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Introduction 
Currently, autistic females are underdiagnosed (Loomes, et al., 2017), particularly when there are no additional 

learning disabilities (IQ≥70: Nicholas, et al., 2008). One reason for this could be poor recognition (by clinicians & 

the public) of what autism looks like in females (Kreiser & White, 2014). Preliminary research suggests that autistic 

girls (without learning disability) have fewer language & pragmatic difficulties than autistic boys, but more 

difficulties compared to typically developing (TD) girls, when assessed using clinical measures (Sturrock, et al., 

2019).  However, clinical measures may not identify communication difficulties as they occur in every day settings 

(i.e., affecting function). This study compared functional communication between autistic girls, autistic boys & TD 

girls using child, parent & teacher reports & observations.  

Participants 
  n=13 autistic girls                                          No learning disability (PIQ+70) 

 n=13 autistic boys                                        Aged 8years 11months—11years 6months 

Matched to n=26 typically developing (TD) children on sex/gender & age  

All children had previously been assessed using direct measures of language & pragmatics in Sturrock et al., (2019) 

No vocabulary or sentence level difficulties existed for any group. There were differences in PIQ according to 

diagnosis (but not sex/gender). These were controlled in analysis. There were expected differences in autism 

severity between the TD and autism groups, but no sex/gender differences (ASSQ: Ehlers et al., 1999). 

Methods 
Children were assessed using a range of functional language & communication assessments, including (1) 

researcher observations of pragmatic behaviour (The Pragmatic Rating Scale; Landa, 1992); (2) parent- & child 

self-reports (The Communication Checklist; Bishop et al., 2009; Bishop, 2003); (3) parent & teacher reports (The 

Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire; Goodman, 1997). 47 teachers  returned questionnaires (11 autistic girls; 

12 autistic boys; 12 TD females; 13 TD males)  

Total scores were compared, using a 2 (Gender) x 2 (Group) ANCOVA with PIQ as a co-variate. Secondary analysis 

was conducted on assessment subsections. 

Total scores were also compared between assessments; (1) clinician compared to parents; (2) clinician compared 

to child; (3) parent compared to child; (4) parent compared to teacher (to explore for potential bias) 

Pragmatic Rating Scale: Autistic girls had fewer 

difficulties than autistic boys but more difficulties compared to 

TD girls on total scores: group (p=<.001), sex/gender (p=.002) & 

interaction difference (p=.009). Differences were driven by 

differences in subsections: non-verbal & discourse management  

Implications 
 Autistic females may have better language & 

communication skills than autistic males. This has 

implications for diagnosis. 

 Autistic females may have greater difficulties with 

language & communication than TD females, with 

implications for clinical provision. 

 Autistic females may present with more emotional 

difficulties than autistic males, leading to them 

seeking support in mental health services before 

neurodevelopmental diagnostic services. 

 Autistic females (& their parents) report levels of 

language & communication difficulty  similar to  

autistic males, maybe due to societal expectations 

of social performance.  

 Parents of autistic females reported more 

difficulties than clinicians & teachers, maybe 

because certain difficulties are masked outside of 

the home, meaning parents should be consulted 

during assessments 

 Autistic females may be more accurate in reporting 

their difficulties than autistic males. Both should 

be included in clinical target setting 
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Results 

Communication Checklists: Both autistic girls & 

boys had significant difficulties compared to TDs, as reported by 

the parents & children (no sex/gender difference): parental 

Group differences: p= <.001; child Group differences: p=<.005) 

Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire: 
Both autistic girls & boys had significant difficulties compared to 

TDs, as reported by the parents & teachers (no sex/gender 

difference): parental Group differences: p= <.001; teacher Group 

differences: p=<.001). Secondary analysis suggested autistic 

girls had more difficulties with emotional behaviours than 

autistic boys. 

Between Group Comparison 

Between Measure Comparison 

PRS/CCC-2: Parents  rated more difficulties for autistic 

girls than clinicians (when compared to all other groups) 

PRS/CC-SR: Clinicians rated fewer difficulties than 

autistic girls, TD girls & TD males, but more than autistic 

males 

CCC-2/CC-SR:  Parents of autistic children reported 

more difficulties than the children themselves (when 

compared to TD parents)  

SDQ-P/SDQ-T:  Parents rated autistic girls  as having  

more difficulties than their teachers, & this difference was 

greater than for autistic boys 

Comparison between PRS & CC-SR according to group & sex/gender 
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Comparison between groups & sex/gender on the Communication Checklist Self-Report  
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Comparison between groups & sex/gender on the Children’s Communication Checklist  

S
co

re
s 

o
n

 t
h

e
 C

C
C

-2
 

Sex/gender of participant 

Autism 

TD 

Group 

Comparison between groups & sex/gender on the Pragmatic Rating Scale  
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