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Abstract 

There is very little research which focuses on the impact of camouflaging behaviour on the 

education of adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), from the perspective of parents.  

This research was a mixed methods study which sought to explore this topic in a population of 

parents who have children with an ASD diagnosis who attend post-primary school in Northern 

Ireland (NI).  For the quantitative phase, participants were accessed through schools, ASD charities, 

parent-led groups and through the Queens University School of Psychology Twitter page.  

Participants were then offered the opportunity to take part in semi-structured interviews.  Fifty-six 

questionnaires and seven interviews were completed.  Descriptive and inferential statistics were 

employed to present the quantitative data and qualitative data was analysed using Thematic 

Analysis.  Resulting themes reflected previous research findings in this field.  Additional findings 

were that young people sought to hide their educational needs and that females may have 

employed more deliberate camouflaging strategies than males.  Parents also saw themselves as 

having a role to play in their children’s education and they viewed communication and collaboration 

as key.  Implications of this research are that post-primary school staff may benefit from ASD 

training and that acceptance of diversity should be promoted within post-primary schools.  It may be 

helpful for school staff to support students with ASD to manage their exhaustion and they could 

utilise the expert knowledge of parents. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Personal and Professional Interest 

Prior to embarking on the Doctorate in Educational Child and Adolescent Psychology, I 

worked with children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and would have been in frequent contact 

with parents.  Anecdotally, I was informed that some parents struggled with the fact that their 

children behaved differently in different environments and their difficulties were not always 

apparent to others.  Some parents reported that they felt their children’s needs and difficulties were 

misunderstood due to this.  Parents also felt misunderstood when trying to convey what they were 

experiencing at home to professionals.  I found on occasion that when a child presented differently 

in school than they did at home, there was a perception from professionals that this could be due to 

school having more boundaries and routine than the home environment.  I did not feel convinced by 

this explanation and I was concerned that it placed blame or responsibility for a child’s difficulties on 

the parents.  I attended a conference in the first year of my doctorate training on women and girls 

with ASD.  Some speakers felt that they had a challenging time in their teenage years as they did not 

get the support that they needed, partly due to the fact they appeared to others to be coping so 

well.   Before starting this research, I was not actually aware of the term “camouflaging”, but I knew 

that I wanted to explore this difference in presentation between the home environment and other 

places.   

Context 

It is generally accepted in ASD research that females are less likely to receive a diagnosis 

than males, despite having a similar level of ASD traits (Dworzynski et al., 2012).  Females who do get 

a diagnosis are likely to be older than males (Shattuck et al., 2009) and they are at a risk of their 

difficulties being mislabelled entirely (Bargiela et al., 2016).  As there are currently no biomarkers for 

diagnosing ASD, diagnosis is made on the strength of behaviours exhibited by individuals.  Tools such 

as the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule (ADOS), which are used to measure autistic 
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behaviours, have been developed based on years of research; research which has been conducted 

on a predominantly male population which may not be reflective of the entire ASD population.  This 

has led to a vicious circle of females being missed from the research and then being missed by the 

diagnostic tools (Rynkiewicz et al., 2016).  It is crucial that this imbalance is addressed, as there are 

negative consequences related to late or missed diagnosis, such as additional mental health 

difficulties (Baldwin & Costley, 2016).  This has led to a marked increase in research being conducted 

on the ASD experience of females.  One aspect of the general autism experience, but which may be a 

more pertinent issue for females, is the tendency for some people with ASD to attempt to 

camouflage or mask their ASD related difficulties when in social situations (Lai et al., 2017).        

One social environment where people with ASD may experience significant challenges is the 

post-primary school.   Young people with ASD are more likely to have a negative experience of 

school and are more likely to be bullied (Cappadocia et al., 2012) and to underachieve (Tomlinson et 

al., 2020).  It is therefore valid to investigate the impact that camouflaging may have on the school 

experience of adolescents with ASD.  It is crucial when conducting research on issues affecting 

children and young people to place their voice front and centre, as stipulated by Article 12 of the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which came into force in the UK in 1992.  

However, it is also important to elicit the voice of parents who support and advocate for their 

children and will have a valuable perspective to share.  This research therefore focuses on 

camouflaging behaviour of adolescents and its impact on their education, from the perspective of 

their parents.   

Overview of Thesis 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The aim of this chapter is to provide a rationale for the research.  It begins with a description 

of ASD and a discussion of current relevant theory.  It then provides a broad overview of the 

literature in relation to camouflaging within the general ASD population.  It goes on then to discuss 

the period of adolescence for young people with ASD and the particular challenges it may bring.  The 
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role that parents play to support their adolescent children with ASD is then considered.  This 

provides the rationale for the systematic review which focuses on research on camouflaging in an 

adolescent ASD population, from the perspective of parents. 

A detailed description of the procedure followed in the systematic review is then presented.  

It concludes with a synthesis of the relevant literature and a rationale for the research question.  The 

impact of camouflaging on the education of adolescents with ASD, from the perspective of parents, 

is an area where further research is warranted.   

Chapter 3: Methodology 

This chapter begins by stating the research question to be addressed in this study.  It goes on 

to outline the philosophical assumptions that underpin the methodology chosen to answer this 

question.  It describes the study design and the process followed to gather and analyse data.  It 

addresses issues of consent and data protection and concludes with a consideration of any ethical 

issues raised. 

Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter aims to present the findings of the study.  First of all, a summary of the 

quantitative data obtained from the questionnaire is presented with relevant statistical analysis.  

This is followed by a thematic map which details the themes and subthemes derived from the 

thematic analysis of the interview data.  A detailed description of the themes and subthemes 

follows.  Finally, there is a comparison of the two sets of data. 

Chapter 5: Discussion   

The findings presented in the previous chapter will be discussed here in relation to previous 

research in this field.  This will be followed by a critical appraisal of how well the current research 

answers the research question.  Implications for Educational Psychology practice will then be 

considered, followed by recommendations for future research.  Finally, the chapter will conclude 

with a summary of issues relating to reflexivity, some personal reflections on the process of 

completing the thesis, and final concluding comments.   



4 
 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This literature review aims to explore research relating to Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

and the phenomenon of camouflaging behaviour.  The narrative review will critically discuss 

research relating to camouflaging behaviour generally within this population and indicate a need for 

a focused review on the impact of camouflaging on adolescents from the perspective of parents.  

The process of the focused review will then be described and resulting research will be critically 

appraised in relation to its quality and relevance to the review question.  The findings of the 

research will be synthesised and a rationale for the research question presented.       

Narrative Review 

What Is ASD? 

The most recent version of the American Psychiatric Association’s (2013) Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM-5) classifies ASD as a neurodevelopmental 

disorder which manifests during a child’s development and impacts functioning in two main areas.  

First of all, a child with ASD would be expected to show deficits in social communication and social 

interaction in a variety of settings.  Secondly, the child would be expected to engage in restricted and 

repetitive patterns of behaviour (RRBs) (Livanis et al., 2017).  The DSM-5 definition is used here 

rather than the International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems, 

Tenth Revision (ICD-10) as it has been updated more recently.  The ICD-10 is currently being updated 

and will most likely modify its definition of ASD (Doernberg & Hollander, 2016).  The National 

Autistic Society (NAS) define ASD as a lifelong developmental disability that affects how a person 

communicates with and relates to other people and how they experience the world around them 

(NAS, 2020).  ASD is highly heritable (Loomes et al., 2017) and is diagnosed on the basis of behaviour 

due to an absence of biomarkers (Dworzynski et al., 2012).   
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Deficits in Social Communication and Interaction 

In terms of deficits in social communication and interaction, a young person with ASD would 

be expected to demonstrate difficulties with social emotional reciprocity, which means that they 

may have difficulties engaging with others, sharing thoughts and feelings and responding to other’s 

social cues.  Other possible deficits are as follows:   

• There may be few if any attempts to imitate or display affection 

• There may be an absence of initiating joint attention with others toward an object of 

interest 

• There may be marked deficits in non-verbal communication, such as a reluctance to make 

eye contact or use physical gesture 

• Children with ASD may struggle to manage relationships and may have limited interest in 

their peers 

• Even if they are keen to make friends, they may struggle to play imaginatively and play may 

tend toward the repetitive  

(Livanis et al., 2017).  

RRBs 

In terms of RRBs, there are four main areas in which ASD traits may manifest.  These are 

demonstrated as follows with examples: 
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Figure 1 

RRBs evident in ASD 

 

ASD As a Spectrum Disorder 

ASD is a spectrum disorder and is noted for its heterogeneity (Livingston & Happé, 2017).  It 

was previously conceptualised that children at one end of the spectrum would manifest with severe 

autism symptoms, such as extreme resistance to change and a total lack of verbal speech.  At the 

other end would be children with at least average intelligence and verbal skills but who nevertheless 

present with social and behavioural difficulties.  Autistic public speaker and vlogger Carrie Beckwith-

Fellows (2017) encourages people to view the ASD spectrum, not as a straight line, but rather a 

kaleidoscope of colour.  She would also caution against the idea of conceptualising high-functioning 

ASD as ‘mild’.       

•High pain threshold

•Intolerance of certain 
noises, such as a baby 
crying

•Self-injurious 
behaviours

•Interests that are 
unusual in intensity 
and focus, for example, 
gathering facts about 
Star Wars movies with 
no interest in watching 
the movies

•Hand flapping

•Lining up toys

•Echolalia

•Strict adherence to 
daily routine

•Difficulty transitioning 
from one environment 
to another, for 
example, from 
classroom to lunch 
room

Insisting on 
sameness

Stereotyped or 
repetitive 

movements, object 
manipulations 
and/or speech

Unusual reactivity 
to sensory input

Restricted interests
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Co-morbid Conditions 

ASD has shown to be comorbid with other neurodevelopmental disorders such as Attention 

Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD) (Dewey, 

2018).  Intellectual and behavioural difficulties, language impairment and dyslexia are also common 

amongst this population (Eicher & Gruen, 2015; Matson & Goldin, 2013), as are mental health 

difficulties such as anxiety and depression.  One meta-analysis (van Steensel et al., 2011) estimates 

the prevalence of anxiety in children with ASD to be 40%.  There is an increasing amount of evidence 

to suggest a co-occurrence between gender dysphoria and ASD (Glidden et al., 2016).  Bargiela et al. 

(2016) point out that people with ASD are at a risk of a range of emotional, behavioural, social, 

occupational and economic difficulties.      

ASD Is One Component of an Individual 

Many people in the general population will display autistic-like traits.  In order to be given a 

diagnosis, these traits must reach a certain threshold of severity and impact an individual’s life 

negatively.  However, it is important to remember that ASD is only one aspect of a person’s 

character.  People with ASD possess valuable skills and have much to offer society.  Although RRBs 

are a main component of the disorder, many people with ASD derive great pleasure and relaxation 

from engaging in their passions and would view them as a positive aspect of ASD.  Dr Jac den 

Houting is an autistic researcher who discusses the neurodiversity paradigm which views ASD as a 

natural variation in human cognition which is equally valid and valuable.  Dr den Houting discusses 

disability in terms of the environment as opposed to the individual (den Houting, 2019).        

Theories of ASD 

Cognitive Theories 

Due to the heterogeneity and wide spectrum of presentations encompassed within ASD, it 

has proved a challenge for researchers to develop a single theory that can account for the rich 

diversity of this population.  However, theories have been developed and have proved popular and 
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influential in our understanding of this disorder.  A brief description of some of the main theories 

follows:   

Theory of Mind Deficit.  Possessing a developed theory of mind refers to an individual’s 

ability to mentalise, meaning that they are aware of their own mental states (beliefs, desires) and 

can infer the mental states of others.  This has also been referred to as mind-reading (Happé, 

1994a).  These mental states do not have to be grounded in reality; people often believe things that 

are not true.  It was proposed by Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) that people with ASD display a theory of 

mind deficit, meaning that they lack the ability to mentalise.  This would help explain many of the 

social and communication difficulties associated with ASD.   These researchers used the false belief 

task, initially developed by Wimmer and Perner (1983), to demonstrate their point.  To pass the task, 

an individual must appreciate that a character in a scenario, due to the fact that they do not possess 

all relevant information, will believe something that is not true in actual fact, and will act accordingly 

(I think she thinks).  As complicated as this may sound, most neurotypical children can pass this test 

aged four.  Baron-Cohen et al. (1985) found that 80% of children with ASD will fail this test.  It is 

therefore a challenge to this theory to account for the 20% of people who pass.   

In response, Baron-Cohen (1989) developed a second order false belief task (I think he thinks 

she thinks) and found that although 90% of neurotypical children could pass it, none of the 

participants with ASD did.  Happé (1994b) also developed a strange stories test, which involved 

everyday scenarios in which people made statements that may or may not have been true.  

Participants were asked to explain why a person had made an untrue statement.  Even participants 

with ASD who could pass a second order false belief task struggled to justify why an untrue 

statement had been made.    It is therefore possible that individuals with ASD do indeed have a 

theory of mind delay as opposed to a deficit and this theory is still influential in terms of how we 

conceptualise ASD.  However, it does not fully explain every aspect of ASD, such as RRBs and the 

intellectual strengths possessed by some people (Krahn & Fenton, 2012) (Rajendran & Mitchell, 

2007).    
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Weak Central Coherence Theory.  Frith and Happé (1994) proposed an alternative theory 

which posited that there is a fundamental difference in how neurotypical people and people with 

ASD process information.  Neurotypical people will automatically process information in a way that 

attempts to extract the overall meaning, or gist.  People with ASD on the other hand will have a 

weak drive for global coherence and will tend to focus in on the fine detail, often missing the bigger 

picture.  Evidence for this theory is the fact that people with ASD will generally perform better at the 

Embedded Pictures Test, which requires the ability to locate a shape within a bigger picture (Shah & 

Frith, 1983) (Rajendran & Mitchell, 2007).  This theory attempts to explain some features of ASD 

which are neglected by other theories, such as sensitivity to small changes in the environment and 

restricted interests.  However, the findings of research on this theory have been contradictory (Hoy 

et al., 2004).   

Executive Function.  It has been proposed that it is common for people with ASD to have 

difficulties with different aspects of executive function (EF), that is, with the skills involved in 

planning, carrying out and evaluating tasks (Ozonoff et al., 1991).  However, other 

conditions/disorders also manifest with difficulties in EF.  Further, some people with ASD do not 

have any difficulties in EF and those that do show differing profiles.  Hill (2004) found it was unlikely 

that ASD was associated with a specific deficit in a particular area of EF (Rajendran & Mitchell, 2007).  

Research by Yerys et al. (2007) suggests that EF deficits are not present in young children with ASD 

but that they may emerge over time as a secondary deficit in Autism.  

Conclusion of Cognitive Theories of ASD.  All of the above theories could prove useful in 

explaining different aspects of a complex disorder.  However, none of them on their own could give 

a full account of the heterogeneity encountered within the entire ASD population.  Baron-Cohen and 

Swettenham (1997) argued that ASD is a complex of all three cognitive disorders: theory of mind, 

executive function and weak central coherence, all of which are independent of one another.  Happé 

et al. (2006) also argue that no single deficit will explain the social communication and behavioural 

deficits of ASD as they are inherited independently of each other within the population.  So, it is 
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possible that a multiple deficit account could prove more useful in understanding and making 

predictions about the nature of ASD (Rajendran & Mitchell, 2007).    

Biological Theory: Extreme Male Brain  

There is growing consensus that ASD has a strong genetic component (Krahn & Fenton, 

2012).  Baron-Cohen (2002) proposed the biologically based extreme male brain (EMB) theory of 

ASD.  This theory accounts for the strengths and deficits often seen within the ASD population.  It 

suggests that there are human qualities of empathising and systemising which lie along a continuum, 

with empathising being more strongly associated with the female sex and systemising being strongly 

associated with the male sex.  People who are diagnosed with ASD, regardless of their biological sex, 

show characteristics at the extreme male end of the spectrum; the extreme male brain (Xiong et al., 

2020).  This theory has been criticised heavily for gendering certain human aptitudes and for 

contributing to the fact that ASD has traditionally been viewed though a “masculine lens” (Krahn & 

Fenton, 2012, p. 95).     

Prevalence of ASD 

The estimates vary but it is generally accepted that ASD is diagnosed in approximately 1% of 

the population (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Lai et al., 2014).  For many years it was also 

generally considered that the ratio of males to females diagnosed with ASD is around 4-5:1 

(Fombonne et al., 2011; Lai et al., 2019).  However, this accepted ratio has come under scrutiny in 

recent years.  Research by Dworzynski et al. (2012) indicates that females are less likely to get a 

diagnosis than males despite having similar levels of ASD traits.  Research by Shattuck et al. (2009) 

also indicates that females who do get a diagnosis are likely to be older than males despite having a 

greater likelihood of cognitive impairment.  Bargiela et al. (2016) point out that females are at a risk 

of their difficulties being mislabelled entirely.  “Furthermore, compared to males, females require 

more severe autistic symptoms and greater cognitive and behavioural problems to meet ASC 

criteria, and teachers underreport autistic traits in their female pupils” (Bargiela et al., 2016, p.3282).  
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A systematic review and meta-analysis by Loomes et al. (2017) indicates that the true ratio 

of males to females could be closer to 3:1.  These authors make an interesting point that most 

research on ASD will use passive case finding methods, meaning that they will only recruit 

individuals with a diagnosis.  Research which uses active case finding methods may actually be more 

representative as it identifies cases of ASD which may not as yet have been identified by clinical 

services.  These studies tend to identify a higher ratio of females (Loomes et al., 2017).  There is 

growing evidence to suggest that the reason why females are less likely to get a diagnosis is that the 

current ASD diagnostic criteria is based on a more typically male presentation (Rynkiewicz et al., 

2016) and it is therefore failing to pick up on what is being referred to as the female autism 

phenotype (Bargiela et al. 2016).   

What is the Female Autism Phenotype? 

There are many ways in which females have been found to differ from males in their ASD 

presentation.  Females may be less likely to engage in RRBs than males (Corbett et al., 2021; Hiller et 

al., 2014).  Autistic males will often have special interests that are unusual in both their intensity and 

focus, for example, spending many hours researching elevator mechanics.  Autistic females are more 

likely to have interests that are unusual in intensity but not focus, for example, pop bands or horses 

(Gould & Ashton Smith, 2011).  Therefore, their hobbies may not stand out as unusual.  Males may 

be more likely to display externalised difficulties, such as conduct problems, whereas females may 

be more likely to experience internalised difficulties, such as anxiety (Hull et al., 2017; May et al., 

2012; Oswald et al., 2016).  More overt challenging behaviours may bring males to the attention of 

professionals more frequently.  Females with ASD may arguably have superior interpersonal skills 

(Hiller et al., 2014) and show a higher motivation and greater capacity for friendship (Sedgewick et 

al., 2016).  Rynkiewicz et al. (2016) argue that females have better non-verbal communication also.  

Recent research by Cola et al. (2020) indicates that girls with ASD will be rated more positively than 

boys with ASD by a novel conversation partner.  Additionally, there were no significant differences in 

the ratings of females with ASD and neurotypical females by a novel conversation partner; the 



12 
 

differences were only detected by expert clinicians.  Rieffe et al. (2020) found that autistic female 

adolescents where more likely to offer emotion focused comfort to someone who had hurt 

themselves, similar to neurotypical females, but that males with ASD were more likely to address the 

problem in a practical sense, for example, by offering to get a plaster.  Differences between males 

and females with ASD have contributed to the concept of the camouflaging hypothesis.   

Camouflaging 

What Is Camouflaging? 

It is generally accepted that it is commonplace and also appropriate for people to modify 

their behaviour according to their environment.  People choose what aspects of themselves they 

want to present in certain situations and people often present in markedly different ways across 

environments.  There are situations where it is advantageous to present one’s skills and knowledge, 

and there are other situations where it may be safer to reveal uncertainty and vulnerability.  We live 

in a world where social conventions are powerful and adaptation to the social environment, by 

means of social camouflage, may be considered a valuable skill.  Social camouflaging as a 

phenomenon is particularly pertinent for many people with ASD, as it may differ in important and 

fundamental ways for this population.  In the field of academic research, the topic of camouflaging 

in the ASD population has received a rise in prominence over the past five years with the publication 

of several research papers.  There have been considerable advances in the conceptualisation and 

quantification of camouflaging behaviour over this time.  However, research is still in its infancy in 

many ways, which is highlighted by the fact that, as yet, camouflaging is still a crude construct 

(Schuck et al., 2019) which has not yet been clearly demarcated (Fombonne, 2020).  Hull et al. 

(2019a) define social camouflaging in the ASD population as the use of strategies by people with ASD 

to minimise the visibility of their ASD during social situations (p. 819).  It may encompass efforts by 

an individual to ‘mask’ or ‘compensate’ for characteristics associated with ASD, resulting in a more 

neurotypical, less autistic, presentation (Hull et al., 2019a).  Individuals may use techniques to 

appear more socially competent to prevent others from seeing their social difficulties (Hull et al., 



13 
 

2017).  Hull et al. (2017) suggest that camouflaging in the ASD population is categorically different 

due to the effort involved.  Also, camouflaging may exist in a spectrum in individuals who have a 

diagnosis of ASD and also those who are sub-clinical (Hull et al., 2017).  Hull et al. (2019a) highlighted 

three distinctive sub-categories within camouflaging: 

• Compensation (Actively using alternative strategies to compensate for difficulties in social 

situations). 

• Masking (Using relatively simple strategies to suppress characteristics associated with ASD). 

• Assimilation (Using strategies to ‘fit in’ with others such as changing behaviour). 

Compensation.  Livingston and Happé (2017) have focused their research on their definition 

of compensation.  They define this as the process which contributes to the improved behavioural 

presentation of a neurodevelopmental disorder, despite there being a core deficit at the cognitive 

and/or neurobiological level (p. 731).  They refer to a mismatch between external behavioural 

presentation and the underlying cognition.  These authors also make the distinction between 

shallow and deep compensation strategies.  Shallow compensation techniques are simpler and less 

flexible, such as supressing a behaviour associated with ASD.  They may be less effective in situations 

that are novel or unpredictable and can break down if the individual is put under any additional 

stress.  Deep compensation on the other hand may draw on skills that the individual has, such a 

good memory and/or intelligence, to develop more complex and thoughtful strategies to 

compensate for difficulties.  These strategies may be more enduring and flexible in a variety of social 

situations as they provide an alternative route to the social cognitive ability in question (Livingston et 

al., 2020).  Both types of strategies can be conscious or unconscious. 

Role of Environment.  The word camouflage implies effecting a disguise or attempting to 

blend into the background.  The background or environment an individual finds themselves in may 

impact camouflaging behaviour significantly (Dean et al., 2017).  Camouflaging is a behaviour that 

occurs in social situations and may be adapted to fit the specific environment.  Individuals may feel 

pressure to camouflage in some situations more than in others (Hull et al., 2020a), and may find 
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certain settings more difficult to camouflage in, for example, busy public places (Livingston et al., 

2019a).  Compensation success may be linked to the social skills of the interaction partner.  It may be 

harder for an individual with ASD to compensate when interacting with someone who also has social 

skills deficits (Livingston et al., 2019a).  Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) made the distinction 

between people who show high levels of camouflaging, those who show low levels and those who 

switch between the two depending on the environment.  

How Might an Individual Camouflage? 

There are a huge range of behaviours which could constitute camouflaging.  Individuals may 

force eye contact, use pre-prepared phrases and jokes in conversation (Lai et al., 2017) or memorise 

a list of suitable topics for conversation (Hull et al., 2019a).  Research by Dean et al., (2017) indicated 

that girls with ASD may play near other girls, weaving in and out of activities, so that their social 

challenges were not evident to onlookers.  Examples of masking could include supressing stimming 

behaviours or copying another person’s mannerisms or clothes (Hull et al., 2017).  Compensation 

may involve employing a deliberate strategy of asking other people questions to over-ride a 

tendency to dominate a conversation (Hull et al., 2017).  In a study by Bargiela et al. (2016), women 

with ASD talked about learning social behaviours from books, TV and magazines.  Some also engaged 

in social mimicry.  Cage et al. (2016) interviewed learning support assistants who described the 

adolescents they worked with as wanting to fit in with their peers and not wanting to be identified 

as having ASD.  In this study, some of the adolescents discussed changing their behaviour, such as 

engaging in misbehaviour, to make others like them.  In one study by Parish-Morris et al. (2017) girls 

with ASD were found to engage in a form ‘linguistic camouflaging’ by using subtle strategies that 

normalised their speech in comparison to boys with ASD.  Corbett et al. (2021) also found that 

adolescent females have better vocal expression than adolescent males.  

Why Do Individuals with ASD Engage in Camouflaging Behaviour? 

Research is at an early stage and of course individual people will have a variety of personal 

reasons for suppressing behaviours associated with ASD and employing strategies to stop others 
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from seeing their social difficulties.  At this stage the research is indicating that many reasons may 

revolve around the themes of fitting in with neurotypical peers and building relationships, getting on 

well in life and avoiding danger.  Hull et al. (2019b) posit that the aim of camouflaging behaviour is 

to reduce discrimination, smooth social interactions and achieve success in employment or 

education.   

Individuals with ASD may feel that it is more difficult to forge relationships with others when 

they present with autistic traits and may feel the need to suppress these in order to blend into a 

social group (Hull et al., 2019a).  Research by Hull et al. (2017) indicated that camouflaging may only 

be necessary at the beginning of a relationship during the ‘small talk’ phase and may become less 

important as the relationship develops and a level of comfort is reached.  These authors suggested 

that being able to camouflage may help individuals to make friends, to increase social connections, 

to develop confidence and reduce discomfort.  This research also revealed that individuals may 

camouflage to avoid fitting a certain stereotype of autism.  Research by Cage et al. (2016) indicated 

that young people wanted to fit in and do not want to be seen as having ASD.  Livingston et al. 

(2019a) suggested that the motivation to compensate may be high for some individuals due to them 

finding relationships socially rewarding.  They also indicated that individuals may invest in 

camouflaging behaviour when they are motivated to befriend someone but may be less inclined to 

expend the energy for brief interactions with strangers. 

Some women in the study by Bargiela et al. (2016) reflected on their school years and 

revealed that they were advised to act in a way that would appear neurotypical to avoid being 

bullied.  Kreiser and White (2014) suggested that females with ASD may mask social deficits or non-

conforming behaviour to avoid rejection by peers.  A study by Cook et al. (2018) also indicated that 

adolescent females camouflaged to increase their sense of belonging and avoid being singled out.  

This was echoed by Cage et al. (2016) who argued that young people with ASD are motivated to 

have friends and to manage their reputations.   
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Carrington et al. (2003) made the important point that camouflaging may help individuals to 

hide inadequacies in skill and understanding.  Livingston and Happé (2017) argued that 

compensation may benefit individuals as it can be associated with good outcomes in terms of 

relationships, careers and education.  Livingston et al. (2020) suggested that compensation may help 

individuals to be able to live independently, have successful social relationships and gain and 

maintain employment.  Hull et al. (2017) suggested that camouflaging may help individuals be 

successful in job interviews.  Camouflaging may therefore be considered as having an adaptive 

function for many.    

Livingston et al. (2019a) discuss whether compensation may be driven by anxiety and self-

consciousness, as they found a positive correlation between levels of compensation and self-

reported anxiety in their participants.  However, it is still debateable at this stage whether anxiety 

drives camouflaging or camouflaging causes anxiety.  Alternatively, the link between anxiety and 

camouflaging could be bi-directional (Livingston et al., 2019b).  The relationship between 

camouflaging and mental health is a complex one and will be discussed in more detail below.     

Consequences of Camouflaging     

There is a growing body of research which indicates that whilst camouflaging may serve an 

adaptive function for individuals with ASD, there may be a host of unintended consequences which 

can negatively affect individuals concerned. 

Impact on Mental Health.  The evidence to indicate that camouflaging can be detrimental to 

an individual’s mental health is mounting.  Qualitative research clearly indicates that camouflaging 

can lead to feelings of exhaustion and threats to an individual’s sense of who they are, or an ‘identity 

crisis’ (Bargiela et al., 2016; Hull et al., 2017; Tierney et al., 2016).  Individuals may feel that their 

friendships are not genuine (Livingston et al., 2019a).  Research by Cook et al. (2018) suggests that 

camouflaging could lead to internalisation of difficulties, leading to increased stress and anxiety.  The 

very nature of qualitative research means that it is based on small numbers of participants who 

would not necessarily represent the entire ASD population.  However, mental health difficulties such 
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as stress, anxiety and depression were also reported in many of the quantitative studies which 

looked at the consequences of camouflaging behaviour (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 

2017; Hull et al., 2019a; Lai et al., 2017; Livingston et al., 2019b,).  There are, however, several 

conflicting results emerging from these studies.     

Hull et al. (2019a) developed a self-report Camouflaging Autistic Traits Questionnaire (CAT-

Q) and found that camouflaging was positively correlated with social anxiety and depression and 

negatively correlated with wellbeing.  Using a self-report measure was an interesting advance in 

camouflaging research as it takes into account the intention of an individual to camouflage (whether 

it is successful or not) and it provides a unique insight into the individual’s cognitions.  It also 

removes a certain type of bias as the judgement of the researcher is not included.  On the other 

hand, completing a self-report questionnaire takes a degree of literacy and self-awareness that may 

exclude a portion of the ASD population.  Lai et al. (2017) measured camouflaging in adults with ASD 

using a discrepancy method and administered the Beck Inventories for Anxiety and Depression to all 

participants.  They found that camouflaging was associated with depressive symptomology in men 

but not in women, and they there was no correlation between anxiety and camouflaging for either 

gender.  The discrepancy approach used by Lai et al. (2017) conceptualised camouflaging as a 

discrepancy between the external autism presentation as witnessed by others and the internal 

autism presentation experienced by the individual.  These researchers point out that as there are no 

biomarkers for ASD, the internal measure of ASD can only ever be a proxy measure.  Schuck et al. 

(2019) also used a discrepancy approach and found no relationship between camouflaging and 

anxiety.  Livingston et al. (2019b), in contrast, did find a positive correlation between compensating 

and anxiety using the discrepancy approach, but can only speculate as to cause and effect.  In 

addition to the conflicting results, Fombonne (2020) heavily critiqued the validity of discrepancy 

methods for measuring camouflaging.  Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) also found a correlation 

between camouflaging and stress and anxiety using the self-report approach.  They distinguished 

between people who camouflage, those who do not, and those who “switch”, that is, they 
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camouflage in some situations but not in others.  They found that people who camouflaged in all 

situations experienced similar levels of stress and anxiety to those who “switch”.  The authors also 

acknowledged that camouflaging could result from high levels of social anxiety.  Cage and Troxell-

Whitman (2019) also failed to find a link between camouflaging and depression but urged further 

research in this area due to these inconsistent findings.  They pointed out that levels of depression in 

the population in this study were high in comparison to the general population.  Many participants 

in the research by Livingstone et al. (2019a) found that compensation became easier as they got 

older and that it was important to find a balance for compensation in their lives, for example, 

choosing work places that suit their nature.  There is a distinct lack of longitudinal research which 

looks at the mental health effects of camouflaging for individuals over time.     

Later Diagnosis.  Qualitative research gives a clear indication that camouflaging is likely to 

impact the age at which some individuals will receive an ASD diagnosis which can result in the 

individual not receiving ASD specific support (Baldwin & Costley, 2016; Bargiela et al., 2016; Cook et 

al., 2018; Cridland et al., 2014; Hull et al., 2017; Livingston et al., 2019a; Tierney et al., 2016).  It is 

not difficult to imagine that a young person who is working hard to supress ASD characteristics in a 

school setting, especially if they are quiet and well behaved, could camouflage successfully and hide 

their difficulties from educational professionals.  It is also conceivable that in a quiet clinical setting, 

with possibly two sympathetic professionals present, an individual may be able to successfully 

harness any shallow or deep compensation strategies they have to mask their ASD symptomology 

for a limited period of time.  Many individuals in the aforementioned studies, or their parents, have 

reported that they received insufficient support at school or in the workplace.  Parents have 

reported that teachers have reacted with scepticism or disbelief when they have indicated the social 

difficulties that their child was experiencing.  However, despite this seemingly effective 

camouflaging, peers will often see through the act and will detect the social difficulties the person is 

experiencing (Dean et al., 2017), diminishing potential benefits.   
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Later diagnosis has also been linked to mental health difficulties (Baldwin & Costley, 2016; 

Bargiela et al., 2016), further complicating the issues discussed above.  If an individual’s mental 

health difficulties are severe enough, they may overshadow ASD traits, possibly leading to 

misdiagnosis and/or later diagnosis.        

Factors Associated with Camouflaging 

The research indicates that there are several specific individual factors that are associated 

with increased incidence of camouflaging behaviour, each of which are discussed below.  Many of 

the factors are interlinked and the relationships are complex and not yet fully understood.         

Sex.  As discussed in the previous section, an aspect of the female autism phenotype could 

well be that females are more inclined to engage in camouflaging.  Whilst there is some conflicting 

evidence (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017; Livingston et al., 2020), most of the 

recent research on the topic indicates that females are more likely to camouflage than males (Dean 

et al., 2017; Lai et al., 2017; Parish-Morris et al., 2017; Schuck et al., 2019; Wood-Downie et al., 

2020).  Reasons why this may be are discussed below. 

Inherent Inclination.  Baldwin and Costley (2016) argue that females with ASD are naturally 

more inclined toward sociability and friendship than males and are therefore more likely to make 

attempts to conform with their neurotypical peers.  Cook et al. (2018) also argue that girls with ASD 

are similar to their neurotypical peers in their motivation to make friends (Sedgewick et al., 2016) 

and that fear of rejection may motivate them to mask their difficulties to conform to social norms 

(Kreiser & White, 2014).  Female adolescent participants in research by Tierney et al. (2016) 

recognised the emotionally intimate nature of female peer relationships, the rules of which they 

struggled to understand.  This awareness of a lack of understanding could potentially prompt further 

camouflaging behaviour.  Research by Head et al. (2014) also highlighted increased social skills 

possessed by female adolescents with ASD, at a level similar to neurotypical males.  Research by 

Parish-Morris et al. (2017) indicated that females with ASD were more inclined to use subtle verbal 

techniques which normalised their speech.  Research by Lai et al. (2019) was the first in the field of 
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camouflaging to indicate that there may be more pronounced neural differences between ASD and 

neurotypical males than there are between ASD and neurotypical females.  Whether any of these 

‘inherent’ differences are biological or due to gender experience is up for debate.   

Gendered Expectations.  Many authors and researchers in this field have debated the role of 

gendered expectations and its potential impact on female camouflaging.  Schuck et al. (2019) point 

out that females may be viewed in society as the more social sex and may face more rebuke for 

exhibiting social behaviours that would usually be associated with males, such as being disruptive.  

The expectation to be more social may prompt more effort to engage in masking.  The research by 

Schuck et al. (2019) found a negative correlation between camouflaging behaviour and positive 

emotional expressivity in females, but not in males.  This could reflect a gendered expectation of 

females to present as demure.  Schuck et al. (2019) discuss whether females are more aware of their 

emotional displays and are more likely to inhibit them to appear more ‘typical’.  Alternatively, the 

strain of camouflaging could impact females’ positive affect, meaning they exhibit fewer positive 

emotions.   

