Megan’s school experiences. It is not uncommon for females to fall under the radar because they tend to be so quiet. In general, students that do not demand a lot of attention and are compliant are sadly overlooked because teachers think they are fine. Think about Kristi’s recollection. How would your school address the issues mentioned? 



Friendships 

• Meet social expectations
• Understand social hierarchy
• Handle bullying and mean girls
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Iland, L. (2009)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are different social expectations for females and males- and while these are a lot of stereotypes, it is still important to tell them what the expectations are. Dress is one of them. Females that look disheveled and lack a sense of style are judged differently than males. There seems to be more forgiveness when it comes to fashion and males but the way a female presents can cause a lot of problems if she wants to fit in. 

Females need to understand roles girls play in cliques and the social structures. Who is the queen bee? Who are the mean girls? This is important so that they can decide which group they want to belong in. Girls also need to understand the level of relationships and how they should relate to the different levels. What is OK to say to one person is not OK to say to another. For example, I wouldn’t tell an acquaintance about my menstrual cycle but I might tell a close friend. 




Intimacy

• Develop healthy boundaries
• Expose to different ways of living 
• Puberty and sex education
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Developing boundaries and an understanding of what to do in uncomfortable situations are imperative for neuro-typical males and females. Females (and males) with ASD need to know the same information plus more specifics on social rules and safety skills. Liane Holiday Willey’s book, “Safety Skills for Asperger Women: How to save a perfectly good female life” provides useful information for females to consider in a variety of situations. For example she gives tips on how to have small talk, deal with death and created a checklist for when females are traveling alone. 

It seems that there are so many stereotypes in our society relating to females. Some of those are about how we should live our life. There still seems to be a bit of a Disney effect regarding the expectations of women as adults. Do we need to have a long-term relationship? Should we have cats if we are alone and over 50? Is it our obligation to procreate? This can create a large amount of stress on an individual and perhaps lead them to think what they want is not important. Megan reports that she needed to learn about various lifestyle options to get a sense of what she wants for her future and thinks this is important for every female to know that there is not a one course. The truth is: she is no less of a woman because she doesn’t fit some of the female stereotypes.

Regardless of their interests in sex and relationships, females need to know about them. It is important to provide accurate information from a reliable source otherwise they might get incorrect information from friends or the internet. They also might miss important details if not taught correctly- which can cause a whirlwind of other problems. AND CONFUSION! We need to teach specific details regarding all sort of situations- especially those that could cause a lot of trouble in court. For example the legal ages for consensual sex. 








“The knowledge of my autism has helped me in 
so many ways. For a person with Asperger’s 
Syndrome, not knowing is a form of torture in 
and of itself. So finally having a name, a 
definition, that I can apply to myself has helped 
tremendously and been an incalculable worth to 
me.”

-Twirling Naked in the Streets and No One Noticed

Knowledge is Power

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As mentioned, Females with ASD are often diagnosed with anxiety and depression. These emotions stem from the pressure they put in themselves to be someone else. Jeannie Davide-Rivera writes in her book Twirling Naked in the Streets and No One Noticed:


Megan also emphasizes the importance of understanding the reasons behind the struggles. She said that when difficulties are spelled out, it helps decrease her frustration. She thinks that kids are more receptive than we think they are and they need to know they have it. The spectrum is so diverse and each person’s needs are different but once she understood her own needs, she has been better able to advocate for herself because the differences becomes more tangible and easier to access. 





Hopes for the Future
• Interview 5
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Presentation Notes
Megan’s mother shares her hopes for Megan. 



What hopes do you have moving 
forward? 

A. I will identify more females with ASD.
B. I will shift my focus towards girl-specific interventions.
C. I hope to read a book on Girls and ASD.
D. All of the above
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There is no correct answer. Our hope is that you have learned something new today. 



Some final words
• Interview 6
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This is the last portion of the interview. It is advice that we can all take to heart. 



Final Words
A special thanks to Kristi and Megan Hoffey for opening 

up their lives to us. This webinar would not have been 
possible without them. 

THANK YOU!!!
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Questions?
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Thank you so much for joining us today. We are happy to answer any questions that you might have- just type them in the box. 



THANK YOU!
Megan Hoffey

Hoffey_m@cde.state.co.us
Cara Woundy

Woundy_c@cde.state.co.us
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Questions
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1. Why are females under identified?

2. What are some differences within the presentation of 
ASD in males and females?

3. What makes a female with ASD more prone to anxiety 
and depression?

4. Name an area of focus to help females with ASD?
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