Lai et al. (2017) also described the impact of socio-cultural factors and gendered 

expectations as key.  They argued that protective same gender friendships may help to conceal the 

social difficulties of females.  Research by Tierney et al. (2016) also highlighted that gender 

expectations contributed to participants feeling that they did not fit in with neurotypical peers.  The 

female participants in a study by Bargiela et al. (2016) described the societal pressures of what is 

expected of young women, and some discussed feeling pressure to fulfil a ‘girlfriend’ role.  Ratto et 

al. (2018) also posit that females are more sensitive to social pressure to fit in.  

Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) made the interesting point that there is an intersection 

between being female and being autistic.  Women with ASD may feel excluded from the 

neurotypical world, but they may also feel excluded from the ASD world due to the supposed male 

preponderance.  So, whilst males may feel stigmatised as a result of their ASD, woman may feel 

doubly stigmatised, which could result in extra pressure to conform to a neurotypical presentation.  
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Hull et al. (2019b) made a further interesting point that there are no differences between the 

camouflaging behaviour in neurotypical males and females, only between ASD males and females.  

This could possibly indicate that camouflaging is indeed a feature of the female autism phenotype, 

and not a reflection of society generally.  It will therefore remain to be seen how camouflaging 

behaviour in females and males will be affected over the course of time as gender roles in society 

continue to evolve and overlap.   

Environmental Factors.  Dean et al. (2017) studied gender related social behaviours and 

they found that the social environment of children at play was conducive to disguising the ASD girls’ 

difficulties whilst it highlighted the difficulties of the boys.  ASD girls tended to play on the periphery 

of groups and they weaved in and out of activities.  Their social difficulties were not evident to 

playground attendants, but they were to peers.  Being on the periphery may give ASD females more 

opportunity to pick up on acceptable social behaviours.  Neurotypical boys tended to play structured 

games and it was more obvious when the ASD boys played alone.  The researchers observed the 

children in an ecologically valid setting, and therefore did not need to use any proxy measures of 

ASD.  However, this observation approach does not take intention to camouflage into consideration 

and it may miss an individual’s own idiosyncratic camouflaging behaviours.  Research by Tierney et 

al. (2016) on adolescent females with ASD also highlighted a tendency to position oneself on the 

periphery of groups.  Research by Cridland et al. (2014) highlighted parents’ perceptions that 

adolescent females with ASD may struggle with social relationships more than males with ASD, 

because males will often base their relationships on hobbies.         

Sex Differences in Reasons for and Outcomes of Camouflaging.  Lai et al. (2017) were keen 

to point out that camouflaging is not solely a female phenomenon; there were men in this research 

who presented with marked camouflaging behaviours.  These researchers also found a positive 

correlation between camouflaging and depressive symptoms in men, but not in women.  These 

authors suggest the possibility that females are more accustomed to engaging in camouflaging, 

again due to gender related demands.  In the research by Hull et al. (2017), positive consequences of 
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camouflaging were reported more by males than females.  However, a lot of the males also reported 

that their camouflaging had been unsuccessful.  Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) looked at contexts 

of and reasons for camouflaging.  They found that women were more likely to endorse 

‘conventional’ reasons than men for engaging in camouflaging behaviour, that is, to get by in work 

or education.  Men and women were equally likely to endorse relational reasons, that is, to fit in 

with others. 

Executive Function and Processing Speed.  There is emerging evidence that increased 

camouflaging behaviour may be related to increased executive function capability and higher 

processing speed, but possibly only for females.  In the research by Lai et al. (2017) participants 

completed an online version of the Go/No-Go task, which allowed the researchers to measure their 

ability to discriminate signal from background noise.  Women who displayed higher levels of 

camouflaging showed better signal-detection sensitivity, but not men.  These researchers allude to 

research by Lehnhardt et al. (2016) who also found that women who were diagnosed with ASD later 

in life showed higher processing speed and better executive functions.  These authors suggested 

that these enhanced cognitive skills may provide the basis for enhanced capability to camouflage.  

Livingston et al. (2019b) also found a positive correlation between levels of camouflaging and 

executive function scores in a mostly male sample.  Livingston et al. (2020) suggested that 

compensatory strategies involve careful monitoring of a social situation and switching between 

strategies as required.  Hull et al. (2020b) found that fewer executive function difficulties predicted 

greater use of total camouflaging strategies in terms of compensation in an adolescent population.     

IQ.  It has also been suggested that IQ may be a factor in camouflaging.  Baldwin and Costley 

(2016) point out that females with ASD who do not have a co-morbid intellectual difficulty may be 

more likely to camouflage as they may possess the ‘cognitive wherewithal’ to both recognise their 

difficulties and conceal them (p. 484).  Livingstone et al. (2019b) found a positive correlation 

between compensation levels and verbal IQ and Livingstone et al. (2020) suggest that compensatory 

strategies involve intellectually derived rules.  Livingstone et al. (2017) make the point that higher IQ 
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is a strong predictor of ‘good outcome’ for individuals with ASD and that IQ may be a feature in an 

individual’s propensity to compensate.  It should be noted that Livingstone et al. (2017) discuss 

‘good outcomes’ for people with ASD in relation to success regarding relationships, careers or 

education.  Caution should be taken with these value laden assumptions.  Also, it could possibly be 

the case that camouflaging ability leads to greater social participation, leading to greater learning 

opportunities.  Again, there may be a correlation, but causation is not fully understood.  Research by 

Corbett et al. (2021) indicated that IQ was not a factor in compensation for adolescent participants.   

Age.  Age is a factor in camouflaging which is not well researched.  Many researchers in this 

field would suggest that longitudinal research is an area where more research is needed, to 

determine how camouflaging changes for individuals over time (Dean et al., 2017; Hull et al., 2020b; 

Jorgenson et al., 2020).  Dean et al. (2017) observed camouflaging in primary school aged girls with 

ASD.  Jorgenson et al. (2020) noted that young adolescents with ASD were already engaging in high 

levels of camouflaging which remained fairly constant for females throughout adolescence, but 

which reduced throughout adolescence for males.  However, these researchers also found that 

camouflaging levels for neurotypical adolescents increased to high levels as they progressed through 

their teenage years, with neurotypical participants actually showing higher levels of masking than 

their peers with ASD.  These researchers suggest the possibility that neurotypical adolescents may 

mask to maintain their social status whilst adolescents with ASD may be more likely to engage in 

assimilation to access a social group.  They also suggest that levels of camouflaging my reduce from 

adolescence to adulthood for neurotypical people, but that the opposite may be true for people with 

ASD, who will continue to attempt to conform.  In research by Livingston et al. (2019a), many adult 

participants with ASD reported that compensation got easier as they got older.   

Summary of Camouflaging 

Camouflaging has recently become a more prominent topic for researchers and practitioners 

in the field of ASD.  Camouflaging is when individuals with ASD attempt to minimise the visibility of 

their social difficulties.  The research suggests that it is an issue for both males and females, but 
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possibly more so for females, and it may be a factor in delayed or missed diagnosis.  Camouflaging 

may serve an adaptive function and could facilitate positive outcomes in terms of education, 

employment and relationships.  However, it may also have negative consequences, such as 

increased mental health difficulties and identity confusion.  Researchers have investigated several 

factors which may correlate with camouflaging such as IQ and executive function.  Camouflaging first 

emerged in published literature as a theme in qualitative research which looked at the lived 

experience of people with ASD.  Research is progressing and means of measuring camouflaging by 

observation, self-report and discrepancy measures have been developed and debated.  This 

narrative review will now critically consider research relating to adolescents with ASD attending 

post-primary school and will make a case for a focused review of camouflaging research for this 

population.   

ASD in Adolescence 

This section will discuss the experience of adolescents with ASD.  (Refer to Appendix A for 

information on psychological development in adolescence).  The importance of the role of parents 

will be discussed, followed by a consideration of the impact of camouflaging on adolescents with 

ASD.  Adolescence is defined by the online Oxford Learners Dictionary as the period of time 

following the onset of puberty during which a young person develops from a child into an adult.          

ASD and Adolescence 

Adolescence can be a turbulent time for any young person, but for children with ASD there 

will be additional complications to deal with (Nicpon et al., 2010).  The demands on their limited 

social and communication skills may increase along with their sense of isolation.  Cridland et al. 

(2014) point out that adolescent female relationships depend on intimate social communication 

(Solomon et al., 2012) requiring more complex skills such as reciprocal sharing, emotional support 

and social problem-solving.  Male adolescent relationships on the other hand may be more focused 

on doing things together rather than talking (Cridland et al., 2014).  Cappadocia et al. (2012) assert 

that children with ASD may be at a greater risk for peer victimisation than their neurotypical peers 
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for reasons relating to their socio-communicative and behavioural difficulties and their impact on 

peer interactions.  Cridland et al. (2014) also indicate the worries faced by mothers of adolescent 

daughters, in relation to menstrual care and their daughter’s vulnerability to sexual exploitation.   

Research suggests that children on the autism spectrum may have a more negative 

experience of education than their neurotypical peers, particularly when they do not have the 

provision they need (Humphrey et al., 2015).  Tomlinson et al. (2020) argue that the busy 

environment of post-primary schools and the frequent transitions can result in increased anxiety, 

which can contribute to the academic underachievement of pupils with ASD.  Munkhaugen et al. 

(2017) found that school refusal is pervasive in adolescents with ASD.  It is clear then that 

adolescents with ASD face a range of challenges and will need support to navigate their way through 

these formative years. 

The Parent’s Role in Supporting Adolescents With ASD 

It could be argued that parents or carers of adolescents with ASD have an important role to 

play in supporting their children through this period of their lives and to help prepare them for 

adulthood.  One area in which parents may support their adolescent children is in education.  It is 

generally accepted that parents’ active involvement in their children’s education leads to more 

favourable outcomes for children (Garbacz et al., 2015).  It is important therefore that school staff 

and parents can work together and support each other to provide the best school experience for 

their children, especially if the child has the additional challenges of an autistic adolescent.  Clarke et 

al. (2009) defined the parent-teacher relationship as “a child-centred connection between 

individuals in the home and school settings who share responsibility for supporting the growth and 

development of children” (p. 61).  Research indicates that there may be challenges facing the 

parent-teacher relationship when the child has ASD.  Parents may feel that they are not welcome in 

their children’s schools and that they are perceived as adversarial or demanding (Hsiao et al., 2017).  

Parents may also experience frustration that the education system does not grow with their 

adolescent child (Ho et al., 2018).  Research by Starr & Foy (2012) indicates that the quality of 
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collaboration and communication was a key factor in parent’s satisfaction with their child’s 

education.  In their systematic review of the school experiences of autistic girls and adolescents, 

Tomlinson et al. (2020) found that differences in the perspectives of parents and teachers, with 

regards to the challenges faced by girls with ASD, was a key theme.  Research by Azad et al. (2016) 

also highlighted that it is more difficult for parents and teachers to agree on the challenges faced by 

children who are less severely affected by their ASD.  Parents have reported concerns that school 

staff have disregarded their daughters’ difficulties (Jarman & Rayner, 2015).  These challenges to the 

parent-teacher relationship are significant considering that adolescents with ASD will have 

communication difficulties that may inhibit them from expressing their needs and therefore often 

rely on parents to advocate on their behalf.       

Parents will often have a role to play in other aspects of their children’s lives beyond 

education.  Research suggests that it is also beneficial for parents to be included in intervention work 

with young people with ASD, such as cognitive behavioural therapy (Burrell & Borrego, 2012).  If 

intervention involves learning a new skill, then it is usually beneficial for the skill to be used in a 

variety of situations to promote generalised learning, which is of particular importance for people 

with ASD who may show rigidity of thought.  Parents would be well placed to support generalised 

learning in the environments most relevant to their own children.  Young people with ASD will 

certainly have social and communication difficulties that they will require help with.  A study by 

Anderson et al. (2020) indicated that parents of girls with ASD have increased involvement in their 

daughter’s lives, even at an age where children would ordinarily become more independent.  

Parents reported that they had become an expert on their daughter and had to study ASD to ensure 

their daughter’s needs were met.  One parent discussed the responsibility of helping her daughter 

navigate her life and particularly her social life.  Boshoff et al. (2016) claimed that parents act as 

“voices of their young children and need to report their own perceptions and experiences of their 

child’s everyday life to medical and other health providers in order to gain a diagnosis and access 

appropriate services” p. 785.        
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Impact of Camouflaging on Adolescents from a Parent’s Perspective 

The literature review thus far has described camouflaging behaviour and its significance for 

the ASD population.  It has also described some of the challenges faced by adolescents with ASD and 

the importance of parental input and support. There have been studies referred to in this review 

which have looked at the school experience of adolescents with ASD (Carrington et al., 2003; Cook et 

al., 2018; Cridland et al., 2014; Tierney et al., 2016,) which have shed light mainly on the social-

emotional impact of camouflaging.  There has also been research, again referred to in this review, 

which has focused on how factors such as gender, IQ, social skills, anxiety, language, theory of mind 

and executive function interact with camouflaging for the adolescent population (Corbett et al., 

2021; Hull et al., 2020b; Jorgenson et al., 2020; Livingston et al., 2019b; Wood-Downie et al., 2020).  

However, there has been very little research discussed in this review which focuses on the impact of 

camouflaging behaviour on autistic adolescents from the point of view of parents (Carrington & 

Graham, 2001; Cook et al., 2018; Tierney et al., 2016).  Many researchers in this field have stated 

that informant/second person report is extremely useful for a fuller account of conscious and 

unconscious camouflaging processes (Hull et al., 2020; Schuck et al., 2019).  Parents of children with 

ASD will usually know their child best and will often fulfil the role of advocate for their child.  They 

would therefore be able to provide a useful insight into camouflaging behaviour, especially since 

many autistic adolescents will be unaware that they do it.  Parents may be well placed to observe 

their child’s behaviour and describe how it may change from one environment to another.  Many 

researchers have also discussed the importance of camouflaging research at different stages of life 

as there is evidence to suggest that aspects of camouflaging may change over time.  Adolescence 

can be tumultuous and it is important to understand the impact camouflaging may have at this 

formative time.  Camouflaging research is in its infancy and there are several methods currently 

being used to measure it, such as the discrepancy and self-report models, each with their own 

methodological strengths and shortcomings (Fombonne, 2020).  Parental report would be another 

way to confirm and corroborate what has been learned from studies which focused on young people 
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with ASD themselves.  These factors contributed to the area chosen for a focused review using 

systematic methods. 

Focused Review 

Focused Review Question 

What is known about the impact of camouflaging behaviour on autistic adolescents, from 

the perspective of parents? 

Search Strategy 

Four electronic databases were searched for relevant literature; PsycINFO (1806-present), 

Scopus, ERIC and Web of Science.  Psychinfo and Scopus were chosen as they were considered to be 

excellent and comprehensive sources of scientific peer-reviewed journals.  Psychinfo contributes 

studies on psychological topics that are not found in other databases (Eady et al., 2008).  Scopus 

contains literature from a range of disciplines and is easy to use (Burnham, 2006).  ERIC was chosen 

to ensure educational literature was included.  Web of Science was included to add to the 

comprehensive nature of the search.  There were no time limits placed on the searches.  The search 

terms entered are presented in Table 1: 

Table 1 

Search Terms 

Camouflag* 

OR 

Mask* 

OR 

Compensat* 

OR 

Masquerad* 

AND ASD 

OR 

Autis* 

OR 

Asperger* 
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Truncation was used in the searches for words that can have multiple endings, for example, 

camouflage or camouflaging.  Search terms were used that were appropriate to the topic; they were 

terms that had appeared in the titles and abstract of literature encountered in the general area prior 

to the search.  When searching Psychinfo, as well as searching the above terms, the phrase “autism 

spectrum disorders” was entered and mapped on to a subject heading and auto exploded to include 

all narrower terms.  At this stage, no further limitations were put on the search terms in order to 

gauge the volume of literature that was coming up on the searches.  

Citation Management 

An account was set up with each database used, and searches were saved and imported into 

Refworks.     

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria 

Please refer to Appendix B for the full detail of search results, screening strategy and 

inclusion and exclusion criteria.  The review protocol is illustrated on Figure 2.  Table 2 provides a 

summary of studies included in the focused review. 
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Figure 2 

Focused Review Protocol 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6 articles included for the review 

2372 articles identified through 

database searches 

 

1058 duplicate articles excluded  

 

1314 articles screened for books and 

dissertations 

 

94 books and dissertations 

excluded 

 

1220 articles title screened  

 
487 articles removed: not 

relevant 

 

733 abstracts assessed for inclusion 

 

637 articles removed: not 

relevant 

 

96 articles assessed for inclusion 

 
43 non-English articles and 5 

duplicates removed 

 

48 articles assessed for inclusion 

 
42 articles removed: no parent 

perspective 
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Table 2 

Summary of Studies Included in Focused Review 

Author Year of 

Publication 

Name of Study Participants Research 

Methods 

Data Analysis Main Findings/Themes 

Carrington, S., & 

Graham, L. 

2001 Perceptions of school by two 

teenage boys with Asperger 

Syndrome and their 

mothers: A qualitative study. 

Two 13-year old 

males with ASD 

and their 

mothers. 

Qualitative - 

semi-structured 

interviews. 

Inductive category 

coding with a 

comparison of all 

data. 

-Developmental 

differences. 

-Problems associated with 

the general characteristics 

of Asperger syndrome. 

-Stress. 

-Masquerading.    

Tierney, S., Burns, 

J., & Kilbey, E. 

2016 Looking behind the mask: 

Social coping strategies of 

girls on the autistic 

spectrum. 

 

10 adolescent 

females with 

ASD aged 

between 13 and 

16. 

Qualitative - 

semi-structured 

interviews. 

Interpretative 

phenomenological 

analysis. 

-Experiences of social 

environment. 

-Desire for friendships. 

-Overcoming challenges 

(including masking). 
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(Contributions 

made by parents 

were included in 

the analysis but 

were considered 

secondary).   

-Developmental tasks. 

 

Rabbitte, K., 

Prendeville, P., & 

Kinsella, W.   

2017 Parents’ experiences of the 

diagnostic process for girls 

with autism spectrum 

disorder in Ireland: An 

interpretative 

phenomenological analysis. 

Six sets of 

parents of girls 

aged 11-17 with 

ASD.   

Qualitative -

semi-structured 

interviews. 

Interpretative 

phenomenological 

analysis. 

-Noticing the signs. 

-An emotional journey. 

-Moving forward. 

-Looking to the future.  

 

 

Sutherland, R., 

Hodge, A., Bruck, 

S., Costley, D., & 

Klieve, H. 

2017 Parent-reported differences 

between school-aged girls 

and boys on the autism 

spectrum. 

171 parents of 

girls and 163 

parents of boys 

on the autism 

Survey method.   Quantitative 

statistical analysis 

of responses and 

qualitative 

-Few differences were 

reported regarding 

communication and social 

strengths and difficulties.  
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spectrum.  All 

children were 

aged between 5 

and 18.  A total 

of 78% of boys 

and 76.6% of 

girls were of 

primary school 

age (5–12 years).   

thematic analysis 

of open 

comments.   

- No differences in the 

numbers of boys and girls 

who had special interests 

and RRBs, however there 

were significant 

differences in the special 

interests of boys and girls 

along traditional gender 

lines.   

Some parents of girls 

reported that the 

daughters masked their 

difficulties.  None of the 

parents of boys reported 

this. 
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Cook, A., Ogden, J., 

& Winstone, N. 

2018 Friendship motivations, 

challenges and the role of 

masking for girls with autism 

in contrasting school 

settings. 

11 females with 

ASD aged 11-17, 

and one parent 

of each girl (10 

mothers, one 

father). 

Qualitative- 

semi-structured 

interviews. 

 

Thematic analysis.   -Motivation to have 

friends. 

-Challenges. 

-Masking ASD, and the 

positive and negative 

consequences. 

Anderson, J., 

Marley, C., 

Gillespie-Smith, K., 

Carter, L., & 

MacMahon, K. 

2020 When the mask comes off: 

Mother’s experiences of 

parenting a daughter with 

autism spectrum disorder.   

10 mothers of 

daughters with 

ASD.  The 

daughters were 

aged between 12 

and 18.     

Qualitative-

semi-structured 

interviews.   

 

Interpretative 

phenomenological 

analysis. 

-Girls have autism too. 

-She’s a chameleon. 

-The impact of the 

diagnosis. 

-Impact on mums. 

-Day to day life. 
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Weight of Evidence 

Gough’s (2007) Weight of Evidence (WoE) model has been selected as a means of attributing 

weight to each of the six studies to determine the quality and relevance of knowledge they bring to 

bear upon the research question.  Other models such as the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 

(CASP) were considered but Gough’s WoE was thought to be more straightforward to use and can be 

applied to any research method (Gough, 2007, P. 223).  Each research study is given a series of 

judgements which can be combined for overall weight as follows: 

Weight of Evidence A – This a generic judgement about the integrity of the evidence. 

Weight of Evidence B – This is a review specific judgement about how appropriate that form 

of evidence is for answering the research question. 

Weight of Evidence C – This is a review specific judgement about the relevance of the focus 

of the evidence for the review question. 

Weight of Evidence D – An overall judgement of the quality and relevance of the research 

combining the other three judgements (Gough, 2007). 

The WoE given to each study in the review are included in Table 3: 

Table 3 

Weight of Evidence Judgement by Study 

Reference Weight of 

Evidence A: 

Generic Quality 

Weight of 

Evidence B: 

Appropriateness 

of Method 

Weight of 

Evidence C: 

Relevance to 

Review Question 

Weight of 

Evidence D: 

Overall Weight of 

Evidence. 

Carrington & 

Graham (2001). 

Medium High High High 

Tierney et al. 

(2016). 

High Medium Medium Medium 
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Rabbitte et al. 

(2017). 

High High Low Medium 

Sutherland et al. 

(2017). 

High High Medium High 

Cook et al. 

(2018). 

High High High High 

Anderson et al. 

(2020). 

High High Medium High 

 

Please refer to Appendix C for the details that were considered when ascribing the above 

judgements.  All studies were considered to be of a fairly high quality, but a distinction was made 

between the Carrington and Graham (2001) study and the other five because there were only two 

adolescents participants plus their mothers, and they were selected by special educators in the 

school, partly because their parents were active advocates who wanted teaching staff to have a 

better understanding of Asperger’s Syndrome.  All of the studies except Tierney et al. (2016) were 

given a “High” rating for the appropriateness of the method in answering the question.  The study by 

Tierney et al. (2016) was given a “Medium” rating because the parents’ views were considered 

secondary and the adolescents’ views were foregrounded.  For the relevance to review rating, the 

studies by Carrington et al. (2001) and Cook et al. (2018) were given a “High” rating as they gathered 

information about camouflaging in an adolescent population from a parents’ perspective.  The 

studies by Tierney et al. (2016) and Anderson et al. (2020) were both given a “Medium” rating as 

they both used the method of data analysis called interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), 

which has issues with limited generalisability.  The study by Sutherland et al. (2017) was given a 

medium rating as only a small percentage of participants were adolescents.  The study by Rabbitte et 

al. (2020) was given a low rating because it focused on the journey to diagnosis.  Therefore, many of 



37 
 

the themes relate to life for the young person prior to diagnosis, before it was known that they had 

ASD.  This sets it apart and makes it less relevant.  It also used IPA.   

Synthesis of Research 

Features of the Research Identified in the Review 

Qualitative Research.  Five of the six studies identified used a qualitative research method 

and used semi-structured interviews as their means of data collection.  Three of the five studies had 

both adolescent and parent participants, although for one of them the parent contribution was 

secondary and the adolescent contribution was foregrounded (Tierney et al., 2016).  The other two 

studies focused on the parent perspective and did not include adolescents.  The study by Anderson 

et al. (2020) involved parents of adolescent females and the study by Rabbitte et al. (2017) focused 

on parents of girls aged nine to 16.  There were at least 30 parents participating in the research, but 

for the research by Tierney et al. (2016), it was not clear how many parent contributions were 

included in the analysis.  In terms of data analysis, three of the studies used IPA, one used thematic 

analysis and one used inductive category coding with a comparison of all data.  For all five studies, all 

adolescents had a confirmed diagnosis of ASD.  Whilst this would ordinarily be considered a 

strength, there is a possibility, discussed in the narrative review, that people who may camouflage 

most successfully may not actually have a diagnosis. 

Mixed Method Research.  The sixth study (Sutherland et al., 2017) was the only study to 

employ mixed methodology.  A survey was used to gather responses from parents of children with 

ASD (171 parents of girls, 163 parents of boys).  The children were aged between five and 18, and 

only a small proportion of the children were adolescents.  Quantitative statistical analysis was 

carried out for closed responses and thematic analysis was employed for the open comments.  This 

research involved a non-clinically referred population, which would be considered a strength when 

focusing on camouflaging.              
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Focus of Research 

Cook et al. (2018) focused on the topics of friendship, masking and school/learning in their 

research on females and parents.  Tierney et al. (2016) aimed to look at camouflaging and social 

coping strategies in social settings.  Carrington and Graham (2001) were investigating the 

perceptions of school of two adolescent boys and their parents, and masking emerged as a theme, 

discussed by the parents but not by the students.  Anderson et al. (2020) were looking generally at 

the experiences of mothers parenting an adolescent daughter with ASD, and camouflaging was one 

of the themes emerging.  Sutherland et al. (2017) were looking at parent reported differences 

between boys and girls with ASD and camouflaging emerged as a theme, but only for girls.  Rabbitte 

et al. (2017) were looking at parents’ experience of the diagnostic process for females.  The rationale 

for their study was that the diagnosis process may be impacted by camouflaging.    

Themes Emerging from the Research Relevant to the Review Question: 

Many of the themes emerging from this research have been discussed in the narrative 

review, such as: 

• The wide range of behaviours that could constitute camouflaging. 

• The reasons for camouflaging. 

• The positive and negative impacts of camouflaging. 

• The role of gendered expectations. 

Some other interesting issues emerged: 

Different Presentation at Home and at School.  One common theme to five of the studies 

was that young people presented differently at home and at school.  The research by Tierney et al. 

(2016) describes a contrast in how the young females interacted with their friends and with family.  

The mothers in Carrington and Graham’s (2001) study again mentioned how their sons masked their 

feelings in school and how the stress was evident on their return from school.  Parents in the study 

by Anderson et al. (2020) were unsure about the challenges that their daughters were facing 
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because certain behaviours only occurred at home.  Parents described their daughters as having 

“meltdowns” on return from school and that they needed time alone or to sleep to recover.  Parents 

in Sutherland et al.’s (2017) research described their children as more comfortable at home and 

being quiet and reserved at school.     

Scepticism of Educational Professionals Regarding Difficulties Encountered by Pupils.  In 

relation to the theme of masking, participants in the study by Tierney et al. (2016) reported that 

teachers expressed disbelief when they were told about the difficulties the young people were 

experiencing.  Mothers also experienced difficulties when trying to access support for their 

daughter’s education, which they attributed to their daughter’s lack of obvious external difficulty. 

Mothers in the research by Cook et al. (2018) also described teaching staff as sceptical when 

mothers shared their concerns about their daughter’s ability to cope.  This research indicates that 

masking was more common in the mainstream setting than in special schools.  The word scepticism 

was again used in research by Anderson (2020) following the diagnosis of females with ASD.  The 

parents in the study by Rabbitte et al. (2017) found that their daughters were well supported in 

school once they had a diagnosis.  However, their difficulties were misunderstood prior to diagnosis.  

Parents felt that they had to have enhanced understanding of their daughters’ needs and had to 

counteract misunderstandings of others in relation to ASD.   

Camouflaging as a Conscious Strategy Adopted by Females in School.  In the research by 

Carrington and Graham (2001), the mothers both suggested that their sons masked their feelings or 

deficits in school and that the resulting stress was evident on their return home.  However, neither 

boy mentioned this when discussing their perceptions of school.  The research by Anderson (2020) 

on the other hand suggests that the girls knew that they were different from their peers and 

developed strategies to fit in.  These girls actively analysed peer’s behaviours, watched videos and 

read books to help them mask.  Interestingly, in the research by Sutherland et al. (2017), mothers of 

daughters also reported that their daughters were aware of their differences in school and that they 

explicitly tried to manage these differences, by becoming more quiet or cautious in their 
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communications.  This research indicated that both boys and girls differed in their presentation in 

the home and school environment, but only the parents of girls indicated that this was an intentional 

effort.  Tierney et al. (2016) describe how female adolescents in their study discretely observed 

other girls to aid imitation.  The parents in the research by Cook et al. (2018) described how their 

daughters adopted the tone and mannerisms of other girls.    

Concealing Emotion so as Not to Stand Out.  In the narrative review, the reasons for 

camouflaging behaviour were discussed, and they revolved around the themes of fitting in with 

neurotypical peers and building relationships, getting on well in life and avoiding danger.  These 

themes were reflected in this research on adolescents also, particularly that of avoiding danger.  

Tierney et al. (2016) described camouflaging as being driven by a strong desire to not stand out as 

different.  Participants went to great lengths to disguise their imitation for fear that they would be 

“caught out” (p.79).  Participants were keen to mask their feelings of unhappiness or anxiety by 

putting on either a happy expression or a neutral one.  Participants in Cook et al.’s (2018) research 

engaged in masking to avoid being singled out or labelled.  Parents in the research by Anderson et al. 

(2020) said that masking was used as a coping strategy to conceal anxiety and anger.  These 

descriptions create the impression of the post-primary school being particularly threatening to these 

young people and the desire to avoid unwanted attention by showing emotion comes across clearly.     

Biases 

It is acknowledged at this point that the searches in this focused review were limited to 

research published in a peer reviewed journal.  Whilst this ensures that the research included is of 

publishable quality, it also means the review could be subject to publication bias as smaller studies 

with negative results could be missing (Peters et al., 2006).  The published literature may not be a 

true representation of all the literature that exists in relation to camouflaging (Rothstein et al., 

2005).   
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Summary of Focused Review 

This focused review attempted to identify and synthesise research that relates to the impact 

of camouflaging behaviour on adolescents with ASD, from the perspective of their parents.  Six 

studies were included in the review.  The results would indicate that these adolescents present 

differently at home than they do at school, and that there is a sense of disbelief among educational 

professionals when the difficulties of these young people are disclosed to them.  From the limited 

research, it appears possible that females are more likely to make a conscious decision to attempt to 

mask their difficulties and also their emotions, so as not to be singled out.  Generalisability of the 

research is limited due to the small numbers of participants involved and the mode of data analysis 

of three of the studies, IPA, presents with issues for generalisation.  Therefore, a rationale follows 

for further research in relation to the impact of camouflaging behaviour on the education of 

adolescents with ASD, from the perspective of parents.   

Rationale for Further Research 

As discussed in the narrative review, camouflaging is evident in both males and females with 

ASD (Lai et al., 2017).  However, as pointed out by Schuck et al. (2019) it is still a crude concept 

where more conceptual clarity is needed.  Lai et al. argued in 2017 that the first step of future 

research was to take a grounded approach and find out through qualitative means what 

camouflaging actually is.  However as recent as 2020, Fombonne critiqued camouflaging research 

extensively and said that there was variable operationalisation of camouflaging between studies.  

Therefore, there is still more work to be done to establish the concept of camouflaging.   

Generally speaking, there are conflicting results emerging from the camouflaging literature 

in terms of correlations with gender (Livingston et al., 2020; Schuck et al., 2019) and impact on 

mental health (Hull et al., 2019a; Lai et al., 2017).  Also, much of the research focuses on an adult 

population.  It is crucial to continue to investigate factors relevant to camouflaging in an adolescent 

population to fully understand this important phenomenon.   
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The narrative review of this report discusses how traditionally the ratio of males to females 

was widely considered to be 4-5:1 (Fombonne et al., 2011; Lai et al., 2019). Therefore, for many 

years, ASD research focused on a predominantly male population.  However, in more recent years, 

research is indicating that the ratio of males to females could be closer to 3:1 (Loomes et al., 2017).  

It has been suggested that females are less likely to get a diagnosis because the tools used in 

assessment have been developed as a result of research which focused on how males with ASD 

present and therefore fail to pick up on the female autism phenotype.  The tendency to camouflage, 

whilst evident in both sexes to a greater or lesser degree, could be an aspect of the female autism 

phenotype.  It is important that further research elucidates any factors which could impact the 

diagnosis of females.  Research on a solely male presentation of ASD continued for too long and it is 

crucial that ASD research presents a more balanced view of the disorder.  Camouflaging research is 

crucial to understand the varied timings of diagnosis for males and females as it challenges the 

conception of ASD as being a predominantly behaviourally diagnosed disorder (Lai et al., 2020b).   

In terms of education, individuals with ASD are more likely to be bullied at school 

(Cappadoccia et al., 2012) and to have a more negative experience of education (Humphrey et al., 

2015).  Munkhaugen et al. (2017) found that school refusal is pervasive in adolescents with ASD.  It is 

accepted that it is advantageous for children if their parents are involved in their education (Garbacz 

et al., 2015).  However, the research reviewed above clearly indicates that educational professionals 

were sceptical of the difficulties experienced by some pupils with ASD and parents experienced 

difficulties accessing support (Tierney et al., 2017).  It is important to explore this further and to 

understand how this scepticism is received by parents and how it impacts on the working 

relationship between parents and school staff.  Camouflaging implies blending in with the 

environment for reasons of safety, and this was a clear theme emerging from the research in this 

review.  Many adolescents in the reviewed studies clearly did not feel safe to be themselves in the 

school environment and this must change for adolescents with ASD to access the curriculum and 

have a more positive school experience.     



43 
 

Whilst it is crucial to seek the voice of individuals with ASD about their own experiences, 

many researchers in the field of camouflaging will stress the importance of informant/second person 

report for a fuller account of conscious and unconscious camouflaging processes (Hull et al., 2020; 

Schuck et al., 2019).  ASD involves communication difficulties and so it is useful to seek the views of 

parents to build a clearer picture of the impact of camouflaging.  Further research with parents could 

be useful to see the far-reaching or as yet unknown effects of camouflaging.  If camouflaging results 

in less educational support, then the impact that this has on parents could be considerable.  Parents 

may be able to shed new light on camouflaging behaviour, as they would see their child’s behaviour 

in the home setting and may witness whether their child’s behaviour differs in social situations with 

their school peers.  They could provide information on the exhaustion experienced by the child once 

they return home.   

Research Question 

This review concludes by stating that there is little known about the impact of camouflaging 

on the education of adolescents with ASD.  Parents perspectives on this topic would be valuable and 

informative.  Therefore, the research question proposed is; What are parents’ perspectives on the 

impact of camouflaging behaviour on the education of adolescents with ASD attending mainstream 

post-primary school? 
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Chapter 3: Method 

This chapter begins by stating the research question to be addressed in this study.  It goes on 

to outline the philosophical assumptions that underpin the methodology chosen to answer this 

question.  It describes the study design and the process followed to gather and analyse data.  It 

addresses issues of consent and data protection and concludes with a consideration of any ethical 

issues raised.   

Aim and Research Question 

The research question is: What are parents’ perspectives on the impact of camouflaging 

behaviour on the education of adolescents with ASD attending mainstream post-primary school?  

Some of the areas this research aims to explore are the impact on the home-school relationship, 

gender differences, behavioural forms of camouflaging and benefits and disadvantages.  There is a 

relative dearth of information on this topic, and so this research was exploratory in nature.  No 

assumptions or predictions were made with regards to what the results would be. 

Methodological Considerations 

Before embarking on any piece of research, it is crucial that researchers consider their own 

philosophical assumptions or theories relating to the world, reality and knowledge.  The worldview, 

or paradigm, that a researcher holds will influence how they perceive the reality of the world 

(ontology) and how knowledge about that world can be obtained (epistemology).  Methodology is 

the theoretical bridge that links ontology and epistemology to the specific method or tools used to 

conduct research (Hesse-Biber, 2010).  When designing a study, researchers must be sure that the 

research methods they have chosen are philosophically and theoretically compatible with what the 

researcher is trying to gain knowledge about and how that knowledge can be used.  These 

philosophical considerations are explored in more detail below in relation to the current research.   

Research Paradigms 

The word paradigm was first used by Kuhn in 1962 to mean a philosophical way of thinking 

(Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).  A research paradigm reflects the beliefs or world views held by a 
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researcher about both the world they live in and the world they want to live in (Lather, 1986).  Most 

educational researchers will consciously or unconsciously hold certain fundamental world views or 

assumptions that will guide their investigation (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  Paradigms will guide 

decisions regarding what should be studied, how it should be studied and how the data should be 

interpreted (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).  In the broadest sense, most research will fall into one of two 

camps.  The first is quantitative research and the worldview held by its proponents is postpositivist.  

The postpositivist approach is associated with the traditional scientific method which aims to 

discover truth about knowledge. Researchers of this persuasion will take a deterministic, empirical 

stance and will aim to manipulate variables in the natural world and objectively measure the 

outcome (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018).  This mode of research implies that there is a reality from 

which the researcher is separate and which they will aim to observe objectively.  Research will often 

involve a relatively large number of participants and results are often used to either support or 

refute theory, which in turn can be applicable on a large scale (Scotland, 2012).   

The second branch of research is qualitative.  Researchers from this camp take the 

worldview of constructivism, which posits that individuals attempt to make sense of the world in 

which they live and they attribute personal meaning to their experience.  Therefore, there are 

multiple subjective experiences of reality (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018).  The qualitative researcher 

aims to gain a broad understanding of these complex individual realities, which are often considered 

to be shaped by culture and history (Crotty, 1998).  Constructivists acknowledge that when they 

study any reality, they impinge upon that reality and they bring their own experience and motivation 

and so cannot stand apart to measure it objectively.  Research usually involves in-depth analysis of 

data from a smaller group of participants.  Understanding multiple realities is considered valuable to 

the development of a body of knowledge.   

There are alternative world views to postpositivism and constructivism and one of them is 

pragmatism (Creswell & Cresswell, 2018).  Researchers who subscribe to this view tend to focus on 

consequences of research rather than underlying philosophical assumptions (Cherryholmes, 1992).  
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They are concerned with finding solutions to real life problems and are prepared to use pluralistic 

approaches.  Abstract questions about reality are abandoned in favour of concrete practice (Small, 

2011).  Pragmatists will agree with the perspective that research is impacted upon by social, 

historical, and political contexts (Creswell & Cresswell, 2018).  When designing research, the 

pragmatist will use whatever research method best answers the question, whether it is qualitative or 

quantitative in nature.  Educational Psychologists are scientific practitioners who rely upon research 

to develop answers to problems which present in real-world settings.  Philosophical theory will 

usually come second to established efficacy.  Pragmatism was the worldview underlying the design 

of this research.  (The topic of camouflaging for this population is under-researched and knowledge 

is required for professionals working with these families.  A pragmatic researcher/practitioner is 

prepared to take that knowledge from a variety of sources).   

Ontology 

The worldview held by an individual researcher will also influence their beliefs or 

assumptions about ontology, which is concerned with the nature of existence and what it is possible 

to know (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).  These assumptions help to orient the researcher in their thinking 

about a problem; about how to approach it and then contribute to its solution (Kivunja & Kuyini, 

2017).  At one extreme, the positivistic worldview is associated with an ontological perspective 

referred to as naive realist, where reality is considered to be external to and measurable by the 

researcher.  On the other hand, the constructivist worldview is associated with an ontological 

perspective of relativism, which holds that reality is socially constructed and inseparable from 

individual experience.  There is an ontological middle ground which straddles these two poles, 

known as critical realism (Yucel, 2018).  This shares the view of the naïve realist in the sense that 

there is reality separate from the observer.  However, critical realism suggests that this reality 

cannot be viewed objectively as researchers are influenced by their own bias, experience and 

motivations.  It therefore recognises the role that individual subjective interpretation plays in 

defining reality (Taylor, 2018).  This ontological approach has shaped this piece of research. 
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Epistemology        

Following on from the ontological perspective is the epistemological framework the 

researcher adheres to.  Epistemology relates to how knowledge is obtained, or how we come to 

know something (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).  Researchers taking the postpositivist approach will try to 

remove themselves as much as possible from the reality that they are observing, removing any 

extraneous variables where possible.  Constructivist researchers on the other hand will see the 

researcher and the participant as inextricably linked, with knowledge being created as a result of the 

interaction between the two.  The pragmatism paradigm again will adopt whichever stance is 

deemed most appropriate to fit the research question and provide answers that can be used in real 

life situations.  Epistemology is considered empirical rather than foundational (Scott & Briggs, 2009).  

A pragmatism approach to epistemology was adopted for this research. 

To summarise, the ontological perspective of critical realism and the epistemological 

framework of pragmatism are at the foundations of this research study.        

Methodology 

It follows logically that the methodology chosen to gather and analyse data must be 

compatible with any underlying philosophical assumptions about knowledge and how it can be 

gained and used.  The postpositivist paradigm will usually result in a methodology that involves 

objective measurement that results in numerical data which lends itself to statistical analysis.  

Qualitative research will usually involve methodology that results in data in a textual form and 

analysis will focus on the meaning of subjective experience for the individual.  The pragmatism 

paradigm allows for either or both methodologies to be used, so long as the researcher can justify 

that the methodology chosen is best placed to answer the research question.   

This research adopted a mixed methodology.  Descriptive statistical analysis was conducted 

on quantitative data obtained using a questionnaire, which allowed the researcher to gauge the 

extent and impact of camouflaging in a numerical sense, from a relatively large sample.  Qualitative 

analysis was also carried out on textual data obtained through semi-structured interviews, to 
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describe and analyse the lived experience of camouflaging from a smaller group of participants.  

Both methods therefore complemented each other, with one aspect providing the context and the 

other providing an in-depth descriptive narrative (Small, 2011).  Mixing the methods answers the 

research question more completely, especially considering that the construct of camouflaging is still 

being developed.  It was believed that this method was best suited to the exploratory nature of the 

research question.  It should also be noted that a further benefit of the quantitative aspect of the 

research was that it allowed identification of suitable participants for the qualitative aspect of the 

research; participants who would have been hard to locate otherwise (Hesse-Biber, 2010).   

Context 

The educational system in NI differs from the rest of the UK.  The Department of Education 

has provided guidance in the form of a 5 stage Code of Practice for schools to identify, assess and 

make provision for special educational needs.   Please refer to Appendix D for details on the Code of 

Practice and how it may impact on young people with ASD.  

Design 

Convergent Mixed Methods  

This research used a convergent parallel mixed method design as both quantitative and 

qualitative data were combined in order to provide a comprehensive analysis of the research 

problem (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018).    Both forms of data were collected and also interpreted at 

roughly the same time in order to determine whether each set of findings confirmed the other.  For 

the quantitative aspect, a small amount of data was collected from each participant in a larger 

group.  For the qualitative data, a larger amount of data was collected from each participant 

comprising a small group.  The unequal sample sizes was not considered a problem as the 

quantitative data provided general information and the qualitative data provided an in-depth 

perspective.  The participants providing the qualitative data also contributed to the quantitative 

data.  The qualitative data was analysed first, followed by the quantitative data.  All of the data was 

then considered in a side-by-side comparison.  A convergent design was used rather than an 
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explanatory sequential design as it was not considered necessary to gather and analyse the 

quantitative data first to inform the qualitative aspect of the study.  The research question was 

exploratory and the questions for both the quantitative and qualitative aspects have their basis in 

the research literature studied beforehand.  The reflective/reflexive nature of the qualitative aspect 

of the study meant that the questions could be revised if they were not useful in providing relevant 

data.  An exploratory sequential design was not considered suitable either as the method of 

quantitative data collection did not need to be based on the results of the qualitative data analysis; 

it was designed based on published research.       

Survey Design 

The first research method chosen to explore camouflaging behaviour was a survey, which 

aimed to gather quantitative data from a sample population (Refer to Appendix E.  Please note that 

a Participant Information Sheet, Consent Form and Debrief Form were incorporated into the 

questionnaire).  A definition of camouflaging, derived from published research (Hull et al., 2019a), 

was provided in both the Participant Information Sheet and in the questionnaire to ensure 

participants knew what the questionnaire was about.  A survey method was chosen first of all to 

provide numerical and descriptive data relating to the research question.  A survey was considered a 

useful tool because it could be conducted online and could be forwarded to a relatively large 

number of people, incurring relatively little expense in terms of time and money, with potentially 

speedy returns.  An online survey tool, Qualtrics, was used to design and distribute the 

questionnaire.        

The questionnaire was developed by the researcher in consultation with an experienced 

quantitative researcher.  Each item on the questionnaire was included as it was considered useful to 

inform the understanding of developing construct of camouflaging, with particular relevance to its 

impact on education, from the participant’s perspective.   An original questionnaire was developed 

as there were no published questionnaires which could provide the same information.  Refer to 

Appendix F for the details of the research which informed each item on the questionnaire, and also 
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for the procedure involved in scoring the questionnaire.  The survey was cross-sectional, focusing on 

the perspective of participants at a certain point in time.  The sampling method used was 

opportunistic.   

The first aim of the questionnaire was to provide straightforward statistical description, for 

example, the percentage of the young people who engaged in camouflaging behaviour from the 

perspective of their parent.  A definition of camouflaging was provided prior to this question being 

presented.  The second aim was to answer questions about the relationship between variables, for 

example, is gender a factor in adolescents who engage in camouflaging behaviour?  Answers to 

these questions would help answer the research question and contribute to the body of knowledge 

about camouflaging which could be applied to the entire population of adolescents with ASD.  

Semi-Structured Interview Design 

The second research method used to explore camouflaging behaviour was semi-structured 

interviews with a small number of participating parents of adolescents who have a diagnosis of ASD.  

Participants who completed the questionnaire were given the option to take part in the semi-

structured interviews.  The questionnaire was sent out first, but interviews were carried out whilst 

quantitative data was still being collected.  Therefore, the qualitative and quantitative aspects of the 

research were carried out concurrently.   

An interview guide was developed by the researcher and an experienced qualitative 

researcher (Appendix G).  The questions on the guide were similar to the questions in the 

questionnaire, but prompts were added to stimulate discussion, for example, “Could you tell me 

more about that?”.  The researcher discussed the definition of camouflaging with participants prior 

to commencing the interview.  The aim of the semi-structured interviews was to provide rich textual 

information on parent’s experience of the child’s camouflaging behaviour.  The interview transcripts 

were analysed to provide an in-depth description of the data and to identify common themes, which 

would also help answer the research question and contribute to the body of knowledge surrounding 

camouflaging behaviour.   
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Participants 

The link to the online questionnaire was sent to schools, ASD charities and parent led ASD 

groups in NI to get as many responses as possible.  A link to the questionnaire was also posted to the 

Queens University’s School of Psychology Twitter account.  The participants who completed the 

questionnaire were parents of children who have ASD and who attended mainstream post-primary 

school in NI.  The final sample included 56 participants (50 females, 6 males).   

A small percentage of participants who completed the questionnaire then took part in the 

semi-structured interviews.  The final sample included 7 participants, all mothers, aged between 35 

and 64. 

Table 4   

Age of Participants and Relationship to Child 

Participant Age Range Relationship to child 

1 Not given Mother 

2 35-44 Mother 

3 35-44 Mother 

4 35-44 Mother 

5 45-54 Mother 

6 45-54 Mother 

7 55-64 Mother 

Advantages of Exploring Camouflaging in an Adolescent Population from the Perspective of 

Parents: 

• It is generally accepted that parents’ active involvement in their children’s education leads 

to more favourable outcomes for children (Garbacz et al., 2015).  Research also indicates 

that there may be challenges facing the parent-teacher relationship when the child has ASD 

(Hsiao et al., 2017).  It would be useful to learn whether the camouflaging behaviour of the 

young person impacts upon the parent-teacher relationship. 
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• Young people with ASD will certainly have difficulties with social communication and their 

parents may be accustomed to advocating or communicating on their behalf (Boshoff et al. 

(2016).   

• Young people may be unaware that they camouflage.  Many researchers in this field have 

stated that informant/second person report is extremely useful for a fuller account of 

conscious and unconscious camouflaging processes (Hull et al., 2020; Schuck et al., 2019).    

• Parents will observe their children’s behaviour in different social settings as well as the 

home setting and will be able to comment on the differences in behaviour they see.   

Disadvantages of Exploring Camouflaging in an Adolescent Population from the Perspective of 

Parents: 

• Parents (or any third party) cannot observe intention to camouflage or the internal cognitive 

processes that occur.  They may not know how camouflaging makes their child feel or have a 

complete understanding of how beneficial or costly it may be.   

• Parents will not have access to the classroom and will have a second-hand account of what 

has happened in school.  

• Parents are emotionally involved with their children and, understandably, may be biased 

toward them.   

Potential Impact of Parental Characteristics on Research Findings 

Parents of adolescent children with a diagnosis of ASD who attend mainstream school may 

possess certain characteristics which may impact their perspectives with regards to their child’s 

education.  ASD is highly heritable (Loomes et al., 2017) and so parents of children with ASD may be 

more likely than the general population to have an ASD diagnosis.  Those parents without a 

diagnosis may possess autistic traits, a phenomenon referred to in the literature as the Broader 

Autism Phenotype (Bernier et al., 2012).  This could impact their perspective in many ways, for 

example, they may engage in camouflaging behaviour themselves and their perspective could 
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potentially be impacted by their own experience as well as their child’s.  Parents may have other 

children with ASD and their experiences with them could also impact their perspective.    

In the narrative review of this report, it was highlighted that adolescents with ASD may face 

greater challenges in school and that there may be additional challenges to the parent-teacher 

relationship when the child has ASD.  These challenges may impact upon the stress levels of parents.  

It is well documented in the published literature that parents of children with ASD are at risk for 

higher stress levels than parents of children with other developmental disabilities and parents of 

typically developing children (Estes et al., 2013).  The cumulative difficulties faced by these parents 

could impact upon their perspectives on camouflaging.   

Apparatus 

• An online research tool, Qualtrics, was used to develop and distribute the online 

questionnaire and online consent form. 

• A digital voice recorder was used to record the semi-structured interviews.  It was an 

Olympus model VN-541PC.   

• A guide for the semi-structured interviews was developed by the researchers (Appendix G). 

• Audio software called Ocenaudio was downloaded to the researcher’s own laptop to aid 

transcription. 

Procedure 

Survey 

Mainstream post-primary schools in NI were initially contacted and provided with a link to 

an online questionnaire.  The procedure had to be amended after the schools closed as a result of 

the national lockdown in March 2020, and the link was then sent to both ASD charities and parent 

support groups.  (Refer to Appendix H for full detail of the procedure for collecting the quantitative 

data).   
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Figure 3 

Summary of Procedure for Disseminating the Link to the Online Questionnaire 

 

Semi-structured Interviews 

Interviews were initially carried out face-to-face with a small number of participants.  This 

procedure had to change after the national lockdown commenced.  (Refer to Appendix L for full 

detail of the procedure for collecting the qualitative data).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 1

•14 local mainstream post-primary schools were contacted and asked to forward 
the link to an online questionnaire to parents of pupils on the autism spectrum.

•24 questionnaires were returned.  The decision was made to contact more 
schools.

Phase 2

•All mainstream post-primary schools in NI were contacted and asked to forward 
the link to an online questionnaire to parents of pupils on the autism spectrum.  
33 questionnaires in total were returned when schools closed in March 2020. 

Phase 3

•The link to the online questionnaire was sent to NI charities and parent led 
organisations with a request it be forwarded to parents.  (The questionnaire was 
amended so it could only be completed for children at mainstream post-primary 
school with a diagnosis of ASD).

Phase 4

•A link to the questionnaire was posted to Queens University's School of 
Psychology Twitter page.
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Figure 4 

Summary of Procedure for Conducting Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative Analysis 

The first aim of analysis was to provide descriptive information about the population as 

gathered from the questionnaire: 

• The percentage of participants who identified their child as engaging in camouflaging 

behaviour, and whether there was a significant gender difference in responses 

• The extent to which participants believed camouflaging benefitted their child, expressed 

using mean averages with standard deviations, and whether there was a significant gender 

difference in responses 

• The percentage of participants who felt that camouflaging impacted negatively upon their 

relationship with school staff 

• The percentage of participants who felt that school staff agree that camouflaging is 

something that their child does 

Phase 1

•Participants who had provided an email address along with their 
questionnaire were sent an email to ask if they would like to take part in a 
semi-structured interview.

Phase 2

• If the participant replied confirming they were happy to be interviewed, the 
researcher and participant agreed a mutually suitable time and place to meet.

Phase 3

•Interviews were conducted and the audio was saved to a dictaphone.  
Participants were given a de-brief form which informed them they could 
withdraw their data within four weeks. 

Phase 4

•Post lockdown, potential participants were asked if they would like to take 
part in an online interview rather than a face to face one.  They could choose 
whether to use Skype, Whatsapp or Facetime. The debrief form was emailed 
to participants to who completed an online interview.
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• The extent to which participants believed their child’s teachers understand how ASD affects 

their child, expressed using mean averages with standard deviations, and whether there was 

a significant gender difference in responses 

• The percentage of participants who felt that camouflaging has resulted in their child 

receiving less support at school, and whether there was a significant gender difference in 

responses. 

An experienced quantitative researcher was consulted with in relation to how the analysis 

was carried out.     

Qualitative Analysis 

It was decided that thematic analysis would be used to analyse the qualitative data obtained 

from the semi-structured interviews.  Thematic analysis is not tied to any particular theoretical or 

epistemological stance and it can be characterised by theories such as critical realism, therefore 

reflecting the meaning attached to experience by participants, whilst acknowledging the impact of 

the researcher and wider social context (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  It is theoretically compatible with 

mixed methods research such as this.  Other methods of analysis were considered and deemed less 

suitable for this research.  Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, for example, was considered 

but rejected as the homogeneity of the participant group was not certain at the outset and parent 

participants would be reflecting on their child’s experience rather than their own.  Thematic analysis 

can be used to provide a rich description of the data but can also probe beneath the surface of the 

data to uncover hidden or latent themes.  Themes will reflect important commonalities across the 

data that relate to the research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  It is crucial to adopt a systematic 

approach to carrying out thematic analysis, and in this case the process described in detail by Braun 

and Clarke (2006) had been chosen.  The six-step process is summarised in Appendix L. 

In addition, printed transcripts are usually used as working documents, with the researcher 

making notations in the margin and highlighting data extracts that belong to different codes.  An 

experienced qualitative researcher was consulted with in relation to how the analysis was carried 
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out.  A detailed audit trail was maintained to show the process followed to derive themes from the 

data (Appendix O).       

Reflexivity 

Hermeneutics.  The researcher aimed to use an inductive approach when using thematic 

analysis to identify themes, that is, letting the data guide the themes rather than having pre-existing 

ideas of what the themes may be.  However, the role of hermeneutics should be acknowledged at 

this point, as the results of analysis do not represent an unequivocal meaning of the data, but rather 

an individual understanding.  The results are the combination of what the researcher brings, in terms 

of prejudice, culture, history, and the data itself.  Interpretation is always situated from one 

perspective or vantage point, within a social-cultural context, and is never situated beyond words or 

time (Kinsella, 2006). 

Reflexivity in Relation to the Semi-Structured Interviews. An interview guide was 

developed for the semi-structured interviews, based closely on the questionnaire, which could be 

used if discussion of camouflaging behaviour was not free flowing.  However, neither the wording 

nor the sequence of the questions were adhered to rigidly in order to offer flexibility for dialogue.  A 

definition of camouflaging was provided prior to the interview commencing to ensure that the 

interviewer and interviewee were referring to the same construct.  Each participant was free to 

discuss the issues of camouflaging behaviour that were relevant for them, rather than the 

researcher deciding what aspect of camouflaging was important to discuss.  This fact was highlighted 

to participants prior to interviews.  The researcher was also free to adapt their questions and 

prompts to reflect what the participant chose to discuss.  Immediately after each interview, the 

researcher reflected upon the interview and made some notes on their initial thoughts and 

impressions.  The researcher was free to adapt the interview guide if it became clear that any of the 

questions did not work well in the interview, for example, of the participants struggled to answer 

them.   
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Some Further Steps to Ensure the Quality of the Analysis.  The researcher sought the 

support of an experienced qualitative researcher to review the themes to promote inter-rater 

reliability.  A reflective diary was maintained throughout the entire data collection and analysis 

process to log reflections and considerations.  (Refer to Appendix O for an excerpt).      

Ethical Considerations 

Consent 

Issues of Consent Relating to the Questionnaire.  Schools and organisations could choose 

whether to forward the link to the online questionnaire to parents or not.  When participating 

parents clicked on the link to the online questionnaire, they were presented with the participant 

information sheet (See Appendix E).  This sheet provided information on what the questionnaire was 

about.  Participants then had to complete a consent form (See Appendix E) in order to continue with 

the questionnaire.  Once they had completed the questionnaire, participants were presented with a 

debrief form (Appendix E), which provided further information on the research.  Participants were 

given a final chance to withdraw their responses.   

Issues of Consent Relating to the Semi-structured Interviews.  Prior to lockdown, if a 

participant had provided an email address with their questionnaire, they were emailed and asked if 

they wished to take part in an interview (Appendix M).   Attached to the email was a copy of a 

consent form (Appendix M).  Signed consent was obtained before the interview took place.  Once 

the interview was complete, the participant was presented with a debrief form (Appendix M), the 

contents of which were discussed.  The debrief form encouraged participants to contact the 

researcher within four weeks if they wished to withdraw their data.  Post lockdown, if participants 

agreed to the online interview, they were sent a link to an online consent form developed using 

Qualtrics, which had to be completed prior to the interview.   

Confidentiality 

Issues of Confidentiality Relating to the Questionnaire.  The participant information sheet 

emphasised that responses would be anonymous and that data held would be stored confidentially 
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in accordance with the Data Protection Act (2018) and the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR).  The questionnaire asked participants to submit an email address if they wished to discuss 

their child’s camouflaging behaviour further.  Participants were reminded that if their email address 

contained personal details it could compromise their confidentiality.  Participants were advised that 

if this was a concern for them, they could create a new email account for this purpose.   

Issues of Confidentiality Relating to the Semi-Structured Interviews.  Participants were told 

that the interview would last 30-45 minutes, would be recorded on a dictaphone and that the 

recording would be deleted once the interview was transcribed.  Once each interview was complete, 

it was transcribed and pseudonymised at the earliest opportunity and the audio recording was 

deleted.  Data was held securely in a locked filing cabinet at the university.  For the online interviews 

held post-lockdown, participants were advised in the email correspondence that only the audio of 

the interview would be recorded.  When participants chose their preferred medium for the online 

interview, either Facetime, Skype or WhatsApp, they were reminded that if they chose Facetime or 

WhatsApp, that this would involve using a third party processor and they were signposted to look at 

their privacy notices before proceeding.  This was not necessary if the interview was to take place 

using Skype as it is Microsoft supported and Queens University has licences for this.   

Labelling 

The main ethical consideration for this study is the fact that a particular behaviour or set of 

behaviours may fall under the general label of ‘camouflaging’.  There is a concern that the 

participants who take part in this research may perceive this as a further label attached to their 

child.  Another concern is that this label will then be conveyed either directly or indirectly to the 

child, and that this could affect their self-concept negatively.  It was therefore important to ensure 

that participating parents gave full informed consent and were free to share as much as they chose 

during the interview process.  Care was taken to ensure that camouflaging was not presented to 

participating parents in either a positive or negative light.         
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Voice of the Child 

A further ethical consideration for this research is that it involved discussing a child’s 

behaviour with their parent, but the child was not involved in the process and not given a 

voice.  However, parents are a huge source of support to their children; they are the people who 

know them best and they are often the most vocal and energetic advocates of their children. It was 

considered important that parents are given a voice and an opportunity to share their experience. 

Distress Protocol 

Finally, steps were taken to ensure participants were supported when they shared their 

experiences; plans were in place to support participants if they found it difficult to recount past 

experiences.  Further sources of help and support were identified beforehand so participants could 

be signposted if necessary (Appendix N).     

Ethical Approval 

Ethical approval from the Queens University Ethics Committee was sought and obtained 

(Appendix P). 
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Chapter 4: Results 

This chapter will present the findings of the current study.  First of all, a summary of the 

quantitative data obtained from the questionnaire is presented with relevant statistical analysis.  

Then basic demographic information of the participants who took part in the semi-structured 

interviews is presented in Table 8.  This is followed by a thematic map which details the themes and 

subthemes derived from the thematic analysis of the interview data (Figure 9).  A detailed 

description of the themes and subthemes follows.  Finally, there is a comparison of the two sets of 

data. 

Analysis of Quantitative Data 

There were 56 valid responses to the questionnaire.  Thirty-seven of them were from the 

parent of a male adolescent child with ASD (66.1%), 18 were from the parent of a female (32.1%), 

and 1 was from a parent whose child described their gender in another way (1.8%).  

Table 5 

Age Breakdown of Young People Whose Parents Responded to the Questionnaire 

Minimum Age  10 

Maximum age  19 

Range   9 years 

Mean age  13.6964 

Standard deviation 2.18191 

“Is Camouflaging Something That You Believe Your Child Does or Has Done in the Past?” 

Of these 56 responses, 41 were from participants who felt that their child either does 

camouflage or has done in the past (73.2%).  Three of them were from participants who felt that 

their child does not camouflage currently and has not done so in the past (5.4%).  There were also 12 

responses from participants who were not sure if their child camouflages currently or has done so in 

the past (21.4%).  See Figure 5 for a breakdown of males and females.   
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Figure 5 

Bar Graph to Show Responses to the Question, “Camouflage.  Is This Something You Believe Your 

Child Does or Has Done in the Past?” From the Parents of Males and Females 

 

Over 73% of participants felt that camouflaging was something that their child does or has 

done in the past.  This may indicate that camouflaging is a pressing issue for a proportion of this 

population.  A higher percentage of parents of females said that their daughter camouflages or has 

done so in the past.  A higher percentage of parents of males said that they were not sure if their son 

camouflages now or in the past.  A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine the 

relation between male and female gender and camouflaging.  The relation between these variables 

was not significant, X² (2, N=55) = 1.82, p= .40.  Neither males nor females were more likely to 

camouflage, according to their parents.  

“Please Rate to What Extent You Believe That Camouflaging in Public Places Benefits Your Child”  

The 15 participants who responded “No” or “Not sure” when asked whether their child 

camouflaged did not provide any further information.  The remaining 41 participants were asked to 

rate on a 101-point sliding scale how beneficial they felt camouflaging to be to their child, with 0 

being extremely costly and 100 being extremely beneficial.  The mean rating was 47.15 and the 
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median was 49.  The standard deviation was 25.05051 and the range was 100.  Refer to Figure 6 for 

a visual representation of the individual responses of parents of males and females. 

Figure 6 

Scatter Plot to Show the Responses of Parents of Males and Females to the Question “Please Rate to 

What Extent You Believe That Camouflaging in Public Places Benefits your Child”.    
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Table 6 

Participants’ Responses to the Question “Do You Believe That Your Child’s Camouflaging Has 

Impacted Negatively Upon Your Relationship with School Staff, Such as Teachers or Special Education 

Needs Co-ordinators (SENCOs)?” 

     Response 

   Yes  No  Not sure Prefer not to say 

All (N=41)  51.2%  34.1%  9.8%  4.9%  

 Male (N=25)  52.0%  32.0%  8.0%  8.0%  

 Females (N=15)  46.7%  40.0%  13.3%  0.0% 

Roughly half of all participants felt that camouflaging had negatively impacted their 

relationship with school staff.  This would indicate that camouflaging may impact the home-school 

relationship for some parents of children with ASD.   

“If You have Discussed Camouflaging with School Staff, Do They Agree That This Is Something That 

Your Child Does?” 

Participants were then asked the above question and the responses are demonstrated in 

Table 7.   

Table 7 

Participants Responses to the Question, “If You Have Discussed Camouflaging with School Staff, Do 

They Agree That This is Something that Your Child Does?”, with a Gender Breakdown.   

Response 

   Yes  No  N/A  Not sure 

 All (N=41)  56.1%  17.1%  19.5%  7.3%  

 Male (N=25)  56.0%  12.0%  20.0%  12.0%  

 Females (N=15)  53.3%  26.7%  20.0%  0.0%  

17.1% of parents felt that they were not believed when discussing their child’s camouflaging 

with school staff.  One possible reason for this could be a degree of scepticism on the part of some 
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teachers or perhaps a lack of understanding or knowledge regarding camouflaging.  If this were the 

case, this could have an impact on the home-school relationship and the support provided to the 

young person.  However, there could be other explanations for this perception.     

“Please Rate to What Extent You Believe Your Child’s Teachers Understand How ASD Affects Your 

Child” 

The 41 participants were asked to rate on a 101-point sliding scale the extent to which they 

believed their child’s teachers understood how ASD affects their child, with 0 indicating a poor 

understanding and 100 indicating an excellent understanding.  The mean rating was 43.1707 and the 

median was 47.  The standard deviation was 31.48563 and the range was 100.  Refer to Figure 7 for 

a visual representation of the individual responses of parents of males and females. 

Figure 7 

Scatter Plot to Show the Responses of Parents of Males and Females to the Question “Please Rate to 

What Extent You Believe Your Child’s Teachers Understand how ASD Affects Your Child”.    
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females (M=44.87, SD=32.02); t (38) = -.10, p = .92.  There was a wide range of ratings for whether 

teachers have a good understanding of how ASD presents in the individual children.  This would 

indicate a wide range of perceptions on the part of parents.  There is no clear overall perception that 

teachers have a good or bad understanding as the mean score falls just below the mid-point.  

However, it would indicate that a portion of the parents would not rate the teacher’s understanding 

highly.  This could potentially impact the amount and quality of support provided to some young 

people. 

“Do You Feel That Your Child’s Camouflaging Has Resulted in Them receiving Less Support in 

School?” 

The final question for the 41 participants was “Do you feel that your child’s camouflaging has 

resulted in them receiving less support at school?”  27 participants answered “Yes” (65.9%), 12 

participants answered “No” (29.3%), and 2 participants stated that they were not sure (4.9%).   

Figure 8 

Bar Graph to Show Responses to the Question, “Do You Feel That Your Child’s Camouflaging Has 

Resulted in Them Receiving Less Support at School?” From the Parents of Males and Females. 
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Well over half of parents would indicate that camouflaging has affected the support their 

child receives in school.  This holds true for both parents of males and females.  This would indicate 

that camouflaging may impact the support received in school for some children.  A chi-square test of 

independence was performed to examine the relation between male and female gender and 

whether the parents felt camouflaging had impacted support.  The relation between these variables 

was not significant, X² (2, N=40) = 1.30, p=.52.  There was no difference in the impact on support for 

males and females, according to their parents.  

Analysis of Qualitative Data 

Table 8 

Demographic Information of Interview Participants 

Participant Age  Child  Sex  Age  Interview Type 

“Kit”  Not given “Con”  Male  12  Face to face 

“Lynn”  45-54  “Mike”  Male  12  Face to face 

“Pat”  35-44  “Jen”  Female  14  Face to face 

“Leah”  35-44  “Mary”  Female  12  Face to face 

“Ann”  35-44  “Aine”  Female  13  Face to face 

“Nora”  55-64  “Kayla”  Female  18  Online 

“Lily”  45-54  “Verity” Female  12  Online 
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Figure 9  Thematic Map to Show Themes and Subthemes of Qualitative Data 
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Theme One: Functions of Camouflaging 

This theme is concerned with the parents’ perception that young people with ASD want to 

“fit in” with their neurotypical peers and avoid being bullied.  Therefore, they attempt to hide their 

differences, including learning needs or delays.  They camouflage in a very physical sense to avoid 

being seen.   

Subtheme: Fitting In.  Camouflaging traits of ASD came through clearly in the interviews, for 

example, one of the parents described how her daughter hid her sensory needs in school.   

She’s big on chewing, but she, like even in our house, it’s, it’s like all of her little chewy 

things are in a drawer in her room and then like “You know it’s ok to have something in your 

pocket or?”, “No, what, what if kids at school see it, no, no, no”.  (Pat) 

However, one of the striking features of the qualitative data was that parents believed their children 

were at pains to hide any aspect of themselves that could be considered different, not just ASD 

traits. 

He doesn’t want to be identified as having autism or being different.  (Lynn) 

Any difference from the norm was perceived in a negative light and the young people just wanted to 

be accepted as being the same as their peers: 

She desperately wants to fit in.  (Leah) 

All she wants in this world is people to like her. (Pat) 

Another mother described how her son learned at primary school that being different would result 

in bullying.   

He was at a primary school where he didn’t have any assistance whatsoever and very much 

learned that anything that identified him as being different was going to result in bullying. 

(Lynn) 

Lynn then found it difficult to tell her son that he had been given an ASD diagnosis because of his 

reluctance to be different from the “neurotypical norm”. 
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We had a really difficult time in telling Mike about his diagnosis…you know, how to broach 

that with him, to make it a positive thing, but for him, the only word that he heard was, 

disability, different, you know, that he’s not normal, and he feels that as an 

adolescent…anything that’s going to make him feel different is just to be run away from.  

(Lynn) 

Leah re-iterated that all adolescents may want to fit in, but this need is amplified for adolescents 

with ASD.  Pat had to convince her daughter not to give up her much-loved hobby when she was 

bullied after sharing her interest with others. 

Then it was like, “Well, if kids are gonna pick on me cause I like these things, then I’ll quit 

(indistinct) I’ll quit the music theatre class” and whatever, and you know, she wanted to just 

drop everything.  (Pat) 

She knows she’s different and she doesn’t want to be, so she will try to, do what other 

people do.  (Pat) 

So it would seem that the young people are aware of their differences and are keen to hide them, in 

order to be accepted and considered “normal” by their peers, and to avoid being bullied.  These 

differences encapsulated hobbies, developmental delays, learning needs and language difficulties, as 

well as behaviours more commonly associated with ASD.   

Subtheme: Hiding Educational Needs.  One difference that all parents felt that their children 

tried to hide was their learning needs, developmental delays or any gaps in their understanding.  A 

common statement made by most parents was that their child would need help, or that they would 

not understand something in the classroom, but that they would not draw attention to themselves 

by asking for assistance. 

He has executive function, ahm, issues, that he definitely does need assistance with, but 

refuses to ask for help in class, I think that’s another example (of camouflaging), he just 

refuses to put his hand up.  (Lynn) 
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Lynn did not mention who had been the source of information regarding her son’s behaviour in 

class.  Kit described how her son would not play with the park equipment that was suitable for his 

age, and that he chose to play in the park for younger children, not only to mask his social difficulties 

with peers, but also to mask his gross motor difficulties.  Lily described how her daughter would try 

to hide her fine motor difficulties.   

So whether it’s tying laces or, eh, em, you know, em, you know I’m trying to think of 

something else, like, she’s not very good at using a knife and fork, things like that, so you’ll 

see when she’s out with other people, she em, eh, won’t do the tying laces or if she does 

she’ll say, em, eh, she can’t be bothered doing it.  (Lily) 

Two of the parents talked about how their children were reluctant to be seen to have a classroom 

assistant or attend the learning support unit at school as the parents felt it would indicate to others 

that they had needs of some sort.  Nora said that her daughter would have actually hidden from her 

classroom assistant, and Lynn described how her son would not let her discuss his needs with school 

staff.  It could be considered then that these young people are trying to disguise certain delays or 

educational difficulties they may have, and this may be so that they fit in with their peers.  They may 

be avoiding receiving educational support and could potentially miss opportunities to receive 

support.  It is also possible that another hypothesis could account for the fact that these young 

people are reluctant to seek help, for example, they may not agree that they need help or that 

educational support is a priority for them.   

Subtheme: Avoiding Being Seen.  Parents described their children camouflaging in a very 

literal and physical sense, to avoid being seen by others.  Nora said that her daughter would sit on 

the fringe of a group, out of direct eyeline of any teachers.  Lily described her daughter as making 

herself as small and invisible as she could. 

She will position herself, in the canteen, or in an area, on the fringe of a group, so when, say, 

the classroom assistant goes in to look for Kayla, it takes her a long time to find Kayla in 

there, because Kayla will always position herself where she is not in direct eye line of any 
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teachers now, and she looks like she’s part of a group but she’s actually not, she’s sitting on 

the fringe.  (Nora) 

Again, the source of this information was not provided by Nora.  This physical camouflaging 

behaviour could possibly indicate that young people are aware of their physical presence and the 

potential to be observed or judged by others.  It may indicate an intention to blend in in a physical 

sense.   

She tends to just withdraw and em and tries to make herself as invisible as possible, so she 

tends to em, eh, em, just not, not draw attention to herself, so she, she kind’ve contains 

herself quite a lot, em, so, em, eh, in in situations where she’s really, em, eh, unsure, em, 

and she hasn’t got the grip of what’s going on yet, that’s what she would tend to do, she 

would tend to just like literally camou, I think like literal, tries to blend into the environment.  

So she, em, eh, so rather than like a behaviour, it’s like a physical thing almost, she tries to 

just make herself invisible.  (Lily) 

This quote from Lily could indicate that her daughter wants to blend in when she is not sure how she 

should be behaving.  It is possible that this physical camouflage allows young people to observe 

others unobtrusively to learn what the “normal” behaviour for this situation is.  Alternatively, these 

hiding behaviours could simply indicate a desire to be alone and reduce sensory stimulation for a 

while during a busy school day.    

Theme Two: Ways and Means of Camouflaging 

This theme is concerned with the various methods that young people use to camouflage 

their ASD traits or other differences, according to their parent. 
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Subtheme: Use of Current Trends.  One of the interesting methods of camouflaging that 

parents described was the use of current trends.  Leah described her daughter as using what she 

called “buzz words”; words that were currently popular amongst her daughter’s peers.  Leah 

described her daughter as using the words over and over again, although frequently in the wrong 

context.  Nora described how her daughter would use her mobile phone to attempt to appear like a 

typical teenager:  

She uses her phone and her head phones, her mobile phone, ahm, to look, you know, most 

teenagers are on their phone all the time, they’re messing, they’re on social media, they’re 

texting each other, you know, so it’s constant phone, where Kayla does the exact same thing 

with her phone and with her headphones but she is not using it in the same way that a 

neurologically typical teenager’s using it, she’s using it to ahm, to go into her, ahm she 

writes fantasy novels. (Nora) 

Lily described her daughter as having little interest in mobile phones or electronic devices, but when 

she was around other young people she would go and get an iPad, to use almost like a prop.   

She would go and get, like an iPad or something, and sit, now she didn’t want to do that, but 

she just was like, “That’s what they’re doing, so I have to”.  (Lily) 

It is interesting that only females were described as using this method.  This may indicate an 

awareness on the part of adolescent females of what is popular amongst their peers, and to use the 

trend to “fit in”, albeit in a superficial way.  It is acknowledged that following trends could be 

considered a typical behaviour for teenagers generally, not just adolescents with ASD who 

camouflage.    
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Subtheme: Use of Mimicry.  One of the most frequently mentioned methods of 

camouflaging from the perspective of parents was the use of mimicry; parents often described their 

child as choosing a child to mimic and then trying to copy that child’s hair style, clothes and/or 

behaviour.  Lily said that her daughter Verity would pick the best-behaved children to mimic in 

school.  The source of this information was not provided.   

She just watched, learnt what everybody else was doing, tried to pick those that were 

behaving the best, and then follow that.  (Lily)   

Leah found that her daughter Mary’s behaviour would mimic that of her friends, which led to Leah 

perceiving Mary as inauthentic:  

She’s wanting to cut her hair like them, wear clothes like them, but if I took her out on her 

own, she’ll pick a totally different outfit to the style that she wants to wear day-to-day when 

she goes to meet these friends.  I know that’s more to do with how she dresses, but it’s all to 

do with mimicking what they do.  Ahm, aye, her laugh, her laugh is a big one.  (Leah) 

Who is this child?  It looks so fake.  (Leah) 

Pat described her perception that her daughter would mimic someone when she does not know 

how to react in a situation and it could lead to her behaviour being perceived as inappropriate, for 

example, she would mimic a teacher when interacting with friends.  Some of the mothers talked 

about their daughters acting a teenager “role”.  Ann said that her daughter was adamant that she 

was “too big” to write letters to Santa but could not hide her devastation when she did not receive a 

letter from Santa like her younger brothers had.  Nora said that at times she would ask her daughter 

to be more communicative and Kayla would reply that she is a teenager and that is how she is 

supposed to be.   

She masks that she’s a broody teenager and I say to her, I say “You know Kayla, you know 

you’re involved in a conversation” or, you know, “Answer the question” you know, “Try and 

communicate a bit more”, and she’s “Well, I’m a teenager, this is what’s expected of me”.  

(Nora) 
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Lily described her daughter as really well behaved, however, outside of home, Verity may act more 

like the stereotype of a surly teenager and Lily felt that the reason for this was to mask a lack of 

ability. 

So you’ll see when she’s out with other people, she em, eh, won’t do the tying laces.  Or if 

she does she’ll say em, eh, she can’t be bothered doing it and she’ll make like a big fuss like 

and it’ll be like a teenage thing you know, “I’m not doing it, you do it, you do it for me 

servant”, something like that.  (Lily) 

Again, these perceived tendencies to mimic and role play were only reported by mothers of 

daughters.  This could possibly indicate that these girls have some awareness of how they may be 

expected to behave and are prepared to take on a role to be perceived as acting “normally”.  They 

may be aware of who would be a good role model to use as a reference point for appropriate 

behaviour on some occasions but may get this wrong at times.  If this is the case then this could 

potentially result in them being perceived as inauthentic and could lead to a child missing out on 

things they enjoy if they are deemed not age appropriate.  Alternatively, it could be considered that 

all adolescents are going through a time of change and are trying to figure out their identity as they 

approach young adulthood.        

Subtheme: Use of Avoidance Tactics.  Nora said that Kayla uses a “trick” to avoid making 

contributions in class, which could reveal her lack of understanding.  She would calculate when it 

was nearly her turn to contribute and then ask to go to the bathroom.  (It was not clear how Nora 

was aware of this behaviour that took place within school).  Kit also said that her son would avoid 

playing with children his own age in the park so that they could not observe both his lack of social 

skills and gross motor skills.  Avoidance of difficulty could potentially result in a lack of awareness on 

behalf of school staff as to where difficulties lie.  If this was the case then it could lead to a lack of 

support and the lack of opportunity for young people to develop skills and grow in confidence.   
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Subtheme: Use of Language.  Four of the parents discussed their perceptions that their 

daughters used language, and jokes in particular, to get along with people or to mask the fact that 

they could not follow a conversation topic.  Ann felt that when anyone conversed with her daughter, 

Aine would always bring the conversation back to safer territory; to a topic that she could 

understand.  Leah described how her daughter would tell a joke that she clearly did not understand 

and would laugh as if genuinely amused.  Nora gave the following quote about her daughter’s use of 

humour: 

She will use humour and jokes (.) as a form of interaction because she can’t keep up with the 

conversation because her processing of language is too slow, so she’ll (indistinct) take a turn 

and she’ll tell a joke, ah, maybe something like that, she’s just learned off you know, and 

people will laugh and she thinks they’re laughing at the joke, but they’re actually not, they’re 

actually laughing at the way she’s telling it rather than the joke itself because often she gets 

it mixed up and she’s not telling the joke correctly.  (Nora) 

It is possible that “safe” conversation topics could be used as a fall-back option when any more 

challenging topics would arise.  Jokes could also be used to make a contribution to a social 

interaction if the conversation could not be followed.  If this was the case, it would allow the young 

person to stay engaged and could potentially mask comprehension difficulties, or alternatively, 

could highlight the limits in understanding.  Alternatively, it could be considered that it is a common 

trait of ASD for an individual to have preferred topics for conversation that they come back to 

repeatedly. 

Subtheme: Being Agreeable.  Some of the parents described their perceptions that their 

daughters tried to avoid unwanted attention by being extremely “agreeable” and reluctant to get 

anything wrong.  Ann described her daughter’s behaviour at school in the following way:  

She’s holding it all together, trying to be good, and quiet, and do, follow the rules.  (Ann) 

Lily and Kit said that their children learned to copy other children’s work when they did not know 

what to do.  Again, the source of information regarding school-based behaviours was not provided.  
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One explanation for being agreeable could be a fear of making mistakes or being difficult in case it 

highlighted difficulties or difference.      

Theme Three: Advantages and Disadvantages of Camouflaging 

This theme is concerned with the ways in which camouflaging advantages or disadvantages 

the young person, from the perspective of their parents.  Disadvantages clearly outweighed the 

advantages from the perspective of these parents. 

Subtheme: Advantages.  Parents genuinely struggled to think of or describe any advantages 

of their child’s camouflaging behaviour.  Lynn felt that camouflaging did benefit her son as it helped 

him to feel “normal”, which was very important to him.  Leah thought that being able to camouflage 

served an adaptive function: 

I think it’s probably a good life skill, you know, to be able to adapt to people around you, 

ahm, I don’t want her to feel like she, she can’t be herself, but we’re all in situations, in our 

jobs, in, you know, schools, whatever, where it is appropriate to change your behaviour and 

it is appropriate not to act a certain way.  (Leah) 

Subtheme: Disadvantages.  Not Worth the Effort.  Parents on the other hand were much 

more elaborate when discussing the many disadvantages of camouflaging from their perspective.  

Six of the parents felt that camouflaging may have had small benefits for their child, but that overall, 

it was not worthwhile in terms of the effort expended.   

I suppose my big worry as her mom is I can see like, the short-term benefits, in the moment, 

when she’s with her peers, but the mental toll it takes on her, I don’t know if that small 

benefit outweighs how hard she’s gotta work to do it.  (Pat) 

Lily felt that her daughter could not maintain it for long enough for it to have any benefit.  Kit also 

felt that camouflaging could only take her son so far and that when the situation became 

overwhelming, his mask would slip.  Some parents felt that their children’s masking was 

unsuccessful anyway, such as telling jokes but getting them wrong, so it was simply not worth doing.  
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Lily felt that her daughter was trying to do something that she could not hope to understand and 

was therefore setting herself an impossible task:  

She’s making it so much harder for herself, you know, she’s learning something that, em, she 

doesn’t, she fundamentally doesn’t understand.  (Lily)   

So it is possible that camouflaging may have some practical uses for young people, however, parents 

often felt that it was not worth the effort and often served to make life harder.      

A Source of Friction.  Some parents mentioned their perception that camouflaging could 

cause friction between themselves and their child.  Leah discussed the fact that she does not let her 

daughter do certain activities with her friends, such as go shopping in town, because Leah believes 

that Mary will suppress the fact that she is experiencing sensory overwhelm and will not leave an 

extremely stressful situation:  

So, I hold her back from things, and I suppose, that would cause then a bit of friction then 

between me and her, you know I’m the big bad wolf, because I’m not giving her what she 

wants. (Leah) 

Lynn reported that her son could get very distressed if he were to overhear her discussing his 

difficulties, even with professionals.  Ann said of her daughter: 

You’re just trying to second guess her all the time, and I seem to be the person that rubs her 

up the wrong way all the time.  (Ann)   

So potentially, parents want to do the right thing by their children by supporting them with their 

difficulties, but this can be met with resistance.  This might indicate that young people do not want 

these difficulties acknowledged or recognised.  However, friction between child and parent and a 

desire for more autonomy could be a theme of adolescence generally.       

Missing Out.  Probably one of the most damaging disadvantages of camouflaging that was 

discussed was that, from the parents’ perspective, it could lead to children missing out on various 

opportunities and being left vulnerable as a result.  Nora believes that her daughter missed out on 
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having a classroom assistant at primary school, partly because of camouflaging.  Lily felt that her 

daughter’s difficulties were overlooked at school because she blended so well into the background.   

Maybe I’m interpreting camouflaging wrong, but because she kind’ve just blended in, ahm, 

they overlooked her.  (Lily) 

Ann felt that camouflaging contributed to her daughter’s diagnosis being delayed.  Nora described 

her perception that her daughter’s reluctance to show her difficulty in understanding could lead to 

missing opportunities and being vulnerable: 

She’s trying not to let people see that ahm, she doesn’t understand the instructions, but 

then there’s the risk that she might miss the, the event or the thing that she’s been invited 

to.  (Nora) 

So there appears to be a potential risk that by disguising their difficulties, these young people could 

be missing out on support and understanding, which could potentially leave them disadvantaged 

and vulnerable.  Nora talked about her daughter missing a social opportunity because of her 

reluctance to say she did not understand the instructions.  It is possible that this could further 

compound social difficulties she experienced due to her ASD.   

Mental Health Toll.  Finally, the parents described camouflaging as taking a toll on their 

children’s mental health.  Parents mentioned stress, anxiety and self-esteem being affected.   

I think it has to affect her self-esteem.  (Leah) 

Ann also talked about how her own mental health was impacted by her daughter’s behaviour.  (It is 

important to mention that it is impossible to discuss the effect of camouflaging in isolation in 

relation to mental health, as many different factors will be impacting on mental health at any one 

time).  Kit described how her son has no release for anxiety during the school day: 

I suppose really I think the main impact is the whole struggle (indistinct – massively) with 

anxiety.  I think the camouflaging and the masking goes towards it, because he is holding it 

so well, when he’s around other people in school and that, they don’t even pick up, and then 

when he’s coming home, there’s no real, kinda, let out for it really. (Kit) 
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Again, the source of Kit’s information regarding her son’s behaviour at school was not provided.  Kit 

felt it was important to find ways to help Con to channel his anxiety at home.  Lynn pointed out that 

the transitional nature of adolescence comes into the equation as well;  

His mental health is so delicate right now because of the age he’s at and also because he’s 

trying to work out who he is, so camouflaging doesn’t help from that perspective.  (Lynn) 

Parents may perceive that trying to hide aspects of yourself whilst trying to work out who you are 

could lead to conflicting feelings.  This could potentially lead to feelings of identity crisis.  Lily made 

the interesting point that it must be anxiety inducing for a young person to constantly strive to do 

the “right” thing when they do not know what that thing is.  Although the direct impact of 

camouflaging cannot be fully teased out, these parents strongly believed that it impacted mental 

health negatively.     

Theme Four: The Environmental Context 

This theme is concerned with different environmental impacts on camouflaging from the 

perspective of parents.  It looks at the contrast between the home and school environment, the 

contrast between primary and post-primary, and also the contrast between different schools.   

Subtheme: Contrast Between School and Other Environments.  All of the parents said that 

their children camouflaged at school and that how they presented at school was different to how 

they presented in other environments.   

So she kinda feels, “I’ve got to try, you know, I’ve got to try and blend in here (school) in 

some way”, whereas, in, in Brownies or in art club they’re things she does because she 

enjoys them.  (Lily) 

Leah talked about her daughter camouflaging when spending time with her friends.  

When they’re there she’s very hyperactive, you know, she’s very flamboyant, and loud and 

you know, I would use the word obnoxious at times (laughs quietly), and then when they go 

it’s like a totally different person, she just, she’s very quiet.  (Leah) 



81 
 

Lily speculated that her daughter was less likely to camouflage when spending time with people of 

different ages. 

It’s easier with younger kids by the way, you know, she, she, she, she does less of it.  (Lily) 

It could be hypothesised that the school environment may encourage camouflaging, as does 

spending time with peers.  It is possible that children may camouflage less when in a more 

heterogenous group which they attend out of choice.  The homogeneity of the mainstream 

classroom environment, in terms of age, intellectual ability and preponderance of neurotypical 

pupils, may provide a narrower reference or definition of how “normal” behaviour should “look”.  It 

is worth mentioning that most people, not just adolescents with ASD, will present differently in 

different environments and may present in a more relaxed fashion when taking part in a leisure 

activity.     

Subtheme: Contrast Between Primary and Post-Primary.  Lynn feels that she sees less 

camouflaging now that her son is at post-primary school and she feels that there is greater 

understanding there: 

We’ve not seen that (camouflaging) as much at (post-primary school), because I think 

there’s an understanding there, there’s more help, ahm, and the school have been really 

good.  (Lynn) 

However, Ann believed that her daughter camouflaged more at post-primary.  Nora felt that the 

nature of her daughter’s camouflaging changed as she got older; at primary school she would have 

written scripts and at post-primary she was overly agreeable.  (Again, the source of information 

regarding how the young people behaved at school was not provided).  Ann felt that post-primary 

school generally may be a more challenging environment than primary school for her daughter to 

manage: 

They’re walking through the school to get to other classes and then she’s walking through a 

big school to get to the canteen and all, that’s probably overwhelming her more than we’ll 

ever know.  (Ann) 
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Ann also mentioned that her daughter had the same classroom assistant the whole way through 

primary school, but that there was less consistency in this regard in post-primary.  Nora also 

mentioned the number of different teachers at post-primary.  Pat talked about the change in girl’s 

relationships as they enter into the adolescent phase of life: 

But I think as they get older, girls, it’s harder because the subtleties in bullying and in social 

interactions and it’s so much more (.), it’s not in your face.  It’s very sneaky, it’s very 

manipulative.  (Pat) 

Overall, the post-primary school has additional facets for the young person to manage, from the 

frequent transitions to the greater sophistication of social interactions.  It could be hypothesised 

that the differences between autistic adolescents and their peers may become more marked during 

this time, and this may impact on the need and/or ability to camouflage.  It is possible that if schools 

have a good knowledge and awareness of camouflaging and the needs of young people with ASD, 

the need to camouflage may lessen.  However, it is also possible that camouflaging can become 

more subtle or that some young people can possibly do it more successfully when they reach their 

adolescent years.     

Subtheme: Danger and Safety.  On several occasions, Lily mentioned that her daughter felt 

fear at primary school and a sense that school was like a prison and had to be endured.  Verity then 

began to school-refuse when she went to post-primary, which Lily put down to her fear of schools.  

Verity however is happy to attend other social groups. 

It’s mostly school that she uses, em, the kinda camouflaging…and I think the school is 

probably the place where she feels least safe. (Lily)   

Kit described her son as keeping his anxieties hidden at school.  

He keeps it for home, where it’s safe and he knows that he’s able to talk about it, you know.  

(Kit)   

(Source of information not provided).  Kit also referred to her perception that the planning, routine 

and preparation of home contributing to her son feeling safe there.  Ann talked about her daughter 
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leaving the safety of primary school to go to post-primary, and how her daughter erupts when she 

arrives home.  

We’re getting the brunt of it because we’re her safe space.  (Ann)   

Some of the parents also talked about their own feelings of fear and safety.  Pat talked about how 

scary it is as a parent, knowing that your child will do anything to fit in at school.  Lynn stated that 

she would feel safer if she knew more information about what her son’s difficulties were at school 

and how she could then help with those.  In contrast, Leah referred to her daughter’s school in the 

following terms: 

They always make me feel so secure that I can send her in in the morning and I don’t worry 

about her, whereas in primary school, I worried every single day.  (Leah) 

It is clear that it is the perception of some parents that their children experience fear in the school 

environment and that parents can provide safety at home.  This idea of school being a potentially 

dangerous place is shared by some parents.  It could be hypothesised that the danger may lie in the 

uncertainty or the unknown of an uncontrolled environment, and that children may mask to hide 

their fears at school, but then reveal their true feelings and frustrations at home.  It could also be 

considered that young people may pick up upon the fears parents experience when their children go 

into an environment where they feel unable to protect them.     

Theme Five: What Is Helpful? 

This theme is concerned with the various methods that may be used by parents and school 

staff to support young people with ASD who engage in camouflaging behaviour. 
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Subtheme: Relationship Building.  A theme that ran through many of the interviews was the 

perceived importance of adults getting to know individual children and building relationships with 

them; learning how ASD presents specifically for that young person.  The adolescents in question 

require support at school but will often hide their needs.  Parents felt that it was important for 

school staff, classroom assistants in particular, to get to know the child they are supporting, to take 

the time to get to know their needs, and to provide support in a way the young people can accept.   

So, and again, it comes down to your connectivity, your, your relationship, you know, 

knowing that child well enough to know that, what is behind this, like how do you get that 

(indistinct) because Con isn’t always able to tell you either. (Kit)   

Some parents mentioned that it was to be expected that it would take time for the school staff to 

get to know their children and for the support to evolve and become more tailored: 

I think as time goes on, am, because there’s so many children they have to get to know in 

the school year, it isn’t easy, but I do think they do, their-their experience of them and their 

relationship with them is definitely building and developing which I’m glad to see.  (Kit) 

Two of the parents, Nora and Ann, talked about their daughters’ relationships with their classroom 

assistant and how they felt it strengthened over time.  Ann reflected on how difficult it may have 

been for her daughter to lose the classroom assistant she had throughout primary school: 

That was her first year at high school too and I think the whole transition year probably 

didn’t help, you know, going from her safe space at her primary school where she had her 

one to one classroom assistant for seven years, the same woman, you know, and, she had 

her full time, and then she goes to high school and it’s moving to different classrooms, 

moving from one side of the school to the other, you know, not seeing an assistant, just 

different assistants in the classes and stuff, and I think that was just too much for her to 

take.  (Ann) 

Nora valued the fact that her daughter had the same classroom assistant for several years post-

primary: 
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The school that she goes to allowed her to maintain her same classroom assistant for four 

years continuously running (Indistinct – since) primary school, which was brilliant.  That 

matters, that’s a huge thing and that really matters.  (Nora) 

Consistency and reliability are important for many people with ASD.  Taking time for the young 

person to build familiarity and trust in the classroom assistant, and for the classroom assistant to get 

to know the young person’s needs, appears to be important for some.   

Subtheme: Delving Deeper.  There were many instances in the qualitative data which 

indicated that when it comes to ASD related difficulties, people often expect an obvious physical 

manifestation; a more external, overt expression of ASD, something that is more challenging to 

manage, particularly within the classroom.    When this does not happen, when difficulties do not 

impress upon the senses of others, there may be an assumption that there are no difficulties 

occurring.   

People believe what they see in front of their eyes, you know? (Lily) 

You know, cause when she would come home really upset about something, and I would go 

to the school, “She seems so happy and well-adjusted in class” and I’m like “I’m telling you 

she’s not”.  (Pat) 

Kit described her son in the following way:  

I would always describe Con as the proverbial duck.  He is floating along nicely on the 

surface, smiling, being social, everybody thinks that he is doing well, and his feet are going 

mad underneath the surface.  (Kit) 

Pat said that one of her daughter’s teachers also used this ‘duck’ analogy to describe her.  Lynn, Kit 

and Leah all mentioned that the staff in their children’s school could see their children’s difficulties 

to a degree, despite their attempts to hide them.   

You know, he presents as being, everything’s fine, and ok, but they (school staff) can see 

that he isn’t fine, so that’s a great help for us. (Lynn) 
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However, several parents mentioned that school staff may need to delve that bit deeper, rather 

than accepting what is on the surface, to detect more subtle clues which would indicate what the 

young person was experiencing.   

That was two years of a delay in her diagnosis because of the school, ahm, and I do think it 

was because they just, they just saw disruptive behaviour and they just didn’t look any 

further, they didn’t delve any deeper.  (Leah) 

If you look, and you know what to look for, you’ll see the fidgeting, you’ll see the feet 

moving, you’ll see the kind of like, if you look her in the eyes, you’ll see terror even though 

she’s got this big beaming smile.  (Pat) 

Kit described how her son would attempt to conceal his difficulties, but on a rare occasion if he 

became overwhelmed, they could become apparent.  She talked about an incident at school when 

her son became distressed when he was late for the canteen.  Kit discussed the situation with the 

school SENCo: 

Ahm, and it’s only whenever he’s tipped over the edge, if something changes, if it’s not 

predictable, or for example, that situation with not being able to go to the canteen on time, 

that’s when you’ll see the meltdown or the blow out then, and people just be like “Whoa, 

where did that come from, we’ve never seen that with Con before”.  (Kit) 

It could be hypothesised that these children are experiencing difficulties related to their ASD that are 

often internalised and not readily observable to the untrained eye, and when these difficulties do 

rise to the surface, staff are shocked and surprised.  What people expect from ASD and what they 

actually see may be very different.  It may be beneficial for school staff to show curiosity and delve 

that bit deeper to fully understand the behaviour of young people with ASD.   

Subtheme: Attunement and Understanding.  This subtheme relates to the parents’ 

perception that knowledge of ASD and sensitivity to how it is experienced is helpful. 

Training.  Several of the parents stressed the importance of ASD training for all school staff, 

especially the more subtle ways that ASD can present in many girls and some boys also.   
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Yeah, I think there are gaps in the teaching staff’s understanding , ahm,  the SENCo in the 

school is trying to educate all the staff, but sometimes, and it’s not camouflaging specifically, 

but sometimes her behaviour just looks a certain way and without the understanding of 

autism, and I, I don’t think some of her teachers have fully grasped that a lot of her 

problems are from that.  (Leah) 

Lily felt that school staff did not believe her when she told them how difficult her daughter found 

school and she felt that her daughter’s difficulties were missed because her behaviour was easy to 

manage.  Lily was also surprised when her daughter’s primary school teacher first suggested that 

Verity could have ASD because he could not advise Lily on how to follow this suggestion up.   

He said, em, “Have you ever thought of,  that she may have em, be on the spectrum?”, and I 

said “She might be, what would I , what would I do with that information?” and he just went 

“I wouldn’t have a clue”.  So that was, that was the conversation.  (Lily) 

It is possible that training may be beneficial for staff to understand that some people with ASD may 

experience more internalised difficulties.  It could help them to spot more subtle signs of distress 

before they overwhelm the child.  However, it may be difficult for teachers to look out for these 

subtle signs when there are children in the class whose difficulties are more challenging to manage.  

If teachers had more ASD training, they may be better prepared to give advice to parents. 

Three of the parents mentioned that they thought research in camouflaging was worthwhile 

to raise awareness and to add to the legitimacy of the issue: 

I genuinely think it should be something that people are more aware of and it should be part 

of training , whatever, you know, you know, particularly teaching staff, youth work staff, 

people who, because, em, ah, you know I just, I feel that it’s been so much to Verity’s 

detriment.  (Lily) 

Some parents clearly feel that camouflaging warrants more widespread recognition. 

ASD Knowledge is Important for Developing Effective Strategies.  Some of the parents 

talked about strategies that school staff used to help their children to manage their anxieties and 
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fears in the class.  Leah felt that the SENCo at her daughter’s school was very well informed about 

ASD and could share helpful information with her.  She also said that school staff always had helpful 

suggestions if Mary had any difficulties at school.  Pat on the other hand mentioned that her 

daughter’s first post-primary school struggled to think of strategies to support her daughter.  There 

was a common thread that ran through both Pat and Leah’s interviews when they discussed why 

certain strategies worked or did not work.  Pat described her daughter Jen in the following terms: 

She’s kinda like a deer, if you spook her, you’ve lost her (laughs), you know she is very kind 

of, she needs a lot of emotional scaffolding to hold her up.  Ahm, and she is the most 

sensitive person you will ever meet.  (Pat) 

Pat went on to explain that when Jen went to her first post-primary school, she was given a time-out 

pass to use when she needed to get out of class due to anxiety.  Pat felt that it did not help because  

The couple of times she used it, it’s like “Do you really need to use it right now?” (Pat)   

Pat felt that the same strategy was more effective in Jen’s new post-primary school because when 

she needed to use it: 

It’s like, no questions asked.  (Pat) 

Leah used similar language when describing the successful time out strategies used by her 

daughter’s school: 

She doesn’t even need to say anything, it’s like an understanding, it’s on her record, where 

she can just kinda say, “I need to use this” and she can leave the class and she can go and 

have that down time.  (Leah) 

She’s sorta tried it and tested it, and they’ve let her, and she hasn’t come up against 

resistance… (Leah)   

It is possible then that some young people may need to develop trust that a strategy will work 

without being challenged in any way.  Lily described how her daughter, when feeling “terrified” in 

class at primary school, would complain to her teacher of not feeling well, to which the teacher 

responded by telling her the feeling would pass.  Lily’s perception of this was that school staff failed 
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to recognise Verity’s way of communicating that she needed a time out, despite Lily having told 

them she may communicate this way.  Verity was then told if she needed a break from class, she 

should say she needed the bathroom.  Lily felt this strategy was ineffective due to Verity’s literal 

thinking; she would not say it if it was not true.  The source of knowledge regarding strategies used 

at school was not provided.     

Young people may possibly be sensitive to any attention being given to the fact that they 

need to leave the class and why that may be.  Staff may benefit from more in-depth knowledge of 

the thinking styles, communication styles and sensitivity of children with ASD when attempting to 

develop strategies that are effective in meeting their needs.    

Subtheme: Parents as Co-Educators.  The language used in several interviews helped to 

elucidate how parents see themselves as having a role to play in educating or coaching their 

children.  On one hand, they may actively teach their children social skills, essentially teaching them 

to camouflage: 

We would nearly have to kind of coach her at home, “Right, you can’t use it (buzz word) in 

that circumstance”.  (Leah) 

I’ll say to her after each session, “Who was that you were speaking to tonight? What was 

their name?  Try and remember some of their names”.  (Lily) 

On the other hand, Leah was also keen to teach her daughter that, whilst she may camouflage at 

times, she should also feel comfortable to be herself when she wants to; it should be a choice.  Lynn 

made statements which indicated that she has given her son’s education serious consideration and 

that she would like to make contributions to his schooling: 

Mike’s dad and I… have been discussing how we can get her (Classroom assistant) to help 

him in a way that is low key and not, ahm, going to embarrass him, you know, that is 

sensitive to his ahm, desire to hide his needs.  (Lynn) 

It would seem that it is possible that there may be a balance that could be struck, firstly between 

using camouflaging strategies successfully whilst still being true to oneself, and secondly with 
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providing support whilst minimising visible needs.  Parents may feel they have a valuable role in this 

delicate process.   

I think everybody that’s involved with a child from the wider family, to the, the parents, to 

the school, to wherever we go, we all have that responsibility in helping them but ultimately 

as his parents that is our responsibility.  (Kit) 

We think that’s one of the things that we need, to help us to help him, and to help the 

school (indistinct) to get some kinda feedback, on a day to day basis, you know, “What is he 

falling behind in?  Ahm, where does he need the help?”  So that we could do that at home.  

(Lynn) 

It would also appear from the above statements that these parents may expect to play a role in 

educating their children and do not expect the school to bear sole responsibility.  Some parents 

would like to work closely with the school and help their children learn at home.  However, this may 

come down to a parent’s knowledge and confidence and many parents may not want to become as 

closely involved with their child’s education.      

Subtheme: Parents as Advocates.  Clarifying Cause of Behaviour.  It was clear that parents 

often felt it was their duty to advocate on behalf of their children.  Most parents probably feel this at 

times, but for these parents in particular, due to their children’s camouflaging and communication 

difficulties, it may be a more pressing need.  It was important for parents to communicate with 

school staff to ensure that their children were not misrepresented and their behaviour 

misunderstood.  Lynn and Kit, both parents of boys, felt that the goals detailed in their children’s 

IEPs in some way misrepresented them and cast their behaviour in a negative light:   

When I got it (the IEP) home I was a bit disappointed, now I did speak to the SENCo about it 

and she was great about it, but one of the things was, “I will not lie down on the desk when 

I’m tired”, now straight away to me, that wasn’t tiredness, that is him holding himself in 

school to the point by the afternoon he is exhausted.  (Kit)   
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Kit mentioned also that is easy for people to mistake a meltdown as “bad behaviour”.  Nora felt it 

important to “forewarn” people that her daughter would agree to everything and not indicate when 

she did not understand.  Pat was keen to speak to school staff when her daughter got a detention 

for not having a homework done, a situation which Pat felt occurred as a result of unsupported 

organisational difficulties.  It could be hypothesised that these parents are keen to help school staff 

and others have understanding and empathy for their children and see the difficulties underlying 

their behaviour, rather than perceive it as “bad” behaviour.  It could be beneficial for teaching staff 

to value this mine of information that could help them to support young people with ASD.     

Parents Being Proactive in Seeking Support.  It was clear from the data that several parents 

felt they had to be proactive in gaining understanding and educational support for their children, 

rather than waiting for other professionals to step in to identify and support their school-based 

needs.  As Lily said, “I’m her mum, and she’s supposed to trust me that I’m gonna sort things out for 

her”.  Both Kit and Lily had to make a request for statutory assessment for their children, both Leah 

and Pat made the decision to move their daughters to a different school and Lily also sent her 

daughter to a private Educational Psychologist to get a better understanding of her daughter’s 

educational needs.  

I had to apply for a parental statement, because her primary school had said, em, “There’s 

no more support we can give this child”.  (Lily) 

Kit and Pat both mentioned that their children may not know their own needs or be able to 

communicate them, so it is therefore important for parents to step in.  However, Kit acknowledged 

that it might not be so easy for all parents to do this: 

I referred him myself for a statement, you know, so now we had to go through that three 

times before we got a statement, but if you have a parent who really doesn’t have that 

energy or experience or knowledge, ahm, and I’m part of a local group here run by parents, 

and I see this, day in, day out.  (Kit) 
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It would appear that many parents are prepared to advocate for their children and step in when 

they perceive that their child has not received the support that they need.  Many parents in this 

study made difficult decisions to support their child and may see this ultimately as their duty if other 

educational professionals do not recognise the challenges their children face.  Some parents 

however may lack the skills or confidence for this role. 

Highlighting Children’s Viewpoint – Parents as a Bridge.  Both Pat and Lily described a 

similar situation when their daughters tried to advocate for themselves by communicating with 

teachers about how they felt and the difficulties they experienced.  Both parents felt that the 

teachers disputed what the young people said or invalidated how they felt: 

Instead of just listening to her and acknowledging her feelings whether or not they agreed 

with it, it was, “Oh come on now”, you know, “you’re twelve, what are you crying about that 

for?”, so then that sent her the message of “Ok I’m not feeling what everybody else should 

be feeling so therefore I’m not just gonna, I’m just not gonna say how I feel”.  (Pat) 

The source of this knowledge regarding what had happened at school was not provided.   

She (class teacher) went “I could dispute a lot of these things, this isn’t how, this isn’t how 

that happened”, and I just looked at her and she went, em “But that’s not really the point”.  

(Lily) 

Pat and Lily both made the point that it may have been more helpful to simply listen and try to 

understand that these young people may have perceived the situation differently.   

If you just listen to her, and acknowledge her as a human being with feelings, and be like, 

yeah, that really helps. (Slight laugh).  Again, sometimes, that’s all she needs.  (Pat) 

It could be considered that on these particular occasions the young people tried to communicate for 

themselves but the teachers’ responses were unhelpful and did not consider the child’s perspective.  

The parents had to play the role of a translator between the young person and the staff member and 

highlight the different perspective taken by individual with ASD and advocate for what they needed 

in that moment.  It is noted however that teachers may be in the difficult position of balancing the 
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communication needs and styles of many children and parents and may feel compelled to take a 

neutral stance when there are disagreements and upset in class.   

Subtheme: Home School Communication.  Some parents felt they could communicate 

freely with staff from their children’s school and it was clear that they really valued it.  Leah felt her 

daughter’s school staff would often share really useful information and potential strategies with her.  

Lynn also felt that staff at her son’s school were very open to discussion and feedback.  However, 

there was a general view shared by a few of the parents that there was a marked change when their 

child went to post-primary school in terms of the information that they received home.  Ann felt 

uncertain about whether she should contact the school or simply assume that no news was good 

news: 

So unless they specifically contact me about something, I’m not gonny really know what’s 

going on, it just seems to be the way it is in high school, and then I’m like, “Do I phone?  

Check up all the time, or do I just leave it and hope that they come to me if there’s any 

problems”? (Ann) 

Lynn discussed how she felt unsure about how certain processes within the school were followed, 

such as how the IEP was used, and she felt she would have valued more information about this:  

I wasn’t clear as to how it (The IEP) was used within the school, you know, is this something 

that, teachers have access to in the classroom? Is it given at the start of the year and then 

forgets about it? (Lynn) 

Both Lynn and Kit described a similar situation where they were not completely happy with some of 

the goals on their child’s IEPs and that the school were happy to discuss it and make changes.  Both 

parents felt it may have been more efficient for them to have been consulted at the outset.  Pat and 

Nora felt that both they and their daughters were consulted in relation to the IEPs.  Lily felt that 

communication with her daughter’s post-primary school was very good but that this had not been in 

the case at primary school.  Pat described a difficult relationship with her daughter’s first secondary 
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school and one of the factors was the lack of communication, which ultimately contributed to the 

decision to move Jen to a new school: 

I couldn’t even get a teacher to call me back to discuss it, which, but at this point I’m like, 

“Yeah, you know what, I think I’m just done here”.  (Pat) 

Finally, Lynn felt that it was important for her to feel confident that her son’s teachers know what 

his needs are: 

Information is really important to have, for us to understand, for the teachers to understand 

what Mike’s needs are, and for us to see that they do get that, but I don’t know at this stage 

if all the teachers do.  (Lynn) 

It could be argued that sharing information and discussion with the school is really important for 

these parents so that they know that their children are supported in school, especially considering 

the context; that these children will certainly have needs and will likely try to minimise the visibility 

of these.  These children are older and there may possibly be an expectation that they are more 

independent, but it seems that these parents would still value keeping in close contact to know that 

everything is going well. 

Subtheme: Parents Mindful of Home-School Relationship; “I Don’t Want to Be ‘That’ 

Parent”.  When discussing their children’s education, all of the parents discussed their children’s 

journey from primary school through to post-primary.  They provided a narrative account, their 

story, rather than just discussing the current circumstances. 

I’ll just give you a wee bit of background.  (Leah) 

It seemed that parents were keen to set the context of the narrative; what experiences and 

challenges they had faced and what they had learnt.  Parents often explained that they did not want 

to be critical of the school or of the staff and that they understood that school resources were 

limited, but they still wanted to express their point of view. 

I don’t want to sound too critical of his primary school because they were excellent, but 

there was times I would have went in with concerns and I didn’t feel listened to.  (Kit).   
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Lynn was keen to stress how important it was to work harmoniously with school staff, to advocate 

for your child whilst maintaining a good working relationship with staff: 

I think that it’s a difficult thing to broach with the school because we need to make sure that 

our relationship with the school is a positive one, I think that’s a line we walk, all parents, 

regardless of children with additional needs, is making sure that you keep a positive 

relationship with the school, you don’t want to be “that parent”, constantly on the phone, 

but when you have a child with additional needs, you do have to be a bit more on the ball, 

and make sure that, people know what Mike’s needs are.  (Lynn) 

It is possible that parents are conscious that they could be perceived as being difficult or demanding 

when advocating for their child and they seemed keen to be perceived as reasonable and well-

intentioned when communicating with the school. 

Subtheme: Communication and Collaboration Between Different Professionals.  Parents 

often stressed how important it was for the school to liaise with other schools and professionals 

when supporting their children.  Leah was really pleased when occupational therapy contacted her 

daughter’s school and the school staff were able to provide really useful information. 

Her SENCo was able to say that she chewed on her jumper so much that she left a hole, now, 

for them to have that much awareness of what my child was doing...  (Leah) 

Pat was pleased that her daughter’s primary school staff were keen to liaise with the post-primary 

school as they appreciated that Jen would not volunteer important information herself.  When Ann 

had a very difficult meeting with her daughter’s school to discuss camouflaging amongst other 

things, she really appreciated that their psychologist also attended: 

She was really able to, really explain, she explains in such a great way like, you know, so she 

was able to really explain to the teachers what was going on and what not and they were 

just like “Yep, we can see this”.  (Ann)  



96 
 

It would appear that some of these parents valued professional support and the sharing of useful 

information; when someone outside of the family could see and acknowledge that difficulties were 

there and could share that information with others.    

There were other occasions where some parents felt that teaching staff did not utilise the 

knowledge and expertise available to them in order to better support the children.  Leah described 

how her daughter was referred for ASD assessment at primary school and it was Leah’s 

understanding that school staff never liaised with the staff of their own inhouse ASD unit with 

regards to how best to support Mary.   

This school have a dedicated autism unit and autism was first raised in my child when she 

was primary 1 and so I told the teachers, and every single teacher that she had I told them 

“She is waiting to be assessed for autism” because she had to go for various other 

assessments to rule it out first, and not one of them ever said to me, “Look, we’ll link in with 

the autism unit and we, we’ll find out, could this be something to do with it?”  They never 

did, they dismissed it straight away, and they thought “Awe she’s definitely not autistic”.  

(Leah) 

Mary did not get a diagnosis at this primary school and Leah felt that this was partly due to the 

school’s input.  Leah then moved Mary to another primary school that Leah felt was instrumental in 

getting her daughter the diagnosis.  Lily also said that her daughter’s primary school did not refer her 

to Educational Psychology and Lily had to make an application for statutory assessment.   

The educational psychologist who came out to do Verity’s assessment just said, “Em, why 

have I not seen this child before, why, why has this child never..?” and I said because the 

school refused, and I mean they refused because, as far as they were concerned, em, we 

were hysterical and she was totally fine because what they could see in school was totally 

fine.  (Lily) 
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It may be useful for school staff to have good working relationships with other professionals who 

support children, and to know the pathways and processes for further support in order to signpost 

parents.   

Summary of Themes and Subthemes 

The first theme provides a description of the reasons why young people camouflage, 

according to their parents.  The young people may camouflage to “fit in” with peers and avoid being 

bullied.  They may try to hide their educational needs in order to seem the same as everyone else.  

They may often make themselves seem small and invisible as a form of physical camouflage.  The 

second theme is concerned with the wide range of behaviours employed to hide their differences 

and difficulties.  Mothers of daughters frequently mentioned proactive strategies such as mimicry 

and use of props, and mothers of sons talked about hiding differences and emotions.  The third 

theme relates to the advantages and disadvantages of camouflaging.  Parents felt the benefits of the 

behaviour were outweighed by disadvantages, such as missing opportunities and the mental health 

toll.   

The fourth theme is concerned with environmental impacts of camouflaging.  The young 

people tended to camouflage more at school or when spending time with peers and they 

camouflaged less at home and with groups of younger people, according to their parents.  Parents 

also talked about some of the specific challenges that the post-primary environment may pose for 

young people.  Both parents and young people appear to perceive a sense of danger at school and 

safety at home.   

The final theme covers the various things that may be done to help support young people 

who camouflage in the post-primary school.  Parents felt that it was helpful when school staff 

established good working relationships with young people and when they really considered what 

was going on beneath the surface of the young person’s behaviour.  A greater understanding of how 

ASD can present in young people was associated with better support such as more effective 

strategies for managing anxiety.  Parents saw themselves as having a role to play in supporting their 
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children at school, as co-educators and advocates.  Parents stressed the importance of good 

communication between home and school and were conscious of the importance of good working 

relations.  Parents also value and encourage collaboration with other professionals to support their 

children.                  

Qualitative and Quantitative Data Compared 

The questionnaire results gave no clear indication that camouflaging is particularly costly or 

beneficial for this group; the results were mixed.  However, in the interviews, it was clear that 

parents felt that camouflaging had more disadvantages.  Very little of the interview time was used 

discussing the benefits of camouflaging, and any benefits discussed were vague, for example, “It’s 

probably a good life skill”.  However, parents discussed the disadvantages at length and gave several 

different examples. 

The questionnaire indicated that approximately half of participants felt that camouflaging 

negatively affected their relationship with school staff.  Just over half of participants felt believed 

when they discussed camouflaging with school staff (although almost 20% of participants tick “N/A” 

for this question, indicating that they had not discussed camouflaging with school staff).  The 

qualitative data indicated a mixed picture also, with all parents reporting a positive relationship with 

school staff currently, but some had difficulties in the past.              

The questionnaire provided mixed results to the question about how well teachers 

understand how ASD presents for the individual children; there was a wide range of responses.  The 

interview data indicated that the SENCos at the current post-primary schools had a good 

understanding, but that not all teaching staff had the same level of knowledge, according to parents.   

The final question in the questionnaire related to whether camouflaging led to the young 

person receiving less support in school, from the perspective of parents.  Approximately 66% of 

participants said that it had.  All of the participants who were interviewed mentioned support or 

understanding being impacted by camouflaging in some way, either directly or indirectly, albeit in 

the past more so than the present.  Four participants felt that it may have delayed their child’s ASD 
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diagnosis.  Two participants also talked about how their children were reluctant to receive support 

due to their desire to blend in.  Participants talked generally about staff not realising their children’s 

difficulties and developing strategies that were not appropriate.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



100 
 

Chapter 5: Discussion 

The present study was exploratory in nature and aimed to investigate camouflaging 

behaviour in pupils with ASD and its impact on their education, from the perspective of their 

parents.  A mixed methods approach was employed to gather complementary data on this topic.  

The findings presented in the previous chapter will be summarised here and then discussed in 

relation to previous research in this field.  This will be followed by a critical appraisal of how well the 

current research answers the research question.  Implications for Educational Psychology practice 

will then be considered, followed by recommendations for future research.  Finally, the chapter will 

conclude with a summary of issues relating to reflexivity, some personal reflections on the process 

of completing the thesis, and final concluding comments.   

Summary of Findings  

Frequency, Functions and Consequences of Camouflaging  

The majority of parents surveyed, almost three quarters, felt that their child had engaged in 

camouflaging, either currently or in the past.  A greater percentage of females were reported to 

camouflage in comparison to males, and parents of boys were more likely than parents of girls to be 

unsure whether their child camouflaged or not, although the gender differences were not 

statistically significant.  In the interviews, the young people were described as wanting to fit in, 

wanting to hide their educational needs and wanting to avoid being seen.  They will hide their 

differences and difficulties using a fairly wide range of tactics, ranging from using jokes in company 

to refusing to attend the learning support unit.  Females tended to use more proactive strategies to 

blend in and males tended to hide their differences and difficulties.  There were more disadvantages 

than advantages to camouflaging according to the parents who were interviewed, however, the 

results of the questionnaire indicated a more balanced picture.  It is possible that parents prepared 

to take part in an interview had stronger opinions than the participants generally.   Parents who 

were interviewed discussed disadvantages such as missing opportunities and a mental health toll.  

Half of the parents surveyed felt that camouflaging impacted negatively upon their relationship with 
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school staff.  Also, just over half felt that when they discussed camouflaging, school staff believed 

camouflaging was something the young person did.  Parents who were interviewed all reported a 

good relationship with school staff currently and felt believed when discussing camouflaging.  

However, most of them had experienced difficulties with school staff in the past.   

School Environment and Teacher Knowledge 

It was clear from the interviews that the environment has a role to play; with school being 

perceived as a more dangerous place by young people and parents.  It was safer for the young 

people to be themselves when they were home.  There were differences of opinion among 

interviewed participants in relation to the impact of the post-primary environment, with some 

feeling that the primary school environment was more challenging in some ways.  The experience of 

the immediate environment was very individual.  Parents felt that it was important for teachers to 

build a relationship with pupils and have a rounded knowledge of how ASD can present; so that they 

could recognise difficulties and come up with suitable strategies to support the young person.  The 

questionnaire results indicated that many parents did not feel that school staff had a good 

understanding of how ASD presents in their child.  The interview data indicated that parents felt 

SENCos have a good understanding of how ASD presents, more so possibly than other teaching staff. 

Parents’ Roles and Support for Children  

The interviews highlighted that parents want to get involved with their child’s education and 

they see a role for themselves working with teaching staff.  They also advocate for the best support 

for their child.  They feel it is important that they correct any misrepresentations or 

misunderstandings relating to their child’s behaviour.  They value a high degree of communication 

with the school and they are keen that they are not seen as difficult or demanding.  Parents value 

the support of professionals and would be keen for school staff to access professional support when 

necessary.  Over half of the parents surveyed felt that camouflaging had resulted in their child 

receiving less support in school.  The parents who were interviewed also mentioned their child 

missing out on support, however, this was more of a problem in the past than currently.  Again, 
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some of the participants interviewed felt that the primary school environment posed many 

challenges.                

Discussion of the Findings in the Context of Previous Research 

Reasons, Methods, Consequences and Environmental Factors in Relation to Camouflaging 

Reasons.  It was tentatively suggested in the literature review of this report that the main 

reasons reported for camouflaging revolved around the themes of fitting in with neurotypical peers 

and building relationships, getting on well in life and avoiding danger (Hull et al., 2019b).  These 

themes were echoed in this research as parents felt that their children were keen to fit in and to 

avoid being bullied.  The theme of safety at home and danger at school came through clearly.  

Research by Carrington et al. (2003) suggested that young people may camouflage to hide 

inadequacies in skills and understanding, which was also a subtheme of this research.  However, 

hiding educational needs was discussed by all parents in this study and was one of the most striking 

aspects of the interview data.  It does not seem to be represented as clearly in other similar studies.   

Methods.  Many of the strategies described in the literature have been described in this 

research; such as misbehaving, mimicry, suppressing stimming behaviour and copying other’s 

mannerisms and clothes (Cage et al., 2016; Hull et al., 2017; Lai et al., 2017; Tierney et al., 2016).  

Some of the girls in this research used jokes to camouflage, which has been reported previously in 

the literature also (Lai et al., 2017).   

Consequences.  The consequences of camouflaging proposed in the literature review and 

suggested by many studies include a toll on mental health, exhaustion, identity crisis and risk of later 

diagnosis (Bargiela et al., 2016; Cook et al., 2018; Hull et al., 2017; Livingston et al., 2019b; Tierney et 

al., 2016).  These concerns were mentioned frequently by parents in this research and the results of 

the questionnaire also indicated that many parents felt camouflaging had impacted the support 

their child had received at school.  However, this research indicated some further possible 

consequences such as missed social opportunities, increased vulnerability and friction with family 

members.  These factors may leave pupils with ASD at an even greater risk of social isolation.  A key 
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theme in previous research was the scepticism conveyed by teaching staff when parents described 

their children’s difficulties (Anderson et al., 2020; Tierney et al., 2017), and this was certainly the 

case for some of the parents in the current study.     

Shallow Versus Deep Compensation.  Livingston and Happé (2017) described the concepts 

of deep and shallow compensation.  Deep compensation may draw on skills such as a good memory 

and intelligence in order to develop complex and enduring strategies to compensate for social 

difficulties.  Shallow compensation on the other hand is simpler, less effective and tends to break 

down more easily.    One parent in this study, Lily, talked about how her daughter camouflaged by 

mimicking well behaved children and trying to be physically inconspicuous.  Lily pointed out that 

camouflaging did not benefit Verity in any real way because she was trying to do something she 

could not hope to understand and she could not sustain it for any length of time.  This may indicate 

that Verity was engaging in shallow compensation.  Lily had pointed out that Verity had learning 

needs, so it is possible that developing deeper strategies was beyond her skill set.   

Environment.  The literature on camouflaging indicates that the environment plays a specific 

role (Dean et al., 2017) and that individuals may feel pressure to camouflage in some situations 

more than others (Hull et al., 2020a; Sutherland et al., 2017).  The inclination to camouflage in the 

school environment more so than others came through as a subtheme in the qualitative element of 

this research.  Dean et al. (2017) found that girls tended to play in close proximity to other girls, 

weaving in and out, so that their social difficulties were not as evident as boys’.  One of the parents 

of girls in this research also mentioned that her daughter tried to camouflage in a very literal and 

physical sense, sitting on the periphery of groups and deliberately out of the eyeline of staff.   

Camouflaging as Part of the Female Phenotype 

A common theme of the research described in the literature review is that females may tend 

to camouflage more than males.  This was borne out to an extent in the current study as a higher 

percentage of parents of daughters believed that they had engaged in camouflaging behaviour in 

the quantitative phase, although the difference was not statistically significant.  Previous research 
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has indicated that females may be more sociable (Baldwin & Costley, 2016) and are similar to 

neurotypical peers in their desire to make friends (Sedgewick et al., 2016).  In this research, the 

parents of two of the girls described their daughters as being desperate to fit in with others.  Tierney 

et al. (2016) found in their research that female adolescents with ASD struggled to understand the 

rules of female peer relationships.  One of the parents in this study also mentioned the subtle and 

sometimes “sneaky” aspect of social interaction of adolescent girls, which can prove a challenge for 

young people with ASD.  Carrington and Graham (2001) found that the adolescent boys in their 

study masked their feelings in school and in this study, parents of boys talked more about how their 

sons hid their feelings and difficulties to avoid negative attention. 

Previous research in this area indicates that females may be more inclined to camouflage in 

a more deliberate and conscious way (Sutherland et al., 2017).  This current study gives some 

indication that females may be more proactive when it comes to camouflaging and may employ 

more deliberate strategies to camouflage, such as mimicking others and telling jokes that had been 

memorised.  Parents of females were more specific and descriptive when discussing the methods 

their daughters used.  Parents of males did not give so much detail with regard to what their sons 

actually did to camouflage, but rather discussed their reluctance for their difficulties or anxieties to 

be known.  It is possible, as Ratto et al. (2018) suggested, that females are more sensitive to the 

social pressure to fit in.  It is also possible that males may be more sensitive to the potential danger 

involved in standing out.  However, previous research with females has also highlighted a tendency 

to conceal emotions such as anger and anxiety (Anderson et al., 2020; Tierney et al., 2016).  It is 

possible that if females are more inclined to engage in more deliberate camouflaging, that this is 

more obvious to onlookers, whereas camouflaging done by males could be more discreet.       

Parents’ Roles and the Importance of Communication and Collaboration 

Parents’ Roles.  Research indicates that parents’ involvement in their children’s schooling is 

generally a positive thing (Garbacz et al. 2015).  A key theme in this research is that parents see 

themselves as having a role to play in their child’s education.  However, it has been suggested 
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previously that there are barriers when the child in question has ASD, with parents feeling that they 

are perceived as adversarial and demanding (Hsiao et al., 2017).  One of the parents in this study 

certainly felt that when her daughter was at primary school, she was perceived as being difficult and 

creating a problem where none existed.  Another parent talked about being very keen to maintain a 

good relationship with the school and to avoid contacting the school too often.  Parents were keen 

to contextualise and qualify any criticism of schools (I don’t mean to be critical but..).  Parents in the 

study by Rabbitte et al. (2017) found they had to educate others about ASD after their daughters’ 

diagnoses.  Some parents in this study also felt they had to correct misunderstandings with regards 

to their child’s behaviour.   

Communication and Collaboration.  Research by Anderson et al. (2020) found that parents 

of girls with ASD had increased involvement in their daughters’ lives at a time when they would 

otherwise have been more independent.  Parents in Anderson et al.’s study also talked about 

becoming experts on their daughters so that they could ensure their needs were met; a theme 

which was reflected in the current study.  Communication and collaboration were also identified as 

key factors in parents’ satisfaction with their children’s education in previous research (Starr & Foy, 

2012).  The parents interviewed in this study were keen to maintain open lines of communication 

with schools and some mentioned that there is less communication when children transition to post-

primary.  Collaboration with educational professionals was another subtheme that was derived from 

the interview data.  Azad et al. (2016) found that it is difficult for teachers and parents to agree on 

the challenges faced by children with ASD if they are high functioning.  In another study by Jarman 

and Rayner (2015), parents felt that school staff disregarded their daughters’ difficulties.  Three of 

the parents in this study felt their daughter’s difficulties were either missed or attributed to 

challenging behaviour unrelated to ASD.   

Methodological Shortcomings 

Unlike quantitative research, the trustworthiness of qualitive research cannot be proven 

using the established concepts of validity and reliability.  Guba developed four alternative constructs 



106 
 

which he believed could prove useful as a means to establish the trustworthiness of qualitative 

research; credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  Guba’s model, as described 

by Shenton (2004), has been used as a framework to appraise the quality of the qualitative aspect of 

this research.     

Credibility 

Credibility is concerned with ensuring that the phenomenon under investigation in the study 

is the same as the phenomenon as it exists in reality.  The following steps were taken to ensure that 

camouflaging was the topic under investigation in this study: 

• A flexible interview schedule was developed following a period of research of the 

phenomenon of camouflaging, in consultation with an experienced qualitative researcher.   

• An established method of semi-structured interviews was chosen to elicit the perspective of 

parents.   

• The data was analysed following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) established six step process.   

• The researcher had worked previously with children and young people with ASD and their 

families, for both a health trust and an ASD charity, and therefore had experience of working 

sensitively with this population.   

• Participants were reminded of the right to withdraw or stop the interview at any point.  

They were provided with an information sheet beforehand and a debrief form afterwards to 

reinforce this point.   

• The researcher met regularly with the research supervisor to discuss the process. 

• A reflective diary was kept and the interviewer made notes of first impressions and thoughts 

immediately after every interview.   

• A mixed methods approach was adopted to gather complementary types of data. 

In hindsight, it may have been preferable when disseminating the questionnaire to explicitly 

state that children do not have to have engaged in camouflaging behaviour for their parent to 
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complete the questionnaire.  It is possible that when parents read what the questionnaire was 

about, they may have thought that it was not applicable to them if their child did not camouflage.  

For this reason, the percentage of respondents who stated that their child had engaged in 

camouflaging behaviour may be higher than it is in reality. 

Finally, and crucially, this research focused on parents of young people with a diagnosis of 

ASD.  As referenced throughout this report, young people who camouflage particularly well may not 

yet have a diagnosis and may be missed from the body of research which is most pertinent to them.     

Transferability 

This study was on a small scale with seven participants taking part in the semi-structured 

interviews.  Therefore, transferability of the findings was not the objective.  However, it is worth 

noting the context in which this research took place.  This is important as it allows the reader to 

make their own judgement as to whether the findings are transferable to their particular situation.  

This research was designed prior to the national lockdown in March 2020.  It was intended that the 

questionnaire would have been sent to mainstream post-primary schools in a specific geographical 

area.  So potentially, all eligible parents in a geographical area could have been invited to complete 

the questionnaire, providing their school management decide to forward the questionnaire to them.  

This was considered to be an effective and efficient way to reach out to most members of the 

desired population.  It was also considered an effective way to access what might be considered a 

hidden population that would be difficult to access by other means, which is in keeping with the 

pragmatic epistemological approach of the researcher.  However, the number of questionnaires 

returned and interviews completed by the time schools closed in March 2020 was considered too 

low, and so the decision was taken to contact charities and parents support groups.  This meant that 

only a portion of the target population would have been contacted.  Parents who are proactive in 

accessing support from external organisations may be a slightly different population from the 

general population of parents of children with ASD.  Parents acting as advocates was a subtheme of 

the qualitative data, which may have been influenced by this portion of the population.  This was a 
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compromise on the original design but a pragmatic step in the unprecedented circumstances.  

Support groups and charities from all over NI were contacted in an attempt to access a range of 

parents over a wide geographical area.   

It must also be considered that parents who are prepared to complete a questionnaire and 

take part in an interview to discuss their personal experience may also represent only part of the 

target population.  It is fair to assume that for the parents who did interviews, camouflaging may 

have been something they held strong views about and it may be something they feel needs to be 

addressed in some way.  Some parents did mention that they felt camouflaging research was 

important as it had been so detrimental to their children’s educational experience.  However, this 

does not mean that the opinions and experiences of these parents was any less valuable and valid.     

All of the participants in this study have at least one thing in common; they all have at least 

one child with ASD who attends mainstream post-primary school in NI.  There were themes that 

were derived from the data which highlighted similarities in participants’ experiences.  These themes 

echoed previous findings of research in this area.  Therefore, the data sits comfortably within a body 

of existing research and strengthens the legitimacy of issues faced by participants in this study and 

others.   

Dependability 

Reliability is not a goal of qualitative research due to the individual nature of the findings.  

However, it is important to stress that efforts have been made to ensure that the research study 

could be repeated if needed.  First of all, methodology was selected that is used commonly within 

qualitative research and has recognised and established methods.  Secondly, the process has been 

described in sufficient detail so that it could be replicated.  Reflective appraisal was undertaken, 

particularly after each interview, to evaluate the effectiveness of the project as it progressed.  The 

semi-structured interview was considered to be an effective way to focus on each individual 

participant, hear their story and be reflexive in response to what they were saying.  It allowed 

parents to tell their story with a degree of anonymity and discretion, and it allowed the researcher 
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to be flexible about when and where to meet.  This may not have been possible in a focus group 

situation.     

Confirmability 

Confirmability is the qualitative researcher’s equivalent to objectivity (Shenton, 2004).  It is 

important to show in qualitative research that findings came from the experiences of the 

participants, rather than the preferences of the researcher.  The very choice of the research topic 

had its basis in the lived experience of the researcher, and so personal bias has influenced the study 

from the outset, which has been acknowledged throughout this report.  The choice of semi-

structured interviews has been influenced by the researcher’s views on the importance of giving 

parents a voice and an opportunity to tell their story.  However, the systematic review and synthesis 

of previous research highlighted a legitimate place for this research.  The reflective commentary 

highlights the unexpected nature of some findings, such as the high degree of camouflaging of 

educational needs.  Thematic analysis was carried out using Braun and Clarke’s six step process to 

make every attempt to ensure that the themes were established through the analytic process of 

participants’ data.  The reflective diary and ongoing supervision undertaken by the researcher 

helped to ensure that the themes derived were data driven rather than pre-determined.  Excerpts 

from the audit trail and reflective dairy can be found in Appendix O. 

Implications for Educational Psychology Practice 

Training 

The first step an Educational Psychologist may take in supporting individual children and 

supporting schools where camouflaging may be having an impact, may be to provide information 

and training to staff on ASD generally and camouflaging specifically.  Some of the parents in this 

current study felt that awareness and validation of this as an issue could be helpful.  However, it is 

important to acknowledge that camouflaging is not exclusive to ASD; most people manage their 

reputation to a certain extent and present a ‘version’ of themselves in social situations.  It is 

important to bear in mind that this may be a sensitive topic and there is a risk of individuals feeling 
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embarrassed or exposed by recognition of these behaviours.  A certain amount of tact and discretion 

is called for when working with school staff, families and young people where camouflaging is an 

issue.  Training may be useful in primary school settings as well as post-primary.   

Acceptance 

 It could prove helpful when consulting with schools to emphasise the importance of 

developing a school ethos where diversity is respected and appreciated, as a narrow reference point 

for acceptable or “normal” behaviour may facilitate camouflaging.  The Educational Psychologist 

could adopt an Ecological Framework, based on the work of Bronfenbrenner, and look at the various 

factors within an ecosystem that could interact to create a culture of acceptance of diversity (Kelly, 

2017).  School management could be encouraged to consider the school’s ethos with regards to the 

values they promote.  They could consult with all staff and consider their behavioural and anti-

bullying policy to establish what behaviours they want to promote and those that would be 

unacceptable.  School staff could consider how they demonstrate appreciation of diversity, possibly 

by examining the achievements they celebrate.  With regards to student bodies such as school 

councils, school staff could consider how to recruit a diverse group of students that represent the 

entire student body.  Consideration could be given to a range of communication styles when seeking 

input on decisions that affect the student body.  Caution should be exercised when considering any 

intervention to teach social skills to young people with ASD.  There may be a balance to be struck 

between teaching young people with ASD how to manage social situations, whilst also allowing them 

to be themselves.  Camouflaging is an interaction between the environment and the person.  The 

onus should not always be placed on the individual with ASD to change their behaviour.  It may be 

useful to consider that children with ASD may not necessarily want the reciprocal friendships that 

neurotypical children want, they may simply want companionship.  They may benefit from spending 

time with another child engaging in a shared interest, hobby or school project and this may be 

enough to satisfy a need for friendship for some. 
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Managing Exhaustion     

Children who camouflage at school may be exhausted by it.  They may also feel exhaustion 

from the sensory input of a busy school day.  It could be helpful for school staff to be encouraged to 

consider how these children could experience a sensory break, possibly through spending time in a 

relaxing area with minimum sensory input.  These young people may also benefit from a 

differentiated curriculum or a reduction in academic demands.  Consideration could be given to how 

best to include young people in the planning process for any interventions.  They may prefer to send 

an email or write a letter rather than sit in on a meeting.  Their thinking and preferred 

communication styles could be taken into consideration when deciding how best to elicit their voice.    

Utilise Knowledge of Parents 

Educational Psychologists will always consult with parents when working with families and 

young people and the benefits of this could be conveyed to school staff; parents could be a great 

asset and source of inspiration to teachers.  A clear policy could be developed in terms of 

communication and information sharing between parents and teachers and maintaining good 

working relations could be prioritised. 

Special Considerations 

It could be useful for teachers to develop ways to discreetly and tactfully check for 

understanding in young people with ASD.  This research found that young people may be reluctant 

to communicate misunderstandings openly.  Multi-modal communication may be particularly useful.  

Schools could also consider whether any allowances could be made for these children, such as 

special exemptions from school rules.  For example, some young people could benefit from being 

able to send a text message to their parents.  This could apply to children with ASD and also those 

without a diagnosis but who are suspected of being autistic.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

In this current research, the parents who were interviewed described their child’s current 

post-primary educational provision in fairly positive terms.  The more serious problems encountered 
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as a result of camouflaging were often in a previous school.  Future research could explore 

camouflaging in the primary school setting to find out what these younger children do to disguise 

ASD traits and how this impacts their education.  Teachers and parents could both provide an 

interesting perspective and this would also allow for triangulation of findings.   

Many researchers in this field have suggested that longitudinal research could also be useful 

to explore how camouflaging changes over time for individuals.  It is possible the adolescents and 

adults become more adept at this skill through practice and it would be interesting to learn whether 

camouflaging becomes more successful or less exhausting with practice.  Conducting research with 

younger children, adolescents and adults would allow researchers to examine the different eco-

systems of the primary school, post-primary school, university and workplace and examine the 

different factors that may be impacting in each eco-system (Kelly, 2017). 

It has been suggested that camouflaging may form part of the female phenotype of ASD and 

the various reasons for this were discussed in the literature review of this study (Lai et al., 2017).  It 

may prove interesting to look at the experience of camouflaging from the point of view of people 

from different generations to explore how changing gender roles over time may interact with 

camouflaging behaviour.  Members of the ASD transgender community may also have an interesting 

perspective that could be explored. 

In a group of seven participants that took part in the interviews, two parents applied for a 

Statement of Educational Need for their child, and two other parents moved their child to a different 

school.  Research that elicits the voice of both child and parent who find themselves having to 

change school or apply for parental statements could provide valuable information for Education 

Services.             

Reflexivity 

The researcher worked previously with parents of children who were being assessed for 

ASD.  Parents often described great home school relationships and felt their child’s teacher was a 

great source of knowledge and support.  However, many also described a difficult relationship with 
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school staff, which was ultimately not helpful to their child.  The researcher acknowledges that this 

research was undertaken with a view to giving these parents a voice and shining a spotlight on the 

difficulties they faced.  The researcher had, unconsciously, formed an opinion that these parents 

may be frustrated at the fact that they have to deal with a difficult situation, that is, managing their 

child’s school-based anxieties on their return from school.  This opinion only became explicit in the 

mind of the researcher when the interview data indicated that parents may not be frustrated at this 

at all, but rather they may see this as their role or duty.  They often want to be involved in their 

child’s schooling in one way or another, to help out if possible.   

During one interview a mother discussed a particular difficult time that resulted in social 

services becoming involved with the family.  The researcher was conscious, then more than ever, of 

not wanting to portray any parent in anything other than a positive light.  The researcher 

acknowledges an empathy for parents and a desire to advocate for them.  It was a challenge to the 

researcher not to collude with or empathise in an explicit way with parents who were describing a 

difficult time.   

Finally, as an educational professional, it is tempting when conducting research to always 

look for the learning points; what can be improved?  It was important to be mindful of this and not 

ignore all the positive experiences parents described.   

Personal Reflections 

It is very interesting to me now to reflect back to when the process for this research began.  I 

had a vague idea that I wanted to explore the different presentations of children with ASD at home 

and at school, and it was a revelation to discover this phenomenon had a name and was recognised 

in the literature.  An initial challenge I encountered was finding a way to research this topic ethically, 

without giving young people an additional label on top of their ASD diagnosis.  At times I still feel 

conflicted about this topic as I worry about how it may feel to people with ASD to have their coping 

and safety mechanisms exposed, or their behaviour second guessed.  However, when I hear about 

the challenges and difficulties that the school environment presents for these young people, I can 
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reconcile these feelings, as knowledge and understanding are prerequisite for meaningful change 

and support. 

The national lockdown imposed in March 2020 as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic 

necessitated a change to the design of the study.  I felt a certain reluctance with regard to switching 

from face-to-face to online interviews.  I focused on what could potentially be lost, in terms of non-

verbal communication and rapport, instead of the potential gains in anonymity and honesty.  

Potential participants may also have had reservations about online interviews as it was more difficult 

to recruit participants for these interviews.  As this research project draws to close, working and 

communicating online is the new normal and reflects the times we are in.   

Completing this project has raised my understanding and awareness of many things, one of 

which is the role of process.  The iterative process of thematic analysis was frustrating at times and I 

felt like I was not progressing as fast as I had planned.  I found it uncomfortable to sit within that 

process, not quite knowing what the outcome would be.  However, I realised that the time spent 

thinking, reflecting and changing your mind is not wasted time but in fact a necessary part of the 

process of qualitative analysis.   

Concluding Remarks 

This research adopted a mixed methods approach in order to investigate camouflaging 

behaviour in adolescents with ASD who attend mainstream post primary school, with a focus on the 

impact on their education, from the perspective of their parents.  Key findings were based around 

the reasons for camouflaging, the ways and means, advantages and disadvantages, environmental 

factors and suggestions of what might be helpful for this population.  The themes derived from the 

data reflect previous research findings in this area.  However, there was an additional emphasis in 

this research on young people hiding their educational needs from others, which has not emerged as 

a clear theme in previous research in this area.  This may not be considered camouflaging in the 

strictest sense, as educational needs are not necessarily a trait of ASD.  However, it was an 

interesting and important finding from an educational perspective with potentially significant 
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implications for individual children.  Some additional consequences of camouflaging were identified, 

such as missed social opportunities, increased vulnerability and friction with family members.  

Another interesting finding was that many parents see themselves as having a role to play within 

their child’s education, and they will often advocate for their children and prioritise a good working 

relationship with their child’s school.  This research highlights the important perspective parents can 

provide to school staff and presents parents as a useful resource for teachers and SENCos.  A further 

important finding is that females may engage in more conscious and deliberate camouflaging, 

whereas males may be more concerned with suppressing their difficulties.  This is again another 

important distinction which may be useful for school staff who are supporting these young people 

whose needs are often hidden.         

This research was on a small scale and as such the findings are not generalisable to the 

entire ASD post-primary population.  However, the themes of this research could help to raise 

awareness of the issue of camouflaging for educational professionals and could provide an 

alternative perspective when considering how to support pupils with ASD in the mainstream post-

primary setting.  This research also highlights other areas where further research is needed, such as 

the change in camouflaging over time and the impact of camouflaging in the primary school 

environment.  This research shines a spotlight on a behaviour which by its very nature is hidden but 

can be so impactful.  The goal for educational professionals now, as well as supporting young people 

with ASD, is to help foster an environment where the need to camouflage is not felt so keenly by 

these young people.           
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Appendix A: Adolescent Psychological Development 

Erikson’s influential theory of development is characterised by stages throughout the 

lifespan during which the individual will encounter a crisis or conflict.  Erikson posited that identity 

formation was the focal part of adolescence and that young people will experience a conflict of 

identity versus role confusion.  Erikson placed a great emphasis on socio-cultural factors and peer 

groups influencing individual development.  Adolescence is marked by the onset of puberty, which 

brings new cognitive skills and physical abilities.  It also brings greater autonomy which allows the 

young person to interact more independently with their community.  This in turn allows the young 

person to explore interests and relationships.  With adulthood looming on the horizon, the young 

person grapples with the decision of who they want to be.  Erikson argued that when the person can 

match their personal attributes and values with a role in their world, incorporating a sense of 

coherence between past, present and future, this conflict will be resolved successfully.  If the 

individual struggles to do this, identity confusion may ensue.  Adolescence can be a time of 

important decisions with regards to education, relationships and religious or political beliefs. 

 

Sokol, J. T.  (2009).  Identity development through the lifetime: An examination of Eriksonian theory.  
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132 
 

Appendix B: Full Detail of Search Results, Screening Strategy and Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The search strategy yielded 1,314 potential articles once duplicates had been removed.  

Possibly because the terms compensation, camouflage, mask and masquerade do not only apply to 

the phenomenon under consideration, there was a significant volume of research that bore no 

relation to the topic under consideration and could be screened out at an early stage.  The screening 

strategy was as follows: 

Screen 1   

94 books and dissertations were removed, 1,220 articles remained 

Screen 2  

Title screen.  If it was explicitly clear from the title of the article that it was not relevant, it 

was removed from the list.  The following articles (487) were removed and 733 remained: 

• If the population was non-human 

• If the population did not contain children, adolescents or young people with ASD, and/or 

their parents (for example, studies which focused solely on adults or infants with ASD, or 

siblings of people with ASD) 

• If the population had a significant physical or mental illness which their ASD was secondary 

to, such as psychosis, schizophrenia or Pallister Killian syndrome 

• If the study focused on a population with a chromosomal defect or spinal deformity 

• If the study focused solely on neural or brain activity, spinal surgery or heart defects 

• If the study focused on children who were blind or deaf or had another sensory difficulty 

• If the study focused on dental issues 

• If the study focused on issues related to law, geography, lasers or radiography 

Screen 3  

The abstract of the remaining 733 articles was screened for relevance.  The following articles 

(637) were removed leaving 96: 

• If the study focused on infants or young children 

• If the study focused solely on primary school/elementary school children (If there was a mix 

of ages it was included, for example, children aged 5 to 15) 

• If the study did not focus on camouflaging, compensation, masking or masquerading in the 

relevant context.  One of these words (or close variation such as compensate or 

compensatory) had to appear in the title, abstract or key words.  

• If the study referred to compensation in terms of a compensatory brain mechanisms, 

biological in nature rather than cognitive/social 

• If it related to compensation in relation to visual/auditory processing 
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• If the study was a review or a discussion 

• If it focused on compensation for memory difficulties, attention problems, motor or 

perception difficulties 

• If it was an all adult population (all participants over the age of 18)  

• If it focused on the use of alcohol 

• If it focused on compensating for specific learning difficulties or academic attainment (in the 

sense that being good at one thing could compensate for a weakness in another) 

Screen 4  

43 studies that were not in the English language were removed, leaving 53 articles 

Screen 5   

Five further duplicates were identified, leaving 48 articles 

Screen 6  

At this stage as the researcher became more familiar with the body of relevant research, it 

was decided to remove any article that did not contain the voice of a parent.  The remaining 

research could focus on parent’s perspectives only or contain the voice of both child/adolescent and 

parent.  For the young people, the age range had to include, but was not limited to, adolescents.  For 

example, if the research focused on children aged five to 15 it was included.  As this study was 

looking at the post-primary school environment, adolescence was classed as age 11 to 18.  Forty-two 

articles were removed (listed below) leaving six articles to be reviewed in the focused review 

(Chapter 2).    

The references of the two most recent articles (Anderson et al., 2020; Cook et al., 2018) 

were reviewed but no further relevant articles were identified.   

  

 Articles removed During Screen 6 Reason for exclusion 

1 Carrington, S., Templeton, E., & Papinczak, T.  (2003).  

Adolescents with Asperger syndrome and perceptions of 

friendship.  Focus on Autism and Other Developmental 

Disabilities, 18(4), 211-218. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

2 Corbett, B. A., Schwartzman, J. M., Libsack, E. J., Muscatello, 

R. A., Lerner, M. D., Simmons, G. L., & White, S. W.  (2021).  

Camouflaging in autism: Examining sex-based and 

compensatory models in social cognition and 

communication.  Autism Research, 14(1), 127-142.   

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 
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3 Hull, L., Petrides, K. V., & Mandy, W.  (2020b).  Cognitive 

predictors of self-reported camouflaging in autistic 

adolescents.  Autism Research, 000, 1-10. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

4 Hull, L., Mandy, W., Lai, M. C., Baron-Cohen, S., Allison, C., 

Smith, P., & Petrides, K. V.  (2019a).  Development and 

validation of the camouflaging autistic traits questionnaire 

(Cat-Q).  Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 49, 

819-833.  

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

5 Jorgenson, C., Lewis, T., Rose, C., & Kanne, S.  (2020).  Social 

camouflaging in autistic and neurotypical adolescents: A 

pilot study of differences by sex and diagnosis.  Journal of 

Autism and Developmental Disorders, 50, 4344-54355.   

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

6 Parish-Morris, J., Liberman, M. Y., Cieri, C., Herrington, J. D., 

Yerys, B. E., Bateman, L., Donaher, J., Ferguson, E., Pandey, 

J., & Schultz, R. T.  (2017).  Linguistic camouflage in girls with 

autism spectrum disorder.  Molecular Autism. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

7 Wood-Downie, H., Wong, B., Kovshoff, H., Mandy, W., Hull, 

L., & Hadwin, J. A.  (2020).  Sex/gender differences in 

camouflaging in children and adolescents with autism.  

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

8 Head, A. M., McGillivray, J. A., & Stokes, M. A.  (2014).  

Gender differences in emotionality and sociability in children 

with autism spectrum disorders.  Molecular Autism, 5(19), 1-

9. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

9 Livingston, L. A., Colvert, E., The Social Relationships Study 

Team, Bolton, P., & Happé, F.  (2019b).  Good social skills 

despite poor theory of mind: Exploring compensation in 

autism spectrum disorder.  Journal of Child Psychology and 

Psychiatry, 60(1), 102-110.  

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

10 Cola, M. L., Plate, S., Yankowitz, L., Petrulla, V., Bateman, L., 

Zampella, C. J., de Marchena, A., Pandey, J., Schultz, R. T., & 

Parish-Morris, J.  (2020).  Sex differences in the first 

impressions made by girls and boys with autism.  Molecular 

Autism, 11(49), 1-12.    

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 
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11 Ratto, A. B., Kenworthy, L., Yerys, B. E., Bascom, J., 

Wieckowski, A. T., White, S. W., Wallace, G. L., Rugliese, C., 

Schultz, R. T., Ollendick, T. H., Scarpa, A., Seese, S., Register-

Brown, K., Martin, A., & Anthony, L. G.  (2018).  What about 

the girls?  Sex-based differences in autistic traits and 

adaptive skills.  Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders, 48, 1698-1711. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

12 Rieffe, C., O’Connor, R., Bülow, A., Willems, D., Hull, L., 

Sedgewick, F., Stockmann, L., & Blijd-Hoogewys, E.  (2020).  

Quantity and quality of empathic responding by autistic and 

non-autistic adolescent girls and boys.  Autism, 1-11. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

13 Bauminger, N., Solomon, N., & Rogers, S. J.  (2009).  

Predicting friendship quality in autism spectrum disorders 

and typical development.  Journal of Autism and 

Developmental Disorders, 40, 751-761. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

14 Begeer, S., Banerjee, R., Rieffe, C., Meerum Terwogt, M., 

Potharst, E., Stegge, H., & Koot, H. M.  (2010).  The 

understanding and self-reported use of emotional display 

rules in children with autism spectrum disorders.  Cognition 

and Emotion, 25(5), 947-956. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

15 Damico, J. S., & Nelson, R. L.  (2005).  Interpreting 

problematic behaviour: Systematic compensatory 

adaptations as emergent phenomena in autism.  Clinical 

Linguistics and Phonetics, 19(5), 405-417. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

16 Dean, M., Harwood, R., & Kasari, C.  (2017).  The art of 

camouflage: Gender differences in the social behaviours of 

girls and boys with autism spectrum disorder.  Autism, 21(6), 

678-689. 

Does not include a parent 

perspective on 

camouflaging. 

17 Dworzynski, A., Ronald, A., Bolton, P., & Happé, F.  (2012).  

How different are girls and boys above and below the 

diagnostic threshold for autism spectrum disorders?  Journal 
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An updated search using the original search terms was carried out on 18th April 2021.  The resulting 

articles were screened using the same screening criteria and no further relevant articles were found.   
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Appendix C: Appraisal of Studies Included in Systematic Review Using Gough’s Weight of Evidence Model 

 
Reference  Weight of Evidence A: Generic Quality Weight of Evidence B: 

Appropriateness of 

Method 

Weight of Evidence C: Relevance 

to Review Question 

Weight of Evidence D: 

Overall Weight of 

Evidence 

Carrington & 

Graham (2001) 

Strengths: 

-Interview questions were provided in 

advance. 

-Analysis was appropriate. 

Weaknesses: 

-Participants picked by Special Educators at 

school.  Selection process was influenced by 

mothers being keen advocates.  

-Two males, no females.  

-Participants who could communicate were 

chosen.   

-Very small population.   

-Both participants diagnosed with ASD – 

circularity. 

RATING: 

MEDIUM 

-Parents viewpoints 

included. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-Did not set out to explore 

camouflaging.  Masking emerged 

as a theme. 

-Parents viewpoints included. 

-2 boys, no females. 

-Adolescent population. 

RATING 

HIGH 

HIGH 



141 
 

Tierney et al. 

(2016) 

Strengths: 

-Use of Sociogram to build rapport. 

-Based on a pilot study. 

-Parents could attend if young person 

requested it. 

-Girls with a co-morbid diagnosis of 

neurological or affective disorders were 

included as co-morbidity is common in this 

population.   

-Researcher kept a reflective log. 

-Participants given brief interpretation and 

could provide feedback. 

-Analysis was appropriate. 

Weaknesess: 

-Participants were recruited via practitioners 

at CAMHS or self-referral via 2 ASD websites. 

-All had confirmed diagnosis – circularity.   

-Interviews mean it may miss girls with 

weaker verbal ability. 

RATING: 

HIGH 

-Parents viewpoints 

included but 

secondary. 

RATING 

MEDIUM 

-This research focused on 

masking as a social strategy.     

-Females only. 

-Adolescent population. 

-IPA – limited generalisability 

RATING 

MEDIUM 

MEDIUM 
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Rabbitte et al. 

(2017) 

Strengths: 

-Parents provided with interview topics 

before interview. 

-Interview schedule was piloted with one 

family. 

-Parents given details of support 

organisations. 

-An audit trail was kept. 

Weaknesses: 

-All children had a diagnosis of ASD – 

circularity. 

-Parents recruited through ASD services 

(however questions focused on services). 

-All mothers took part for the girls but only 

one father. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-Parents viewpoints 

included. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-IPA – limited generalisability 

-Did not set out to explore 

camouflaging.  Masking only 

mentioned. 

-Parents viewpoints included. 

-All females. 

-Mixed age population. 

 

It looked at the journey through 

diagnosis so some of the themes 

refer to life prior to diagnosis so 

are not so relevant.   

RATING 

LOW 

 

MEDIUM 

Sutherland et al. 

(2017). 

Strengths: 

-A non-clinically referred population. 

-A large sample. 

-Comparable ratio of boys and girls with a 

range of abilities.   

-Parents viewpoints 

included. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-Parents views. 

-Most of the children were at 

primary school.   

 

HIGH 
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Weaknesses: 

-No control group. 

-A novel questionnaire was used based on 

research with girls.   

-Proportion of females to males does not 

represent accepted ratio.   

RATING 

HIGH 

-Did not focus explicitly on 

camouflaging; it emerged as a 

theme. 

RATING 

MEDIUM   

Cook et al. 

(2018). 

Strengths: 

-Agreement regarding themes was reached 

by all authors. 

-Good number of participants from both 

mainstream and special schools.   

-Participants sampled using a wide range of 

means.   

Weaknesses: 

-Interviews mean it may miss girls with 

weaker verbal ability. 

-Girls only. 

-Same geographical area but different 

schools. 

-All diagnosed with ASD - circularity. 

-Parents viewpoints 

included. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-Females only, a range of 

education settings.   

-Adolescent population.   

-Looked at social experiences.   

RATING 

HIGH 

HIGH 
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RATING 

HIGH 

Anderson et al. 

(2020). 

Strengths: 

-Good number of participants.   

-Analysis appropriate. 

Weaknesses: 

-Same geographical area. 

-Same cultural background.   

-All had a diagnosis - circularity.   

-All female. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-Parents viewpoints 

included. 

RATING 

HIGH 

-This research included parent’s 

perspectives. 

-It focused on parents of 

daughters only.    

-The daughters were all 

adolescents.   

-IPA – limited generalisability. 

RATING 

MEDIUM 

HIGH 
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Appendix D: Educational Context in Northern Ireland 

In Northern Ireland, the Department of Education has provided guidance in the form of a 5 

stage Code of Practice for schools to identify, assess and make provision for special educational 

needs.  This stipulates that every mainstream school should have a Special Educational Needs Co-

ordinator (SENCo).  If a teacher considers a child to have special educational needs, the teacher must 

register the child’s needs at Stage 1 of the Code of Practice and develop an action plan to address 

the child’s difficulties.  The child’s progress will be reviewed and if the action taken has not met the 

child’s needs, the child will progress to Stage 2 of the code of practice.  At this point the SENCo will 

take the lead and the school will develop an Individualised Education Plan (IEP), sometimes referred 

to as a Personalised Learning Plan (PLP), which parents will usually sign.  If a child’s difficulties persist 

and the SENCo accesses available support outside of school resources, for example, if they refer the 

child to an Educational Psychologist, the child is then at Stage 3.  If, despite the relevant and 

purposeful measures being taken at Stage 3, the school is unable to meet the educational needs of 

the child, the child may progress through to Stage 4 of the Code of Practice.  At this point a statutory 

assessment may be necessary to determine what the child’s special educational needs are.  This 

could result in a child receiving a statement of educational needs, which will detail the provision to 

be made.  Children with a diagnosis of ASD will not necessarily be considered to have special 

educational needs, however, many will.  Many will also have a statement of educational needs.  

(Education Authority, 2020)    
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Appendix E: Sample Copy of Online Questionnaire (Including Sample Copy Participant Information 

Sheet, Consent Form and Debrief) 

Participant Information Sheet 

 

You are being invited to take part in a research study looking at the impact of camouflaging 

behaviour on the educational experience of pupils with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  

Before you decide to take part in this study it is important for you to understand what the 

research will involve. Please take time to read the following information and do not hesitate to 

contact me should you require any further details. 

In this study you will be asked whether your child with ASD engages in behaviour that could be 

described as camouflaging.  Camouflaging is when an individual attempts to hide behaviours that are 

associated with ASD, or use techniques to appear more socially able, to try to stop other people 

from seeing their difficulties.  If the answer to this question is yes, then you will be asked further 

questions about how this behaviour may impact certain aspects of their school life. If you find the 

task upsetting in any way, you are welcome to stop by closing this webpage.  

If you have more than one child with ASD, then you are very welcome to complete a separate 

questionnaire for each child. 

Taking part in this study will take approximately 5-10 minutes of your time. The study is approved 

and conducted in accordance with the guidelines of the Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences 

Research Ethics Committee, on behalf of Queen’s University Belfast. 

Your involvement in this study is strictly anonymous. The only personal information that will be 

requested is your age and gender and that of your child, should you choose to provide this 

information. All data gathered will remain confidential without any means of identifying the 

individuals involved. All data will be stored and treated in accordance with the Data Protection Act 

(2018) and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Results from this study could be 

presented at academic conferences and/or written up for publication in scientific journals.  You will 

be given the option at the end of the questionnaire to provide your email address should you wish to 

be contacted to discuss your child’s camouflaging behaviour further.  If you use an email address 

that includes personal information, such as your name, this may potentially compromise your 

anonymity. If this is of concern, please create a new anonymous email address to be used for this 

purpose.   
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Your participation is entirely voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any time during the 

study by closing this webpage. If you decide to close this webpage before the end of the 

questionnaire, your partial response will be deleted as a matter of course. If you complete the 

questionnaire, you will be debriefed about the purpose of the study and given the final opportunity 

to withdraw your data from the project. Please note that it will not be possible to remove your data 

after you have submitted your response, as it is fully anonymised. This does not affect your data 

protection rights.   

Our research depends on the generous help of participants like yourself.  We hope that you can 

assist us with this project.  

If you have any further queries, please do not hesitate to contact me, Fionuala Boyle, at 

foconnell02@qub.ac.uk 

 

Consent Form 

Before you can begin the questionnaire you need to consent to taking part in the study.  

Please tick each statement to indicate your agreement.  If left unmarked, you will not be able to 

proceed to the questionnaire. 

I have read and understood the information about the study. 

I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I am free 

to withdraw from the study up until the point at which I submit my 

completed questionnaire. 

I understand that my involvement in this research is strictly anonymous 

and that all data gathered will remain confidential. 

I understand that my data will be stored in a database which is encrypted 

and password protected 

 

Questionnaire 

Survey to explore the camouflaging behaviour of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder from the 

perspective of their parents.   

 

What age are you? 

Under 18 

mailto:foconnell02@qub.ac.uk
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• 18-24 

• 25-34 

• 35-44 

• 45-54 

• 55-64 

• 65-74 

• 75-84 

• 85 or older 

 

What is your gender? 

• Male 

• Female 

• I describe my gender in another way 

• I prefer not to say  

 

Does your child have a confirmed diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder? 

• Yes 

• No 

(The survey will automatically end for anyone who answers no to this question). 

 

Does your child attend a mainstream or special school? (This question was added just before the 

questionnaire was sent out to charities and parent-led groups) 

• Mainstream 

• Special School 

(The survey will automatically end for anyone who answers ‘special school’). 

 

Does your child attend primary or post-primary school? (This question was added just before the 

questionnaire was sent out to charities and parent-led groups) 

• Primary 

• Post-primary 

(The survey will automatically end for anyone who answers ‘primary school’). 

 

What is the gender of your child? 

• Male 
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• Female 

• My child describes their gender in another way 

• I prefer not to say 

 

How old is your child? 

• Dropdown menu of 1-100 

• I prefer not to say 

 

Does your child have an Individual Education Plan or a Personal Learning Plan? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I’m not sure 

• I prefer not to say 

 

Research has shown that some children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) will attempt to 

‘camouflage’ in social situations.  This means that they may try to hide behaviours that are 

associated with ASD, or use techniques to appear more socially able, to try to stop other people 

from seeing their difficulties.  Is this something that you believe your child does or has done in the 

past? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I’m not sure 

(The survey will end here for anyone who answers No or I’m not sure). 

 

Please rate to what extent you believe that camouflaging in public places benefits your child. 

(Use your mouse, touchpad or touchscreen to move the red dot along the scale below). 

• 101-point sliding scale from extremely beneficial to extremely costly. 

 

Do you believe that your child’s camouflaging has impacted negatively upon your relationship with 

school staff, such as teachers or Special Educational Needs Co-ordinators (SENCos)? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I’m not sure 

• I prefer not to say 
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If you have discussed camouflaging with school staff, do they agree that this is something that your 

child does? 

• Yes 

• No  

• Non applicable (N/A) 

• I’m not sure 

• I prefer not to say 

 

Please rate to what extent you believe your child’s teachers understand how ASD affects your child. 

(Use your mouse, touchpad or touchscreen to move the red dot along the scale below). 

• 101-point sliding scale from poor understanding to excellent understanding. 

 

If your child has an Individual Education Plan or Personal Learning Plan, please rate to what extent 

you believe that your child’s Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) understands how ASD 

affects your child. 

(Use your mouse, touchpad or touchscreen to move the red dot along the scale below). 

• 101-point sliding scale from poor understanding to excellent understanding. 

• N/A option 

 

Do you feel that your child’s camouflaging has resulted in them receiving less support in school? 

• Yes 

• No 

• I’m not sure 

• I prefer not to say 

 

Thank you for participating in this survey.  I would be interested to know more detail about the 

impact of your child’s camouflaging.  If it is something you would be happy to discuss further, please 

provide your email address in the space below so that I can contact you to arrange this.  Please bear 

in mind that if your email address contains information that could identify you, such as your name, 

this may compromise the anonymity of the information you have provided so far.  If this is a concern 

for you, you could possibly set up an anonymous email account and provide this instead. 

 

 



151 
 

If you would prefer not to provide your email address please continue to the next page. 

 

Debrief Form 

Thank you for taking part in the study! 

What is the purpose of the project? 

This study aims to explore the impact of behaviours which are collectively known in the published 

research as ‘camouflaging’ behaviours.  Camouflaging is when an individual may attempt to disguise 

or suppress behaviours associated with ASD, and/or use techniques to appear more socially able, in 

order to prevent other people from seeing their social difficulties.  This research project aims to 

explore the impact of camouflaging behaviours on pupil’s educational experience, as observed by 

their parents. 

Remember that you have the right to ask that any data you have supplied up to this point be 

withdrawn. To do so select the WITHDRAW MY RESPONSE button. 

If you choose to submit the data to analysis, click on SUBMIT MY RESPONSE. Please remember that 

your data is completely anonymous and therefore it will not be possible to delete it after 

submission.  

If you have any questions about this study please do not hesitate to contact Fionuala Boyle 

(foconnell02@qub.ac.uk). You can also request a summary of the main findings by 

emailing foconnell02@qub.ac.uk and referring to ‘Camouflaging behaviour in students with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUBMIT MY 
RESPONSE 

WITHDRAW 
MY RESPONSE 
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Appendix F: Detail of Research That Informed Content of Questionnaire Followed by Description of 

How to Score Questionnaire 

Research indicates that camouflaging behaviour may be both beneficial (Livingston et al., 

2020; Livingston & Happé, 2017) and detrimental (Bargiela et al., 2016; Hull et al., 2017; Tierney et 

al., 2016) for people who engage in it.  So participants were asked to rate how beneficial they felt 

camouflaging was for their adolescent child.  It is also clear from the research that for parents of 

children on the autism spectrum, there may be challenges to the parent-teacher relationship (Azad 

et al., 2016; Hsiao et al., 2017).  Therefore, parents were asked whether they felt camouflaging 

impacted upon their relationship with school staff.  A clear theme that emerged from the literature 

discussed in the focused review was teacher’s scepticism when hearing of the difficulties faced by 

young people with ASD (Cook et al., 2018; Tierney et al., 2016).  Therefore, parents were asked if 

they felt believed when discussing camouflaging with teaching staff.  Parents were asked whether 

they felt that school staff understood how ASD presented in their child.  Again, this question stems 

from research which indicates that parents feel that staff do not always appreciate their child’s 

needs (Jarman & Rayner, 2015; Tomlinson et al., 2020).  Finally, parents were asked if they believed 

camouflaging led to less support for their child in school, as this has emerged in the research as a 

negative outcome of camouflaging (Bargiela et al., 2016; Tierney et al., 2016).   

 

Scoring of Questionnaire 

 

The questionnaire began with standard demographic questions about age and gender of 

participants.  The next three items were to confirm that their child met the inclusion criteria; that 

they had a diagnosis of ASD, they attended mainstream rather than special school and they attended 

post-primary rather than primary school.  Each item had only two responses.  If the child failed to 

meet even one of these criteria, the participant could not continue with the questionnaire and their 

data was not included in the final analysis.   

The sixth and seventh items asked standard demographic questions about the age and 

gender of the child.  Participants had four discrete options for the gender question (male, female, my 

child describes their gender in another way or I prefer not to say) and for age, they could choose an 

exact age from a drop-down menu or could choose not to give that information.  The eighth item 

asked whether the child had an IEP or a PLP (three options: Yes, no or I’m not sure). 

The questionnaire then provided a definition of camouflaging behaviour.  The ninth item 

asked participants if they believed camouflaging is something their child does or has done (three 

options: Yes, no or I’m not sure).  Only participants who chose the ‘Yes’ option proceeded with the 

questionnaire.  
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The tenth item asked participants to rate the extent to which they believed camouflaging 

benefitted their child, using a 101-point scale ranging from extremely costly to extremely beneficial.  

The eleventh item asked participants if they believed that their child’s camouflaging has impacted 

negatively upon their relationship with school staff (four responses: Yes, no, I’m not sure and I prefer 

not to say).  The twelfth item asked participants, if they had discussed camouflaging with school 

staff, did staff agree that it was something their child did (five responses: Yes, no, non-applicable, I’m 

not sure, I prefer not to say). 

Item thirteen asked participants to rate the extent to which they believed their child’s 

teachers understood how ASD affects their child.  The fourteenth item asked participants, if their 

child has an IEP or PLP, to rate the extent to which they believe that their child’s SENCo understood 

how ASD affects their child.  Ratings for both these items were provided using a 101-point scale 

ranging from poor understanding to excellent understanding.  Item number 14 had a non-applicable 

option if the child did not have an IEP or PLP.   

(After the questionnaire had been published and was in the public domain, it came to light 

that there was an error in the questionnaire design.  The was an omission in the above item as the 

non-applicable option had not been included.  This meant that respondents were prompted to rate 

the SENCO’s knowledge, even if the child did not have an IEP or PLP.  Once this omission was 

discovered, the questionnaire was updated and a non-applicable option was included.  The 

questionnaires that had been received up to this point were scrutinised and it was considered by the 

researchers that the omission had not compromised the data gathered at up to this point.  It was 

decided at this point that the data generated from this questionnaire would not be used).    

The fifteenth item asked participants if they felt that their child’s camouflaging has resulted 

in them receiving less support in school (four options: Yes, no, I’m not sure and I prefer not to say).  

Participants were then asked if to provide an email address for them to be contacted by the 

researcher if they wished to discuss their child’s camouflaging further. 
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Appendix G: Interview Guide 

Tell me about your child’s camouflaging? 

• When do they do it? 

• What sorts of things do they do to camouflage – can you give an 

example? 

Do you think camouflaging benefits them in any way?   

• In what way? 

Do you think there are any downsides to them camouflaging?   

• What are they? 

Have you discussed camouflaging with school staff?   

Do you feel they agree that your child does this?  

• Can you tell me more about this? 

Do you feel that your child’s teachers have a good understanding of how ASD affects your child? 

• Can you tell me more about this? 

Does your child have an Individualised Education Plan (IEP) or a Personal Learning Plan (PLP)?  If so, 

do you feel the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) has a good understanding of how 

ASD affects your child?   

• Can you tell me more about this?   

• Do you feel your opinions are taken on board when developing the 

IEP/PLP?   

• Can you tell me more about this? 

Do you feel that your child’s camouflaging has resulted in them receiving less support in school?   

• Can you tell me more about this? 

Do you have anything else you want to say / add? 
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Appendix H: Full Details of Procedure for Collecting the Quantitative Data 

Phase 1: Contacting Local Mainstream Post-Primary Schools.  The decision was taken to 

start the data collection process by contacting 14 mainstream post-primary schools in Northern 

Ireland which were located locally to the researcher.  It was considered that this was a safe way to 

recruit participants as there was a certainty that the questionnaire would only be forwarded to the 

desired population, that is, parents of post-primary mainstream pupils with ASD.  The schools were 

in a geographical area covered by one office of the local Educational Psychology Service.  The 

researcher utilised professional contacts in this office to make the Educational Psychologists (EPs) 

aware of the research.  The reasons for this were twofold; for reasons of professional courtesy and 

to request that the EPs would encourage the schools they work with to take part in the research.  

Each school was contacted via telephone and the researcher spoke to the secretary to provide some 

details about the research and to enquire if the principal was available to discuss it.  Twelve of the 

school secretaries requested that details of the research be emailed through.  One asked the 

researcher to come into the school for a meeting.  The final one asked for a voice message to be left 

with the principal’s secretary.  The email sent to the twelve schools contained brief details of the 

research and contact details of the researcher (Appendix I).  Attached to the email were a letter to 

the principal (Appendix I), the research protocol (Appendix I) and a template email that schools 

could use when contacting parents (Appendix I), which contained a link to the online questionnaire.     

Follow up calls were made to each school.  Over a period of approximately three weeks, 

principals of nine of the fourteen schools confirmed that they would send the link to the online 

questionnaire out to parents of children with ASD.    Two of the schools later confirmed that they 

had posted out details of the online link to their parents rather than emailing it.  Both schools were 

asked would they consider emailing the link also for ease of access to the questionnaire.  Neither 

school confirmed whether or not they had.  Finally, of the nine schools who agreed to forward the 

link to parents, one school SENCo asked if they could send it to parents via their text system.  Ethical 

approval for the procedural change was obtained and the school were advised they could text the 

details to parents.     

The researcher was able to monitor the return of the online questionnaires on Qualtrics and 

after the initial phase of contacting 14 local schools, 24 fully completed questionnaires were 

returned.  It was then decided that all the post-primary mainstream schools in NI would be 

contacted to get a greater number of responses.    

Phase 2: Contacting all Mainstream Post-Primary Schools in Northern Ireland.  A 

comprehensive list of all the mainstream post-primary schools in NI schools was obtained and the 

researcher started contacting schools by telephone as per the procedure outlined above.  After 

twenty-six schools were phoned, it became clear that the vast majority of schools required for the 

details of the research to be emailed through before any further action would be taken.  So, the 
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decision was made at this point to stop phoning schools and to make contact by email instead.  All 

schools were sent the same email as was used above.  It briefly described the research and it 

contained a letter to the principal, the research protocol and a template email/text that schools 

could use when contacting parents, which contained a link to the online questionnaire.   

In the weeks immediately following the emails being sent, four principals or SENCOs replied 

to say they did not wish to be involved in the research.  Seven replied to say that they were happy to 

send the email or text out to their parents.  The vast majority did not reply.  Shortly after this, all 

schools in Northern Ireland closed as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic (March 2020).  At this 

point there had been 33 valid responses to questionnaire and five interviews conducted, and there 

was no way to follow up with any of the schools.  It had been decided at the outset that contacting 

post-primary mainstream schools was the best way to ensure that only desired population were 

being contacted.  However, when this was weighed up against the number of questionnaires 

returned, it was decided to make contact with local ASD charities and parent-led organisations to get 

more data. 

Phase 3: Contacting ASD Charities and Parent-led Organisations.  Ethical approval was 

obtained and contact was made with both the Director(s) or Trustee(s) of charity organisations and 

the manager(s) of parent-led organisations that supported parents of children with ASD in Northern 

Ireland.  Again, an email was sent with an attached letter, research proposal (Appendix J) and 

template text/email, containing the link to the online questionnaire.  (Slight amendments were 

made to the aforementioned paperwork to reflect the slight changes in procedure.  The research 

proposal was deemed more suitable for this audience than the research protocol).  The 

organisations were asked if they would forward the link to the online questionnaire to the parents 

they supported.  This research aimed to target children attending mainstream post-primary school, 

so it was only these schools contacted in the original design.  Now that charities and parent support 

groups were being contacted, the questionnaire and any paperwork sent to these organisations had 

to be updated to confirm that the research was targeting parents of children at mainstream post-

primary school.  The questionnaire only accepted responses from parents who confirmed they met 

these criteria.  The following organisations were contacted: 

• Autism Initiatives NI 

• Autism NI 

• Circle of Support (COS) 

• National Autistic Society (NAS) NI 

• Parents of Older Children with Autism (POCA) 

• Parents Education as Autism Therapists (PEAT) NI 

• Positive Futures 
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• Solas 

Autism Initiatives, PEAT NI, Positive Futures and Solas did not respond to the email.  COS and 

POCA both replied to say they would forward the questionnaire to their parents.  Autism NI replied 

that they had research affiliations with other education providers.  NAS replied to say that they 

could not help directly, but that the link to the questionnaire could be posted on their Network 

Autism website, which is an online community for professionals, a suggestion which was 

subsequently followed.     

Phase 4: Posting a link to the questionnaire on to the Queens University School of 

Psychology Twitter Page.  As a final attempt to gather as many completed questionnaires and 

interviews as possible, the Head of the Queens University School of Psychology was contacted and 

asked whether a link to the questionnaire could be posted to the Queens University School of 

Psychology Twitter Page.  Permission was granted, ethical approval was obtained and the link was 

posted on Twitter by the administrator (refer to Appendix K for the Tweet).   
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Appendix I: Email Sent to Schools, Letter to Principal, Research Protocol and Template Email/Text 

Email to Schools 

(Queens logo) 

Hello X, 

My name is Fionuala Boyle and I am a trainee Educational Psychologist, currently in the second year 

of a three-year doctoral programme at Queens University.  I have a professional interest in Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and I am currently carrying out a piece of research which explores 

camouflaging behaviour in adolescents with ASD. 

I am hoping that you would be able to provide consent for your SENCo to forward a text/email to the 

parents of your pupils who have a diagnosis of ASD.  The text/email would contain a link to my 

online questionnaire.  Parents can choose to complete the questionnaire if they wish, and they will 

be reassured that their details have not been given to me, and that any responses are completely 

anonymous.  

I am attaching a copy of my letter to yourself, a copy of the research protocol and a copy of a 

template text/email that your SENCo could use when contacting parents, if they so wish.  The 

template text/email contains the link to the questionnaire. 

If you have any queries please do not hesitate to contact me.  I hope to be in touch in the next week 

to enquire whether you feel it would be possible to forward the questionnaire to your parents. 

Many thanks, 

(Full contact details provided) 

 

Letter to Principal 

 

 

School of Psychology 

Doctorate in 

Educational, Child & 

Adolescent 

Psychology 

David Keir Building 
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Queen’s University 

Belfast 

Belfast 

BT9 5BP 

Northern Ireland 

Tel: 028 9097 4350 

Fax: 028 9097 4222 

 

Dear Principal, 

My name is Fionuala Boyle and I am a trainee Educational Psychologist, currently in the second year 

of a 3-year doctoral programme at Queens University.  I have a professional interest in Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and I intend to carry out a piece of research as part of the doctoral 

programme which explores camouflaging behaviour.   

Camouflaging is when an individual tries to suppress or hide behaviours that are associated with 

ASD, or use techniques to appear more socially able, to try to stop other people from seeing their 

difficulties.  Camouflaging is something that most professionals who work with children on the 

spectrum are aware of; however, it has not been researched extensively.  I am particularly interested 

in how camouflaging can impact the educational experience of children with ASD.   

I have designed a questionnaire that I hope to distribute to parents to get their views on whether 

they perceive their child to camouflage, and if so, how it has impacted their education.  I am writing 

to ask you if you would consent to your SENCo sending an email or text to parents of your pupils 

who have an ASD diagnosis, which would contain a link to my online questionnaire.  Parents are 

under no obligation to complete the questionnaire, but if they do, they will be reassured that you 

have not provided their details to me and that their responses will be anonymous.  I am attaching a 

copy of my research protocol for your perusal. 

I have drafted an email / text that your SENCo can use when contacting parents, in the interest of 

convenience, and you are welcome to access the online questionnaire for your own information.  

Thank you for your consideration and if you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact 

myself or my research supervisor. 

 

 

Yours faithfully, 

Fionuala Boyle 

(Full contact details provided) 
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Research Protocol 

 

Camouflaging behaviour in children with Autism Spectrum Disorder, and its impact on their school 

experience. 

Rationale 

This research aims to explore camouflaging behaviour of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

from the perspective of parents.  Hull et al. (2017) describe camouflaging as a coping mechanism 

used in social situations, which may involve individuals trying to hide behaviours that are associated 

with ASD and trying to stop others from seeing their social difficulties.  This behaviour could serve an 

adaptive function for the child, helping them to make friends and ‘fit in’ with their peers.  However, 

it has also been suggested in the research that it could prove exhausting for children and could 

negatively impact their mental health.  If children do indeed mask certain behaviours in social 

situations, then it is reasonable to assume that children may behave differently in the social 

environment of school than they do in the home environment. Therefore parents may see a very 

different side to their children’s behaviour than is observed by teaching staff at school, more so than 

would be the case for neurotypical children.  This discrepancy could possibly lead to different 

opinions from parents and teaching staff with regards to how best to support the child in the school 

environment, and could possibly impact on the working relationship between parents and school 

staff.  The relevance of this research is that it could provide information on the phenomenon of 

camouflaging; a topic which is as yet not fully understood, but which is suspected of having 

significant consequences for individuals concerned.  The research findings could then be used to 

enhance the knowledge of teaching staff, ultimately benefitting children who may be appear to be 

very socially competent in school, but who still may need support and understanding.              

Research questions 

Questions to be addressed in this research would focus on the camouflaging behaviour of children 

with ASD from the perspective of parents.  Questions would focus on whether children engage in 

camouflaging behaviour, whether it has costs and/or benefits for the child, whether camouflaging 

has affected parents’ relationship with school staff, and ultimately whether it has affected the 

support the child receives.      

Design 
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The principals of an opportunistic sample of post-primary schools will be contacted and given details 

about the research.  Consent will be sought from principals for their Special Educational Needs Co-

ordinators to email or text a link to an online questionnaire to parents of children with ASD.  The 

precise wording of the questionnaire is provided below:     

(A copy of the questionnaire as in Appendix E was included here in the Research Protocol) 

Parents will be asked if they wish to discuss their child’s camouflaging behaviour further, and if so, 

they can provide their email address to the researcher.  Semi-structured interviews could then be 

carried out with a small sample of parents.  The questions for the semi-structured interviews are as 

follows: 

• What types of things does your child do to camouflage? 

• Do you think camouflaging benefits them in any way?  In what way? 

• Do you think there are any downsides to them camouflaging?  What are they? 

• Have you discussed camouflaging with school staff?  Do you feel they agree that your child 

does this?  Can you tell me more about this? 

• Do you feel that your child’s teachers have a good understanding of how ASD affects your 

child?  

• Does your child have an Individualised Education Plan (IEP) or a Personal Learning Plan 

(PLP)?  If so, do you feel the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) has a good 

understanding of how ASD affects your child?  Do you feel your opinions are taken on board 

when developing the IEP/PLP? 

• Do you feel that your child’s camouflaging has resulted in them receiving less support in 

school?   

Analysis 

The aim is to gather quantitative data on the prevalence of camouflaging behaviour for children with 

ASD, its impact on the relationship between parents and school staff, and ultimately on the support 

that children with ASD receive.  Then qualitative data on the experience of camouflaging will be 

gathered from a sample of parents.     
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Template Email/Text 

Dear Parent, 

The school has been approached by a Trainee Educational Psychologist requesting participation in 

her research project. 

The research project is a study looking at camouflaging behaviour of children with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD).  Camouflaging is when an individual attempts to hide behaviours that are associated 

with ASD, or use techniques to appear more socially able, to try to stop other people from seeing 

their difficulties.  The study requires for parents to complete a 10-minute online questionnaire about 

their child’s behaviour.   

Participation is entirely voluntary.  If you choose to participate in the study, the responses you give 

in the online questionnaire will be completely anonymous and will not be viewed by school staff. 

If you wish to participate in the study, please click on the link below. 

Many thanks, 

 

School Principal/SENCo 

https://qubpsych.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_aXEmu0LHvZUlzEx 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://qubpsych.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_aXEmu0LHvZUlzEx
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Appendix J: Research Proposal 

 

Camouflaging behaviour in children with Autism Spectrum Disorder, and its impact on their school 

experience. 

Rationale 

This research aims to explore camouflaging behaviour of children with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder from the perspective of parents.  Hull et al. (2017) describe camouflaging as a coping 

mechanism used in social situations, which may involve individuals trying to hide behaviours that are 

associated with ASD and trying to stop others from seeing their social difficulties.  This behaviour 

could serve an adaptive function for the child, helping them to make friends and ‘fit in’ with their 

peers.  However, it has also been suggested in the research that it could prove exhausting for 

children and could negatively impact their mental health.  If children do indeed mask certain 

behaviours in social situations, then it is reasonable to assume that children may behave differently 

in the social environment of school than they do in the home environment. Therefore, parents may 

see a very different side to their children’s behaviour than is observed by teaching staff at school, 

more so than would be the case for neurotypical children.  This discrepancy could possibly lead to 

different opinions from parents and teaching staff with regards to how best to support the child in 

the school environment, and could possibly impact on the working relationship between parents and 

school staff.  The relevance of this research is that it could provide information on the phenomenon 

of camouflaging; a topic which is as yet not fully understood, but which is suspected of having 

significant consequences for individuals concerned.  The research findings could then be used to 

enhance the knowledge of teaching staff, ultimately benefitting children who may be appear to be 

very socially competent in school, but who still may need support and understanding.  

Literature overview 

It has been suggested by Head, McGillivray & Stokes (2014) that females with ASD may be 

more motivated to make friends.  Tierney, Burns and Kilbey (2016) also point out that when boys on 

the autism spectrum feel excluded or isolated, they may respond by withdrawing from their peers, 

whereas girls may be more likely to try to hide their difficulties in an attempt to fit in.  Hull et al. 

(2017) describe this as a coping mechanism which involves hiding behaviours that are associated 

with ASD.  Lai and Baron Cohen (2015) give some examples of this camouflaging behaviour such as 

the use of pre-prepared jokes and mimicking other’s social behaviour.  Camouflaging can be viewed 
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as an adaptive behaviour helping individuals to avoid social isolation.  However, it may be exhausting 

for the individual, both mentally and emotionally, and may impact negatively on their mental health 

(Gould & Ashton-Smith, 2011, quoted in Baldwin and Costley, 2016, p. 484). 

Tierney, Burns and Kilbey (2016) qualitatively researched the coping strategies of girls on the 

autism spectrum and one of the themes which emerged was that they developed strategies, such as 

masquerading, in order to fit in with their peers.  A further theme was that these strategies may 

have negative consequences in terms of psychological wellbeing and access to support.  Hull et al. 

(2017) qualitatively researched camouflaging in adults with ASD.  Emerging themes were desire to 

have friends, compensation techniques, and consequences of these techniques.   

More recently researchers have attempted to quantify camouflaging behaviours.  Lai et al. 

(2017) used a discrepancy model, whereby they measured camouflaging as the discrepancy between 

a person’s behavioural presentation (measured by Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule ) and 

internal status (measured by Autism Spectrum Quotient and social cognitive capability measured by 

the ‘Reading the Mind in the Eyes’ test).  They found that women had higher camouflaging scores 

than men.  Greater camouflaging was associated with more depressive symptoms in men and better 

signal detection sensitivity in women with ASD.  However, there was no relationship between 

camouflaging and anxiety in either gender.  Hull et al. (2019) developed a camouflaging autistic traits 

questionnaire (CAT-Q).  This research also indicated correlations between camouflaging and poor 

mental health outcomes. 

Schuck, Flores and Fung (2019) also carried out quantitative research looking at gender 

differences in camouflaging in adults with ASD, using a similar discrepancy model to Lai et al. (2017).  

Schuck et al. (2019) describe camouflaging as a crude concept that needs further research to 

develop conceptual clarity.  They also said that their research would have been enhanced if there 

had been parent-reports in addition to self-reports of camouflaging.  Lai et al. (2017) also stress the 

point that a grounded approach is necessary to establish what camouflaging is, and that first-person 

accounts along with second person observations are necessary for this.  There is only one study 

identified in the literature that relates to camouflaging which incorporates the view of parents 

(Cook, Ogden & Winstone, 2017).  Therefore, it is not fully understood what the impact of 

camouflaging may be from the perspective of parents of children with ASD.  It is also not known how 

camouflaging can indirectly affect the support the child receives at school or the relationship 

between parents and school staff.  Parents could provide rich detail about the differences in their 

children’s behaviour in social settings and the home setting and how camouflaging impacts the child 

both mentally and emotionally. 

Research questions 

Questions to be addressed in this research would focus on the camouflaging behaviour of 

children with ASD from the perspective of parents.  Questions would focus on whether children 
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engage in camouflaging behaviour, whether it has costs and/or benefits for the child, whether 

camouflaging has affected parents’ relationship with school staff, and ultimately whether it has 

affected the support the child receives.      

Population of Interest 

Parents who have a child with a confirmed diagnosis of ASD, who are attending mainstream 

post-primary school. 

Design 

For the first phase of the research, post-primary school principals will be contacted, on an 

opportunistic sampling basis, to ask if their SENCos would be willing to email/text the parents of 

children at their school with ASD to provide them with a link to an online questionnaire.  In addition, 

Northern Ireland based charities or parent led groups that support the parents of children with a 

diagnosis of ASD will be contacted, given details about the research, and asked to forward the link to 

the online questionnaire to parents who use their services.  When parents click on the link they will 

be given the opportunity to complete a questionnaire, which they can then returned anonymously 

through the Qualtrics system.    In the questionnaire, parents will be asked if they would like to 

discuss their child’s behaviour further, and if so, would they provide their email address with the 

questionnaire.   

The precise wording of the questionnaire is provided below:     

(A copy of the questionnaire as in Appendix E was included here in the Research Protocol) 

In the second phase of the research, 10 of the parents who have provided their email address will be 

given the opportunity to complete a semi-structured interview during which they will be asked to 

provide more detail on the information they provided in the questionnaire.  The data obtained will 

be analysed qualitatively using thematic analysis. The questions for the semi-structured interviews 

are as follows: 

• What types of things does your child do to camouflage? 

• Do you think camouflaging benefits them in any way?  In what way? 

• Do you think there are any downsides to them camouflaging?  What are they? 

• Have you discussed camouflaging with school staff?  Do you feel they agree that your child 

does this?  Can you tell me more about this? 

• Do you feel that your child’s teachers have a good understanding of how ASD affects your 

child?  

• Does your child have an Individualised Education Plan (IEP) or a Personal Learning Plan 

(PLP)?  If so, do you feel the Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator (SENCo) has a good 

understanding of how ASD affects your child?  Do you feel your opinions are taken on board 

when developing the IEP/PLP? 
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• Do you feel that your child’s camouflaging has resulted in them receiving less support in 

school?   

Ethical considerations 

The main ethical consideration for this study is the fact that a particular behaviour or set of 

behaviours may fall under the general label of ‘camouflaging’.  There is a concern that the parents 

who take part in this research may perceive this as a further label attached to their child.  Another 

concern is that this label will then be conveyed either directly or indirectly to the child, and that this 

could affect their self-concept negatively.  It will therefore be important to ensure that parents give 

full informed consent and are free to share as much as they choose during the interview process.  It 

should be highlighted to the parents that behaviours which may fall under the label of 

‘camouflaging’ can be adaptive for the child and serve a much needed function, enhancing social 

interaction and reducing isolation.      

A further ethical consideration for this research is that it will involve discussing a child’s 

behaviour with their parent, but the child will be left out of the process and not given a voice.  

However, parents are a huge source of support to their children; they are the people who know 

them best and they are often the most vocal and energetic advocates of their children. It is 

important that they too are given a voice and by sharing their experience they can develop their 

relationship with school staff and enhance the school support given to children with ASD.   

It is important that parents are supported when they share their experiences; if they find it 

difficult to bring up and recount past experiences, plans should be in place to deal sensitively with 

this situation.  Further sources of help and support should be identified beforehand so parents can 

be signposted if necessary.    

Feasibility 

This study has the potential to be carried out within the time constraints.  Once school 

principals, ASD charities and parent led groups are contacted, it should be a reasonably quick 

process to get emails/texts sent to parents.  If parents choose to reply, it is assumed they will do it in 

a fairly short time frame.  Then parents can be identified to take part in the semi-structured 

interviews.  

Timeline 

October 2019 – January 2020 Ethics approval obtained (Phases 1 & 2) 

December 2019-January 2020 Approach schools, explain nature and rationale 

of study, emails sent to parents. 

February 2020 Compile respondents, identify parents willing 

to complete semi-structured interviews. 

March 2020 Conduct interviews with parents. 
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April – June 2020 Contact Charity organisations/parent led 

groups and request they send details of online 

questionnaire to parents. 

Compile respondents identify parents willing to 

complete semi-structured interviews. 

Conduct interviews with parents. 

Analyse and interpret data. 

September 2020 – May 2021 Research write up. 
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Appendix K: Tweet 

Participants needed!  If you have a child with a diagnosis of ASD who attends mainstream post-

primary school in Northern Ireland and have five minutes to take part in an online questionnaire, 

please click on the link below: 

https://qubpsych.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_aXEmu0LHvZUlzEx 

  

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://qubpsych.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_aXEmu0LHvZUlzEx
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Appendix L: Full Details of Procedure for Collecting the Qualitative Data and Procedure for 

Thematic Analysis 

Face to Face Interviews.  Prior to the outbreak of the pandemic and the nationwide 

lockdown in March 2020, face to face interviews were carried out for the qualitative aspect of the 

research.  Participants who had provided an email address along with their questionnaire were sent 

an email to ask if they would like to take part in a semi-structured interview (See Appendix M).  They 

were contacted shortly after their questionnaire had been submitted.  Attached to the email was a 

copy of a participant information sheet (Appendix M) and consent form (Appendix M).  If the 

participant replied confirming they were happy to be interviewed, the researcher and participant 

agreed a mutually suitable time and place to meet.  Upon meeting, the researcher provided the 

participant with a hard copy of the participant information sheet and re-iterated all the information 

on it.  Participants were told that the focus of the semi-structured interview would be the issues 

raised in the questionnaire, and the researcher provided a definition of camouflaging behaviour.  

Participants were told that the researcher had an interview guide (Appendix G) but that it was not 

important to adhere rigidly to it.  The researcher took time to establish rapport with the participant 

and put them at ease.  Signed consent was obtained before the interview commenced.  Participants 

were told that the interview would last 30-45 minutes, would be recorded on a dictaphone and that 

the recording would be deleted once the interview was transcribed.  A distress protocol had been 

developed which was to be followed in the event of a participant becoming upset (Appendix N).  

Once the interview was complete, the participant was presented with a debrief form (Appendix M), 

the contents of which were discussed.  The debrief form encouraged participants to contact the 

researcher within four weeks if they wished to withdraw their data.  It also encouraged participants 

to contact the researcher if the interview had caused any distress, so that the researcher could sign 

post them to potential sources of support.  Contact details for the researcher and supervisor were 

provided.     

Once each interview was complete, it was transcribed and pseudonymised at the earliest 

opportunity and the audio recording was deleted.  Data was held securely in a locked filing cabinet 

at the university.   

Procedural Change to Semi-Structured Interviews Post Lockdown.  The lockdown rules laid 

down by the UK government on 23rd March 2020 necessitated a change in procedure as face to face 

interviews were no longer possible.  Ethical approval was sought and granted for online interviews to 

take place.  From 23rd March point on, when participants who had provided their email address were 

contacted, an updated email invited them to take part in an online interview via Skype, Facetime or 

Whats App.  An amended participant information sheet and consent form were attached to the 

email.  If participants agreed to the online interview, they were sent a link to an online consent form 

developed using Qualtrics, which had to be completed prior to the interview.  Participants were 
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advised in the email correspondence that only the audio of the interview would be recorded.  When 

participants chose their preferred medium for the online interview, either Facetime, Skype or 

WhatsApp, they were reminded that if they chose Facetime or WhatsApp, that this would involve 

using a third party processor and they were signposted to look at their privacy notices before 

proceeding.  This was not necessary if the interview was to take place using Skype as it is Microsoft 

supported and Queens University has licences for this.  After the interview, participants were 

emailed a copy of the debrief form.  All other procedures described above were followed.        
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Summary of Procedure for Conducting Thematic Analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

 

 

 

 

Step 1

Familiarise oneself with the data. The researcher reads and re-reads the data 
set actively looking for meaning and patterns and starts to record ideas for 
coding.  Writing begins immediately. 

Step 2

Start to generate initial codes.  The researcher identifies basic units of data 
within the set that are meaningful or interesting and that recur.  The 
researcher makes a list of codes that units of data can be grouped into and 
identifies extracts that match different codes.

Step 3

Search for themes.  At this point the researcher is ready to start grouping 
codes into themes and possibly sub-themes, collating data extracts under 
each theme.  

Step 4

Review themes.  The researcher starts to refine themes with the aim of 
internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity.  It is vital to review data 
and consider whether themes fit within the data set.  If the themes do not 
work together, a step back may be necessary.  Moving back and forth 
between data and analysis is expected.  Re-read data set with themes in 
mind.    

Step 5

Define and name themes.  This involves determining what aspect of the data 
each theme captures.  Each theme should be analysed to understand the 
story that it tells, and it should fit into the broader story of the entire data 
set.  It is important to consider this in the context of the research question.    

Step 6

Produce a report which presents the themes, convincing the reader of the 
validity of the analysis.  A rich description is provided along with a deeper 
analysis of latent themes. 
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Appendix M: Email to Invite Participants to Take Part in an Interview with Accompanying 

Participant Information Sheet, Consent Form and Debrief 

Email to Parents 

(Queens logo) 

Hello, 

My name is Fionuala Boyle and I am currently training as an Educational Psychologist through 

Queen's University, Belfast.  I have a professional interest in Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and 

camouflaging behaviour and I am currently carrying out a piece of research in this area as part of my 

doctoral training.  I recently sent out an online questionnaire on camouflaging behaviour and I am 

extremely grateful that you took the time to compete it.   

The next part of my research involves doing interviews directly with parents to get more detail on 

the impact of camouflaging behaviour.  Attached to this email are a Participant Information 

Sheet and Consent Form to take part in the research.  I would be extremely grateful if you could 

read these, and if you would like to be interviewed as part of my research project, could you please 

reply to this email and let me know.  Could you also provide me with the best means of contacting 

you to arrange a time and date to meet; either a phone number or this email address would be 

great.   

Thank you for your time and consideration, 

Fionuala Boyle 

(Full contact details provided) 
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Participant Information Sheet for Interview 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

Title of study: An investigation into camouflaging behaviour in pupils with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD) and its impact on their education, from the perspective of their parents. 

My name is Fionuala Boyle and I am currently training as an Educational Psychologist through 

Queen’s University, Belfast.  I have a professional interest in Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and 

camouflaging behaviour.  I am hoping to conduct some research in this area and am wondering 

whether you might like to be involved. Before you decide whether or not to take part, it is important 

that you understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. Please take the time to 

read the following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish. Please ask me if there 

is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Thank you for reading this. 

What is the purpose of the study?  

The purpose of this study is to look at camouflaging behaviour in people with ASD.  Camouflaging is 

when a person tries to hide behaviours that are associated with ASD or tries to appear more 

sociable.  The purpose of this is to try to stop other people from seeing their social difficulties.  There 

is very little information on how camouflaging may affect the education of young people with ASD, 

and this is something I would like to explore.   

The research will involve interviewing parents who have a child with ASD to find out about their 

child’s camouflaging behaviour.  I have designed interview questions which focus mainly on the 

school experience.  The interview should last about 30-45 minutes and would take place at school or 

in a local library, in a suitable room. The interviews will be recorded so that they can be typed 

afterwards.  

Why have I been chosen? 

I have approached Principals of post-primary schools to ask permission for an online questionnaire 

to be sent to the parents of pupils with ASD.  Parents who completed the questionnaire were asked 

if they would like to discuss their child’s camouflaging behaviour further, and if so, to provide me 

with their email address.  As you provided your email address I am assuming you are interested in 

taking part in the interview process.   

Do I have to take part? 

No. It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part, you will be given 

this information sheet to keep and you will be asked to sign a consent form. If you choose to take part, 
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you can change your mind at any time and withdraw from the study without giving a reason, up until 

4 weeks after the interview has taken place.  A 4-week time period has been chosen as it will give you 

plenty of time after the interview to change your mind.  Once all the interviews have been completed 

and the analysis has begun, it would be difficult to withdraw your information at that point.  A decision 

to withdraw will not affect the standard of care you receive. 

What will happen to me if I decide to take part? 

If you confirm via email that you wish to take part, I will contact you to arrange a suitable time for 

the interview to take place.  It will be one interview which will last about 30 – 45 minutes, and I will 

be asking every participant similar questions. 

What are the possible risks and disadvantages of taking part? 

Depending on your experience as a parent and with your child’s school, it might possibly be difficult 

or emotional to discuss the impact of camouflaging behaviour. The interview can be stopped at any 

stage if you are finding it difficult, and you can withdraw from the research up to 4 weeks after the 

interview taking place. I will also be able to point you in the direction of external support agencies. 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

You would be taking part in a piece of research which could potentially help school staff to 

understand camouflaging behaviour and ultimately support children with ASD more appropriately. 

If you have any concerns about any aspects of the study, you can contact my Research Supervisor 

(contact details below). Should you remain unhappy and wish to make a formal complaint, you can 

contact the Research Governance Team at Queen’s University Belfast (Telephone: 028 9097 2529; 

Email: researchgovernance@qub.ac.uk).  

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

All information will be kept confidential. You will have the opportunity to ask any questions about 

the study. You will also be free to withdraw from the study up to 4 weeks after taking part in your 

interview. All your information will be pseudonomised (your name will be changed) after the 

interview, so that no-one will be able to identify you from anything that you’ve said.    

What will happen to the results of the research? 

The recordings of the interviews will be pseudonomised and kept in a locked cabinet at Queen’s 

University and will be written up on site. The results will be analysed and submitted as my doctoral 

level thesis, with a view to potentially publishing the findings in a research paper. No identifiable 

information about you or the school will be included in the thesis or paper. I would like to get in 

touch with you again after I have analysed the data, to ensure you feel your views have been fairly 

represented.  

Who is organising and funding the research? 

The research has been organised by me and my Research Supervisor at Queen’s University Belfast 

for my doctoral training in Educational, Child and Adolescent Psychology. My training is funded by 

mailto:researchgovernance@qub.ac.uk
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the Department of Education.  This research will be conducted in compliance with data protection 

legislation.  For more information about how we look after your information, how to access your 

rights and who to contact if you have any queries or concerns about data protection please visit the 

Queen’s University Belfast website: 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/privacynotice/Research/ListofResearchPrivacyNotices/PrivacyNoticeforR 

esearchParticipants.html 

I’m hoping that this study will help to raise understanding and awareness of the experiences of 

children with ASD in school and give you the opportunity to have your say on such an important 

topic. If this sounds like something you’d like to be a part of, please reply to the email I have sent to 

let me know. 

Please feel free to contact me, or my Supervisor, with any questions or queries you may have. 

Many thanks, 

Fionuala Boyle 

(Full contact details provided) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.qub.ac.uk/privacynotice/Research/ListofResearchPrivacyNotices/PrivacyNoticeforR%20esearchParticipants.html
https://www.qub.ac.uk/privacynotice/Research/ListofResearchPrivacyNotices/PrivacyNoticeforR%20esearchParticipants.html
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Consent Form for Interview 

 

 

 

 

  

CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

 

Participant Identification Number: 

________ 

Title of Project: An investigation into camouflaging behaviour in pupils with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) and its impact on their education, from the perspective of their 

parents. 

Chief Investigator: Patricia Davison 

 

Study Number: 

 

 

         

  Yes No 

    

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the 

information sheet dated 28/01/2020, version 2.0 for 

the above study. I have had the opportunity to ask 

questions and these have been answered fully. 

  

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and I 

am free to withdraw at any time up to 4 weeks after 

data collection, without giving any reason and without 

my legal rights being affected. 

  

3. I understand the study is being conducted by 

researchers from Queen’s University Belfast and that 

my personal information will be held securely on 

University premises and handled in accordance with 

the provisions of the Data Protection Act 2018 and 

GDPR. 
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4. I understand that data collected as part of this study 

may be looked at by authorized individuals from 

Queen’s University Belfast where it is relevant to my 

taking part in this research. I give permission for these 

individuals to have access to this information.  

  

5. I understand that the information I provide may be 

published as a report. Confidentiality and anonymity 

will be maintained and it will not be possible to identify 

me from any publications. 

  

   

6. I understand the interviews will be tape recorded and 

there is a possibility of direct quotation being used in 

publications. 

  

7. I agree to take part in the above study.   

 

 

 

_________________________ ___________________________            ___________ 

Name of Participant Signature         Date 

(Please print) 
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Interview Debrief 

(Queens logo included) 

Dear Participant, 

Thank you for taking the time to take part in my study. Your views and thoughts about your child’s 

educational experience are of interest to me as an Educational Psychology student and I appreciate 

you talking so openly about it. 

If the interview brought up any difficult memories or emotions for you, please let me know so that I 

can point you in the direction of services that may be able to support you. 

As discussed, your data will be kept anonymous. The recordings will be kept in a locked cabinet at 

Queen’s University Belfast and no-one but myself and my supervisor will be able to identify who has 

provided the data. When I write about the interviews, I will not mention you, your child or the school 

by name. If in the next four weeks you decide that you do not wish to be involved in the study, 

please let me know.  After four weeks have lapsed, I would be unable to withdraw your contribution 

to the study. 

Please feel free to contact me, or my Supervisor, with any questions or queries you may have. 

Many thanks, 

Fionuala Boyle 

Trainee Educational Psychologist 

(Full contact details provided) 
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Appendix N: Distress Protocol 

Distress protocol 1 – Initial discussion with potential participant 

Distress • Potential participant displays distress during initial meeting with researcher 

when discussing the study, the Participant Information Sheet, Consent form 

and confidentiality. 

 

Stage 1 

Response 

• Researcher assures participant that there is no obligation to participate and 

that they can withdraw at any stage.  Researcher reassesses participant’s 

willingness.   

• Providing the participant is not distressed but only requiring reassurance, 

semi-structured interview could proceed with caution and an assurance of 

right to withdraw. 

 

Stage 2 

response 

• If participant still appears distressed after reassurance, participant will be 

informed of sources of support (GP, ASD service, ASD support charities and 

parent support groups, counselling services, Special Educational Needs Co-

ordinator).   Researcher to ascertain if potential participant is able to keep 

themselves safe and carry on with the rest of the day.  Researcher to 

encourage participant to contact GP or other involved Health Care provider. 

• Interview does not proceed. 

 

Distress Protocol 2 – During semi-structured Interview 

Distress • Participant verbally indicates that they are experiencing a high level of 

emotional distress or upset,  

• OR; 

• Participant displays physical signs such as excessive crying or shaking 

suggesting that the interview is too stressful. 

 

Stage 1 

response 

• Interview is stopped. 

• Researcher to assess client’s wellbeing – has stopping the interview helped or 

is the participant continuing to display signs of distress?   

 



180 
 

Review • If participant feels able to carry on interview to be resumed, with reassurance 

that interview can be stopped at any time, 

• OR; 

• If participant feels unable to continue, interview ends.  

 

Stage 2 

response 

• If interview is to be stopped, ensure that participant is able to keep 

themselves safe and carry on with their day.  

• Encourage participant to contact GP.  

• Provide additional sources of support, such as counselling services, GP, ASD 

service, ASD support charities and parent support groups, counselling 

services, Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator. 

 

Follow up • Follow up participant with courtesy call / email. 

• Advise participant that their information will not be used in the study. 

 

Distress protocol 3 – Participant makes disclosure of harm or potential harm to self or other 

Disclosure of 

harm or 

potential harm 

to self or others 

• Participant will be reminded of the need to break confidentiality in this 

instance.   

• Emergency services to be contacted if necessary. 

• Gateway services to be contacted. 

• Advice to be sought immediately from Chief Investigator.  

 

Follow up 

By Researcher 

• A letter will be sent to the participant to advise that their data will not be 

used in the study and will be destroyed in due course. 
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Appendix O: Audit Trial and Excerpt from Reflective Diary 

 

Audit trail to show process of how themes were developed 

Initially the seven transcripts were read repeatedly, and codes written.  Below is a copy of one of the 

transcripts: 
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Coding Stage 1: Initial Codes 

Below are full set of codes taken from entire data set of seven transcripts.  They are basic units of 

data taken from the transcripts.  All codes were recorded at this stage: 

1. Reluctance to have Classroom assistant 

2. Canteen staff may see more than teachers 

3. Use of other skills to camo such as memory 

4. Safety 

5. Mimicry 

6. Unnatural behaviour – looks fake 

7. You can tell she’s learning 

8. General class telling-off 

9. Relationship – pupil and teacher – building over time 

10. Hiding 

11. Anxiety 

12. More comfortable at home 

13. Strategies to support kids at school 

14. Strategies meeting resistance or not meeting resistance 

15. Masking learning needs 

16. Masking lack of knowledge/understanding 

17. Masking interests 

18. Masking feelings 

19. Writing Scripts 

20. Being agreeable 

21. School don’t see difficulties 

22. Disbelief from school 

23. School do see it and school do believe 

24. Exhaustion / fatigue 

25. Battle with self 

26. Short term benefits 

27. Long term costs 

28. Masking fine motor difficulties 

29. Masking gross motor difficulties 

30. Acting like a teenager deliberately 

31. Support of professionals 

32. Camo more at school 

33. Camo with vocal increase 
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34. People expect overt behaviour 

35. Empathy and awareness of school pressures 

36. Correcting misrepresentation 

37. Mums as advocates 

38. Children cannot express/recognise needs 

39. Duck swimming in water 

40. Parents want children to camo to an extent – coach them to an extent 

41. See beyond behaviour 

42. Consultation re IEP, or lack of 

43. Wording of IEP is important 

44. Parental responsibility 

45. Bullying 

46. Support stops when child appears to be doing well 

47. Difference 

48. Not embracing diagnosis 

49. Discreet support 

50. Not wanting classroom assistant support 

51. Sharing of information 

52. Kids not sharing info with parents 

53. Less info from secondary school 

54. More feedback wanted 

55. Don’t want to be “that parent” 

56. Parents ideas for support/strategies 

57. Need for positive relationship with school staff 

58. Changing topic of conversation to something that is better understood 

59. Analyse behaviour – delve deeper 

60. Second guessing behaviour 

61. Support delayed 

62. Impact on self-esteem 

63. “You’re good enough” 

64. Friction with mum 

65. Lack of consultation 

66. Mental health 

67. Camo differs through life span 

68. Adolescence a delicate stage 

69. Figuring out who you are in adolescence 
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70. “Only mild ASD” 

71. Unsuccessful camouflaging 

72. Mimicking teachers 

73. Hiding sensory needs 

74. Phone as a prop 

75. Staying on the periphery 

76. Making yourself small or invisible 

77. Unhelpful responses from teachers when children do communicate 

78. Teachers not validating feelings 

79. Teachers downplaying child’s views 

80. Child punished for being herself 

81. Do anything to fit in 

82. Parent’s fears 

83. Want to be liked 

84. Camo by choice 

85. Difficulties becoming more evident over time 

86. Provision of options / alternatives to children 

87. Knowing they are different 

88. ASD as emotional difficulties in girls 

89. Using buzz words – in wrong context 

90. All adolescents struggle to fit in - ASD amplifying not fitting in 

91. “I don’t feel what others feel” 

92. Home getting the brunt of behaviour 

93. Under the surface 

94. “If you look you’ll know” - Physical signs of agitation visible when pretending everything’s ok 

95. Camo as a life skill 

96. On my own 

97. Mum needing to forewarn others – she will be agreeable 

98. Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

99. Pretending to be sick to get out of class 

100. Anxiety of not knowing how to behave 

101. Toilet pass issues 

102. Mum proactive – applying for statement 

103. Acting up to mask – You do it - obnoxious 

104. Compliant in school 

105. Not sleeping 
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106. Feeling sick 

107. Connecting feeling to behaviours 

108. Autism not obvious to others 

109. Sociable with adults 

110. Going to canteen early 

111. Not able to cope with crowds 

112. Test anxiety 

113. Tiredness 

114. IEP/PLP/Passport 

115. Connecting the dots – making connections re behaviour 

116. Friendships with other kids with ASD 

117. Children focussing on needs of others – empathy 

118. Stereotype of ASD 

119. Female presentation 

120. Difficulty in diagnosing 

121. Wanting to have friends and play 

122. Needing a shared interest 

123. Needing support to build relationship with other children 

124. Open about diagnosis 

125. Getting a balance re camouflaging 

126. Finding when camouflaging is helpful 

127. Meltdown due to overwhelm – tipped over the edge 

128. Skill of parents and planning and prepping 

129. Safety in routine 

130. Unpredictable what may cause upset 

131. Looking to the future – education, employment 

132. In the future will my child be understood? 

133. The benefits to be reaped when supporting people with ASD 

134. School staff tuning in to difficulties – giving it thought 

135. Staff recognising masking 

136. Interaction with SENCo 

137. Little interaction with subject teachers 

138. ASD as a journey 

139. Not feeling listened to 

140. Not wanting to be critical of school 

141. Dismissing difficulties by normalising them 
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142. Teachers trying to dismiss what is uncomfortable instead of sitting with it 

143. Difficult for teaching staff 

144. Children with ASD wanting to be part of mainstream world 

145. Pushing a square plug into a round hole 

146. Shutting down 

147. Other children’s needs impacting on CA availability 

148. Quick to forgive 

149. Worries come out at bedtime 

150. Finding it difficult to recall what happened, doubting what happened  

151. Need to explore what happened 

152. Children need help to process 

153. If we don’t help them, who will 

154. Negative descriptions on IEP 

155. Parents as professionals also 

156. How would my child feel reading the IEP 

157. School open to feedback 

158. School using friends to support young person in distress 

159. Shock of school staff when witnessing distress 

160. Better planning to avoid difficult situations on schools behalf 

161. Excellent response to a meltdown by school 

162. Staff using good judgement  

163. Use of restorative justice 

164. Work in progress 

165. Word of mouth among teachers 

166. Different experience at primary and secondary  

167. Camouflaging impacting on perception of young person’s needs 

168. Presenting with traits of different disorders 

169. Frustration during diagnosis  

170. Parents knowing how to fight 

171. Some parents don’t know how to fight 

172. Camo contributing to anxiety 

173. No outlet for anxiety at school 

174. Friendship and interaction through gaming 

175. Reduce anxiety through gaming 

176. Parents responsibility to channel anxiety 

177. Parents strategies for anxiety 
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178. Child ‘connecting dots’ for themselves and coming up with their own strategies 

179. Importance of ASD training 

180. Parents ultimately responsible for their children 

181. Parents doing training in ASD 

182. Important for child to be around other children with special needs 

183. Providing scaffolding for conversation rather than expecting a narrative of the day 

184. Child not wanting people to know he has ASD/has needs/is different 

185. Not wanting to attend LSU 

186. Reluctance to be labelled 

187. Not co-operating with school attempts to make friends 

188. Not wanting mum to discuss needs with professionals 

189. Difficulties with organisation and EF 

190. Needing help but refusing to ask for help 

191. Making life more difficult for himself 

192. Camo to help child feel normal 

193. Being different resulting in bullying – camo to avoid bullying 

194. Getting teased for receiving support 

195. Copying other children’s work 

196. Culture of Autism 

197. Not wanting difference being discussed in front of other children 

198. Parents considering how CA can best help their child 

199. Providing support in class discreetly – parent’s ideas of how this could be done 

200. School open to discussion with parents 

201. School know camo is an issue 

202. Consult with parents before writing IEP might be better 

203. Child could sabotage discussion re needs if they are present 

204. CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to 

help at home 

205. Could CA time be used for feedback? 

206. Parents using CA feedback to help child at home 

207. Parents wanting feedback on how days are going at school 

208. Parents would feel safer to know what child struggles with 

209. Coasting along, everything fine, then big flare up 

210. Mums from ASD support groups sharing information 

211. Mum hopes son’s needs are communicated to all staff 

212. IEP wording important to represent child if staff don’t know them 
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213. Child cannot tolerate being discussed  

214. If your child has additional needs you need to be more “on the ball” with school to 

make sure they know what the child’s needs are 

215. Mum would value school processes made clearer, eg, how are IEPs used, how is info 

disseminated to teachers 

216. Concern that lack of social skills could be perceived as rude 

217. Mum feels child would flourish if they could embrace their diagnosis 

218. Difficult to tell child about diagnosis 

219. How to make diagnosis a positive thing 

220. Child seeing ASD as a disability, not normal 

221. Pubescent boy running away from anything considered different 

222. Camo research a good thing 

223. ASD as a tribe with negative connotations 

224. Positive branding of ASD needed   

225. Child won’t stim at school 

226. Camo hard work – takes a mental toll 

227. “School don’t get it” 

228. Medication for anxiety 

229. Not giving child clear instructions, assuming she would know 

230. Child worrying that they are in trouble because teacher is giving out to the rest of 

the class, not realising it doesn’t apply to them  

231. Other children making fun of child’s interests – pretending to be interested – getting 

them to put on a show 

232. Bullied and punished for being yourself 

233. Dropping hobbies because others laugh at them 

234. Mum encouraging child not to drop hobbies – “They’re your people” 

235. It’s hard to teach what others do instinctively 

236. Scary when child will do anything to fit in 

237. Primary school sharing info with post-primary 

238. Difficulties with homework – not wanting to disappoint 

239. No reason needed to use a “get out” strategy – more effective 

240. Visual strategy to manage homework anxiety 

241. Not getting support with homework diary, homework missed, getting in trouble 

242. Mum not having calls returned from teacher 

243. Child can’t hold it together anymore – bursting into tears in school 

244. Heightened sensitivity – “if you spook her, you’ve lost her” 
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245. School running out of ideas to support child 

246. Mum wanting a reduced timetable 

247. Reaching the end of the road with a school 

248. School believing camo but not understanding it 

249. “That’s not how it is” – school staff disputing the child’s version of events 

250. Psychiatrist view that the problem is for parents and school to sort out – “This isn’t 

you” 

251. Discreet phone calls from child to parent when needed 

252. Mum providing support during school day  

253. Child struggle to find a way out in the heat of the moment 

254. Text response can be really helpful during school – black and white 

255. Importance of listening when children decide to share 

256. Girls innate wanting to fit in 

257. Perception that ASD in girls is viewed as emotional problems 

258. Girls missing the subtleties of teenage interaction 

259. Young girls mimicking teachers in social situations – unsuccessful camo 

260. Repeating jokes that they don’t understand 

261. Girl wishing she could be in special school – everyone is themselves, no-one thinks 

they’re weird. 

262. Child wanted to physically resemble another, same hair and clothes 

263. Acting more dramatic in company 

264. Repeating and laughing at jokes that aren’t understood 

265. Down time after camouflaging 

266. Obnoxious when camouflaging 

267. Loud with friends, quite when they leave 

268. Parents providing background – a narrative of events 

269. Moving schools 

270. School instrumental in diagnosis 

271. Encouraging children to express needs 

272. Children putting themselves in uncomfortable situations 

273. Camouflaging a factor in Mum restricting child’s activities 

274. It is advantageous to adapt at times 

275. School well informed about ASD in girls 

276. I don’t need to tell school her problems 

277. School monitoring child and making observations to share with professionals 

278. School sharing ASD knowledge with parents 
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279. Parent not having to discuss camo with school, they already know 

280. I just have to pick up the phone to the school, they will call me back 

281. Trial and error approach to management strategies 

282. School come up with range of strategies – loads of ideas 

283. School making parents feel secure – “I don’t worry” 

284. School trying to make child comfortable 

285. School making child comfortable by letting her be on her own 

286. Knowing strategies are there means they don’t have to be used as much 

287. Tried and tested strategies 

288. Lack of ASD education in the school 

289. Teachers not accessing specialist knowledge available to them 

290. Teachers deciding “she’s not autistic” 

291. School just saw disruptive behaviour – not ASD 

292. ASD becoming more apparent as child gets older 

293. Is this ASD or teenage hormones? 

294. Parents still learning 

295. Explosive acting out behaviour at home 

296. Few hobbies 

297. Aggressive behaviour 

298. Parenting hard work 

299. Parents trying to understand child’s behaviour 

300. Child has changed so much approaching teenage years 

301. Child friends at school with like minded children 

302. Parent can’t ask about school, can’t mix home and school – compartmentalised 

303. Child will follow rules at school but not at home 

304. Child can’t express how uncomfortable she is at school and erupts when she gets 

home 

305. Parents/home as safe space 

306. Bad behaviour at home making parents look bad 

307. Parents bewildered at different presentation at school 

308. Child not socialising 

309. Mum having to take a step back from child who doesn’t want to socialise 

310. Sad lonely existence for young person not socialising 

311. Mum having to accept child’s choice not to socialise 

312. Mum feels pity for child 

313. Social services involvement  
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314. Child’s behaviour impacting parents mental health 

315. Transition to post-primary a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school 

316. Leaving CA behind 

317. Different Cas in PP school 

318. Walking around a massive school frequently throughout the day 

319. Saying “I’m too big for santa” 

320. Less affectionate as a teenager 

321. ASD as a hidden disability 

322. Professionals and parents not knowing how much school overwhelms pupils with 

ASD 

323. Mum lashing out 

324. Parents receiving CBT 

325. Parents experiencing stress 

326. Embarrassment meeting with teachers due to problems at home 

327. Mum not feeling judged by school – I knew their must have been something 

328. Teachers sympathising with parents for what they have been through 

329. Transition plus hormonal changes 

330. Parent finds it hard to comfort adolescents with ASD 

331. PP school building child’s confidence 

332. Parent unsure about contacting school for info 

333. Parent built a relationship with CA at primary school 

334. Less camo at primary school – behaviour similar across home and school 

a. Camo started at post-primary 

335. Pretending to understand leading to getting in trouble 

336. Positioning oneself out of teachers eyeline 

337. Using a phone differently from other teenagers 

338. Escaping into writing novels over lunch break 

339. Hiding in plain sight 

340. Disguising being alone 

341. Little tricks 

342. Leaving the class to avoid having to speak 

343. Camo can result in teacher not knowing what pupil doesn’t know 

344. Camo leading to vulnerability such as getting lost 

345. Camo leading to increased chance of missing out due to lack of understanding 

346. Camo leading to making mistakes 

347. Post-primary school different for parents as they can’t access all teachers 
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348. Teachers take pupil at face value 

349. Mum discussing camo with CA 

350. Teachers not trained in ASD, they don’t know 

351. IEP an evolving document involving teacher, parent, pupil and CA 

352. Parent withholding diagnosis until reading difficulties were dealt with 

353. Wanting to be independent, and not admit vulnerabilities 

354. Not knowing if your child is telling the truth 

355. Telling jokes to hide when she can’t follow the conversation due to processing 

difficulties 

356. Repeating my little pony scripts as a younger child 

357. Hiding from the classroom assistant 

358. Consistency of classroom assistant important 

359. Withdraw in school 

360. To not draw attention to yourself in school 

361. Hold/contain oneself 

362. Doing what others do, such as look at a device, although not actually interested in it 

363. Teachers wishing they had more children like her 

364. Re-running at TV programme in her mind to escape a situation – a safe space 

365. Cannot maintain camo 

366. Will stop camo if behaviour is inappropriate – a non-negotiable 

367. Battle with herself – “is my behaviour appropriate?” 

368. Camo less around younger kids 

369. Camo as an impossible task if you can’t understand why people behave the way they 

do 

370. Kids can be mean 

371. School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents 

372. Child terrified of school 

373. Days off school due to exhaustion 

374. School didn’t move child beyond stage 2 – didn’t see difficulties 

375. School didn’t see autistic traits until p6 

376. Child who is afraid to get into trouble or do anything wrong 

377. Fear building for PP school – school emphasising how much work there would be 

378. Mum reminding teachers to be mindful of language that builds fear 

379. School suggested ASD traits but couldn’t advise what to do next 

380. Stopping camo when realising it’s not working anymore – school refusal 

381. Allowed to be herself in clubs outside of school 
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382. Feeling unsafe at school – camo to feel more safe 

383. Children may feel more at ease with younger kids but then the physically stand out 

for being taller 

384. “School can’t look after her” 

385. Fear of internet grooming affecting use of internet 

386. Feeling as if school was a prison that can’t be escaped 

387. Mimicking children who are well behaved 

388. Mimicking children who are more academic, setting impossible task 

389. Toilet pass not an effective ‘get out’ strategy if child is literal 

390. People believe what they see 

391. Quiet doesn’t mean fine 

392. Children trust parents to sort things out for them 

393. School putting strategies in place and then forgetting them 

394. Children with challenging behaviour getting the attention 

395. School not following the parents request – come get me if she needs me 

396. Child expressing feelings to school in the form of a letter 

397. Child’s letter describing feelings was hard for teacher to read 

398. Teacher disputing children’s version of events, missing the point 

399. Child terrified of school 

400. Getting exceptional teaching provision 

401. Going for private assessment to get a better idea of needs as school didn’t know 

what learning needs were 

402. Child unable to do school work 

403. Child getting a private tutor 

404. Parent feeling that the school roll their eyes at her 

405. School using terminology that parents don’t really understand – eg a number line 

406. Parents going to GP as school didn’t refer daughter for assessment 

407. Mum applying for statement and having to say the school had done all they could, 

when she believed they hadn’t 

408. EP surprised that child hadn’t been referred before 

409. Parents feeling that school believe they have created a persona that isn’t real 

410. School as an environment child has little success in 

411. Child wanting uniform off immediately after leaving school 

412. Child reluctant to pick a new uniform for PP 

413. Child presenting as capable and articulate, making level of competence 

414. CAMHS staff could see immediately the diffs that school couldn’t see 
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415. Being badly behaved to mask not being able to do something 

416. Camouflaging should be part of staff training 

Coding Stage 2: Reviewing Initial Codes 

At this stage the above codes were reviewed and duplicates deleted.  Codes not considered relevant 

to the research question or that were descriptive and not interesting were set aside.  Some codes 

could be collapsed into other codes.  The remaining codes were as follows: 

1. Reluctance to have classroom assistant (CA) – CA must be discreet – not wanting to attend 

learning support unit or be seen to need help 

2. Use of other skills to camo such as memory 

3. Safety 

4. Mimicry 

5. Relationship – pupil/teacher/CA/parents – building over time 

6. Anxiety - Anxiety of not knowing how to behave 

7. More comfortable at home – more camo at school – home getting brunt of behaviour - 

Worries come out at bedtime - Child will follow rules at school but not at home, Child can’t 

express how uncomfortable she is at school and erupts when she gets home, withdraw in 

school, hold/contain oneself 

8. Parents/home as safe space 

9. Strategies meeting resistance or not meeting resistance – getting strategies that work 

10. Masking learning needs/lack of knowledge/understanding/interests/feelings/sensory needs 

11. Being agreeable 

12. School don’t see difficulties - Disbelief from school – shock when they do see distress, school 

rolling their eyes, making mum feel they have made up a persona 

13. School do see it and school do believe 

14. Exhaustion / fatigue – constant battle with self – missing days from school 

15. Short term benefits / Long term costs 

16. Acting the role of a teenager  

17. People expect overt behaviour associated with ASD 

18. Empathy and awareness of school pressures 

19. Correcting misrepresentation – how would child feel if they saw IEP 

20. Mums as advocates - Children cannot express/recognise needs – “I have to warn the school” 

21. Duck swimming in water 

22. Parents want children to camo to an extent – coach them to an extent – see it as necessary / 

advantageous to some degree – get a balance 

23. See beyond behaviour - “If you look you’ll know” 
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24. Consultation re IEP, or lack of 

25. Parental responsibility – parents want to do their bit - Parents responsibility to channel 

anxiety - Parents ultimately responsible for their children – Mum willing to support child 

during school day 

26. Support stops when child appears to be doing well 

27. Sharing of information / Kids not sharing info with parents / Less info from secondary school 

/ More feedback wanted 

28. Don’t want to be “that parent” 

29. Changing topic of conversation to something that is better understood 

30. Support delayed – diagnosis delayed 

31. Impact on self-esteem 

32. Friction with mum 

33. Mental health 

34. Camo differs through life span – possible increase at post-primary 

35. Unsuccessful camouflaging 

36. Mimicking teachers 

37. Phone as a prop 

38. Staying on the periphery 

39. Making yourself small or invisible 

40. Unhelpful responses from teachers when children do communicate – disputing what 

happened  

41. Do anything to fit in – want to be liked 

42. Parent’s fears – will do anything to fit in 

43. Difficulties becoming more evident over time 

44. Provision of options / alternatives to children 

45. Knowing they are different 

46. Using buzz words – in wrong context 

47. “On my own” – Mums having to be proactive – applying for statement - Not feeling listened 

to 

48. Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

49. Pretending to be sick to get out of class 

50. Acting up to mask – “You do it” – obnoxious behaviour 

51. Stereotype of ASD – a male presentation - Difficulty in diagnosing 

52. Needing a shared interest 

53. Needing support to build relationship with other children 

54. Staff recognising masking 
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55. Little interaction with subject teachers 

56. Not wanting to be critical of school 

57. Children with ASD wanting to be part of mainstream world - Pushing a square plug into a 

round hole 

58. Children need help to process - If we don’t help them, who will? 

59. School open to feedback 

60. School using friends to support young person in distress 

61. Better planning to avoid difficult situations on schools behalf 

62. Excellent response to a meltdown by school - Staff using good judgement  

63. IEP Work in progress 

64. Word of mouth among teachers 

65. Different experience at primary and secondary  

66. Some parents know how to fight – others don’t 

67. Camo contributing to anxiety 

68. No outlet for anxiety at school 

69. Importance of ASD/camo training 

70. Not wanting needs discussed with anyone – child would sabotage discussion 

71. Needing help but refusing to ask for help 

72. Camo to help child feel normal 

73. Being different resulting in bullying – camo to avoid bullying 

74. Copying other children’s work 

75. Parents considering how CA can best help their child 

76. School open to discussion with parents 

77. School know camo is an issue 

78. CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to help at 

home – would help parent to feel safe – parents need to be on the ball in this regard 

79. Coasting along, everything fine, then big flare up 

80. Mum hopes son’s needs are communicated to all staff 

81. Mum would value school processes made clearer, eg, how are IEPs used, how is info 

disseminated to teachers 

82. Difficult to tell child about diagnosis - How to make diagnosis a positive thing – ASD and 

difference may have negative connotations - Positive branding of ASD needed to embrace 

diagnosis – reluctance to be labelled 

83. Camo research a good thing 

84. Bullied and punished for being yourself 

85. Wanting to drop hobbies because others laugh at them 
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86. Primary school sharing info with PP 

87. Difficulties with homework – not wanting to disappoint 

88. Mum not having calls returned from teacher 

89. Child can’t hold it together anymore – bursting into tears in school 

90. Heightened sensitivity – “if you spook her, you’ve lost her” 

91. School running out of ideas to support child - Reaching the end of the road with a school 

92. School believing camo but not understanding it 

93. “That’s not how it is” – school staff disputing the child’s version of events 

94. Girls innate wanting to fit in 

95. Young girls mimicking teachers in social situations – unsuccessful camo 

96. Repeating jokes that they don’t understand 

97. Girl wishing she could be in special school – everyone is themselves, no-one thinks they’re 

weird 

98. Child wanted to physically resemble another, same hair and clothes 

99. Acting more dramatic in company 

100. Loud with friends (obnoxious), quiet when they leave 

101. Parents providing background – a narrative of events – a story and context 

102. Moving schools 

103. School instrumental in diagnosis 

104. Children putting themselves in uncomfortable situations - Mum restricting child’s 

activities 

105. School well informed about ASD in girls – “I don’t need to tell them” 

106. School monitoring child and making observations to share with professionals 

107. School sharing ASD knowledge with parents 

108. I just have to pick up the phone to the school, they will call me back 

109. Trial and error approach to management strategies – loads of ideas 

110. School making parents feel secure – “I don’t worry” 

111. School making child comfortable by letting her be on her own 

112. Knowing strategies are there means they don’t have to be used as much 

113. Teachers not accessing specialist knowledge available to them 

114. Teachers deciding “she’s not autistic” 

115. ASD becoming more apparent as child gets older 

116. Is this ASD or teenage hormones and transition in the mix too? 

117. Parents still learning – trying to understand their child’s behaviour 

118. Parenting hard work 

119. Child has changed so much approaching teenage years 
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120. Child friends at school with like-minded children 

121. Parent can’t ask about school, can’t mix home and school – compartmentalised 

122. Bad behaviour at home making parents look bad 

123. Parents bewildered at different presentation at school 

124. Sad lonely existence for young person not socialising – pity and acceptance from 

mum 

125. Child’s behaviour impacting parents mental health 

126. Transition to post-primary a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school 

and full time classroom assistant may have different assistants in post-primary 

127. Professionals and parents not knowing how much school overwhelms pupils with 

ASD 

128. Parents experiencing stress - Mum lashing out - Social services involvement  

129. Embarrassment meeting with teachers due to problems at home – understanding 

and sympathy from teachers 

130. Parent unsure about contacting school for info 

131. Pretending to understand/be independent leading to vulnerability and missing out 

132. Positioning oneself out of teachers eyeline 

133. Leaving the class to avoid having to speak 

134. PP school different for parents as they can’t access all teachers 

135. Mum discussing camo with CA 

136. IEP an evolving document involving teacher, parent, pupil and CA 

137. Parent withholding diagnosis until reading difficulties were dealt with 

138. Not knowing if your child is telling the truth 

139. Telling jokes to hide when she can’t follow the conversation due to processing 

difficulties 

140. Consistency of classroom assistant important 

141. Doing what others do, such as look at a device, although not actually interested in it 

142. Teachers wishing they had more children like her – easy to manage in class - 

Children with challenging behaviour getting the attention - Quiet doesn’t mean fine 

143. Cannot maintain camo 

144. Camo as an impossible task if you can’t understand why people behave the way they 

do 

145. School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents – didn’t 

move child beyond stage 2, didn’t see ASD traits til p6.    

146. Child terrified of school 
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147. Child who is afraid to get into trouble or do anything wrong – mimicking well 

behaved pupils 

148. School suggested ASD traits but couldn’t advise what to do next 

149. Stopping camo when realising it’s not working anymore – school refusal 

150. Allowed to be herself in clubs outside of school 

151. Feeling unsafe at school – camo to feel more safe – going to a safe place in your 

head 

152. “School can’t look after her” 

153. Feeling as if school was a prison that can’t be escaped 

154. Mimicking children who are well behaved 

155. Mimicking children who are more academic, setting impossible task 

156. Children trust parents to sort things out for them 

157. School not following the parents request – come get me if she needs me 

158. Going for private assessment to get a better idea of needs as school didn’t know 

what learning needs were 

159. Child unable to do school work - Child getting a private tutor 

160. School using terminology that parents don’t really understand – eg a number line 

161. Parents going to GP as school didn’t refer daughter for assessment 

162. EP surprised that child hadn’t been referred before 

163. School as an environment child has little success in 

164. CAMHS staff could see immediately the diffs that school couldn’t see 

 

Coding Stage 3: Condensing Codes 

Continuing process of condensing codes and collapsing them into one another.  Remaining codes 

were as follows: 

1. Reluctance to have classroom assistant (CA) – CA must be discreet – not wanting to attend 

LSU or be seen to need help 

2. Use of other skills to camo such as memory 

3. Mimicry - Child wanted to physically resemble another, same hair and clothes 

4. Relationship – pupil/teacher/CA/parents – building over time 

5. More comfortable at home – more camo at school – home getting brunt of behaviour - 

Worries come out at bedtime - Child will follow rules at school but not at home, Child can’t 

express how uncomfortable she is at school and erupts when she gets home, withdraw in 

school, hold/contain oneself.  Anxiety - Anxiety of not knowing how to behave.  Parents 
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bewildered at different presentation at school.  Bad behaviour at home making parents look 

bad 

6. Parents/home as safe space - Safety 

7. Strategies meeting resistance or not meeting resistance – getting strategies that work, giving 

options - Heightened sensitivity – “if you spook her, you’ve lost her” Trial and error approach 

to management strategies – loads of ideas, knowing strategies are there means they don’t 

have to be used as much 

8. Masking learning needs/lack of knowledge/understanding/interests/feelings/sensory needs 

9. Being agreeable, don’t do anything wrong 

10. School don’t see difficulties - Disbelief from school – shock when they do see distress, school 

rolling their eyes, making mum feel they have made up a persona 

11. School do see it and school do believe 

12. Exhaustion / fatigue – constant battle with self – missing days from school – cannot be 

maintained 

13. Short term benefits / Long term costs 

14. Acting the role of a teenager  

15. People expect overt behaviour associated with ASD - See beyond behaviour - “If you look 

you’ll know” Duck swimming in water 

16. Empathy and awareness of school pressures 

17. Mums as advocates - Children cannot express/recognise needs – “I have to warn the school - 

Correcting misrepresentation – how would child feel if they saw IEP 

18. Parents want children to camo to an extent – coach them to an extent – see it as necessary / 

advantageous to some degree – get a balance 

19. Consultation re IEP, or lack of 

20. Parental responsibility – parents want to do their bit - Parents responsibility to channel 

anxiety - Parents ultimately responsible for their children – Mum willing to support child 

during school day 

21. Support stops when child appears to be doing well 

22. Sharing of information / Kids not sharing info with parents / Less info from secondary school 

/ More feedback wanted / harder in PP when you can’t access all teachers 

23. Don’t want to be “that parent” - Parents providing background – a narrative of events – a 

story and context 

24. Changing topic of conversation to something that is better understood 

25. Support delayed – diagnosis delayed – no referrals made to EP/ASD service 

26. Impact on self-esteem 

27. Friction with mum 
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28. Camo differs through life span – possible increase at PP 

29. Unsuccessful camouflaging – such as mimicking teachers 

30. Phone as a prop or using devices because others do 

31. Staying on the periphery, Making yourself small or invisible, staying out of teachers eyeline 

32. Unhelpful responses from teachers when children do communicate – disputing what 

happened  

33. Do anything to fit in – want to be liked 

34. Parent’s fears – will do anything to fit in 

35. Difficulties becoming more evident over time 

36. Knowing they are different 

37. Using buzz words – in wrong context 

38. “On my own” – Mums having to be proactive – applying for statement - Not feeling listened 

to 

39. Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

40. Pretending to be sick to get out of class 

41. Acting up to mask – “You do it” – obnoxious behaviour 

42. Stereotype of ASD – a male presentation - Difficulty in diagnosing 

43. Needing a shared interest or support to build relationship with other children 

44. Staff recognising masking 

45. Not wanting to be critical of school – sympathy and empathy with the challenges they face 

46. Children with ASD wanting to be part of mainstream world - Pushing a square plug into a 

round hole 

47. Children need help to process - If we don’t help them, who will 

48. School open to feedback/discussion with parents 

49. School using friends to support young person in distress 

50. Better planning to avoid difficult situations on schools behalf 

51. Excellent response to a meltdown by school - Staff using good judgement  

52. IEP Work in progress 

53. Word of mouth among teachers 

54. Different experience at primary and secondary  

55. Some parents know how to fight – others don’t 

56. Camo contributing to anxiety - No outlet for anxiety at school 

57. Importance of ASD/camo training 

58. Not wanting needs discussed with anyone – child would sabotage discussion 

59. Needing help but refusing to ask for help 

60. Camo to help child feel normal 
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61. Being different resulting in bullying – camo to avoid bullying 

62. Copying other children’s work 

63. Parents considering how CA can best help their child 

64. School know camo is an issue 

65. CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to help at 

home – would help parent to feel safe – parents need to be on the ball in this regard 

66. Mum hopes son’s needs are communicated to all staff 

67. Mum would value school processes made clearer, eg, how are IEPs used, how is info 

disseminated to teachers 

68. Difficult to tell child about diagnosis - How to make diagnosis a positive thing – ASD and 

difference may have negative connotations - Positive branding of ASD needed to embrace 

diagnosis – reluctance to be labelled 

69. Camo research a good thing 

70. Bullied and punished for being yourself - Wanting to drop hobbies because others laugh at 

them 

71. Primary school sharing info with PP 

72. Difficulties with homework – not wanting to disappoint 

73. Mum not having calls returned from teacher 

74. Child can’t hold it together anymore – bursting into tears in school 

75. School running out of ideas to support child - Reaching the end of the road with a school 

76. School believing camo but not understanding it 

77. Girls innate wanting to fit in 

78. Repeating jokes that they don’t understand 

79. Girl wishing she could be in special school – everyone is themselves, no-one thinks they’re 

weird. 

80. Moving schools 

81. School instrumental in diagnosis 

82. Children putting themselves in uncomfortable situations - Mum restricting child’s activities 

83. School well informed about ASD in girls – “I don’t need to tell them”.  School sharing ASD 

knowledge with parents 

84. School monitoring child and making observations to share with professionals 

85. I just have to pick up the phone to the school, they will call me back 

86. School making parents feel secure – “I don’t worry” 

87. School making child comfortable by letting her be on her own 

88. Teachers not accessing specialist knowledge available to them 

89. Teachers deciding “she’s not autistic” 
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90. ASD becoming more apparent as child gets older 

91. Is this ASD or teenage hormones and transition in the mix too? 

92. Parents still learning – trying to understand their child’s behaviour 

93. Parenting hard work 

94. Child has changed so much approaching teenage years 

95. Child friends at school with like-minded children 

96. Parent can’t ask about school, can’t mix home and school – compartmentalised 

97. Child’s behaviour impacting parents mental health - Parents experiencing stress - Mum 

lashing out - Social services involvement  

98.  

99. Transition to PP a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school and FT CA, may have 

different Cas in PP 

100. Professionals and parents not knowing how much school overwhelms pupils with 

ASD 

101. Embarrassment meeting with teachers due to problems at home – understanding 

and sympathy from teachers 

102. Parent unsure about contacting school for info 

103. Pretending to understand/be independent leading to vulnerability and missing out 

104. Leaving the class to avoid having to speak 

105. Mum discussing camo with CA 

106. IEP an evolving document involving teacher, parent, pupil and CA 

107. Parent withholding diagnosis until reading difficulties were dealt with 

108. Not knowing if your child is telling the truth 

109. Telling jokes to hide when she can’t follow the conversation due to processing 

difficulties 

110. Consistency of classroom assistant important 

111. Teachers wishing they had more children like her – easy to manage in class - 

Children with challenging behaviour getting the attention - Quiet doesn’t mean fine 

112.  

113. Camo as an impossible task if you can’t understand why people behave the way they 

do 

114. School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents – didn’t 

move child beyond stage 2, didn’t see ASD traits til p6.    

115. Child terrified of school 

116. Child who is afraid to get into trouble or do anything wrong – mimicking well 

behaved pupils 
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117. School suggested ASD traits but couldn’t advise what to do next 

118. Stopping camo when realising it’s not working anymore – school refusal 

119. Allowed to be herself in clubs outside of school 

120. Feeling unsafe at school – camo to feel more safe – going to asafe place in your 

head.  “School can’t look after her” 

121. Feeling as if school was a prison that can’t be escaped 

122. Mimicking children who are well behaved 

123. Mimicking children who are more academic, setting impossible task 

124. Children trust parents to sort things out for them.  School not following the parents 

request – come get me if she needs me 

125. Child unable to do school work - Child getting a private tutor 

126. School using terminology that parents don’t really understand – eg a number line 

127. School not referring child for ASD assessment or EP assessment - Going for private 

assessment to get a better idea of needs as school didn’t know what learning needs were 

128. School as an environment child has little success in 

 

Coding Stage 4 

At this stage the process involved grouping codes into themes.  These initial themes were colour 

coded: 

Theme: These children want to hide features that make them different or draw attention, even if 

they are not necessarily ASD related: 

1. Reluctance to have classroom assistant (CA) – CA must be discreet – not wanting to attend 

LSU or be seen to need help 

2. Not wanting needs discussed with anyone – child would sabotage discussion 

3. Needing help but refusing to ask for help 

4. Being different resulting in bullying – camo to avoid bullying 

5. Difficult to tell child about diagnosis - How to make diagnosis a positive thing – ASD and 

difference may have negative connotations - Positive branding of ASD needed to embrace 

diagnosis – reluctance to be labelled 

6. Bullied and punished for being yourself - Wanting to drop hobbies because others laugh at 

them 

7. Difficulties with homework – not wanting to disappoint 

8. Child who is afraid to get into trouble or do anything wrong 

9. Masking learning needs/lack of knowledge/understanding/interests/feelings/sensory needs 

Theme: The methods children used to camo: 
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1. Mimicry - Child wanted to physically resemble another, same hair and clothes 

2. Being agreeable, don’t do anything wrong 

3. Acting the role of a teenager – moody 

4. Changing topic of conversation to something that is better understood 

5. Unsuccessful camouflaging – such as mimicking teachers???? 

6. Phone as a prop or using devices because others do 

7. Staying on the periphery, making yourself small or invisible, staying out of teachers eyeline 

8. Using buzz words, often in the wrong context. 

9. Pretending to be sick to get out of class/school 

10. Acting up to mask – “You do it” – obnoxious behaviour 

11. Copying other children’s work 

12. Repeating jokes that they don’t understand 

13. Leaving the class to avoid having to speak – (Calculating a toilet break) 

14. Telling jokes to hide when she can’t follow the conversation due to processing difficulties 

15. Mimicking children who are well behaved 

16. Mimicking children who are more academic, setting impossible task 

Theme: Contrast between school and home: 

1. More comfortable at home – more camo at school – home getting brunt of behaviour - 

Worries come out at bedtime - Child will follow rules at school but not at home, Child can’t 

express how uncomfortable she is at school and erupts when she gets home, withdraw in 

school, hold/contain oneself.  Anxiety - Anxiety of not knowing how to behave.  Parents 

bewildered at different presentation at school.  Bad behaviour at home making parents look 

bad 

2. Embarrassment meeting with teachers due to problems at home – understanding and 

sympathy from teachers 

3. Acting up to mask – “You do it” – obnoxious behaviour 

Theme: Disadvantages of camo: 

1. Exhaustion / fatigue – constant battle with self – missing days from school – cannot be 

maintained 

2. Short term benefits / Long term costs 

3. Impact on self-esteem 

4. Friction with mum 

5. Children putting themselves in uncomfortable situations - Mum restricting child’s activities 

6. Pretending to understand/be independent leading to vulnerability and missing out 

7. Parent withholding diagnosis until reading difficulties were dealt with 
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8. Not knowing if your child is telling the truth 

9. Camo as an impossible task if you can’t understand why people behave the way they do 

Theme: Advantages: 

1. Camo to help child feel normal 

2. To be able to adapt 

Theme: What have parents found to be the camouflage related challenges with school staff: 

1. Unhelpful responses from teachers when children do communicate their thoughts/feelings – 

disputing what happened.  Not validating feelings.  The way you feel is wrong.   

2. School running out of ideas to support child - Reaching the end of the road with a school - 

Moving schools 

3. School believing camo but not understanding it 

4. Support delayed – diagnosis delayed – no referrals made to EP/ASD service 

5. Support stops when child appears to be doing well 

6. Teachers wishing they had more children like her – easy to manage in class - Children with 

challenging behaviour getting the attention - Quiet doesn’t mean fine 

7. School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents – didn’t move child 

beyond stage 2, didn’t see ASD traits til p6.    

Theme: Helpful strategies that really consider the needs of children/ Unhelpful strategies that don’t: 

1. Strategies meeting resistance or not meeting resistance – getting strategies that work, giving 

options - Heightened sensitivity – “if you spook her, you’ve lost her” Trial and error approach 

to management strategies – loads of ideas, knowing strategies are there means they don’t 

have to be used as much 

2. Needing a shared interest or support to build relationship with other children 

3. Relationship – pupil/teacher/CA/parents – building over time 

4. School open to feedback/discussion with parents 

5. School using friends to support young person in distress 

6. Better planning to avoid difficult situations on schools behalf 

7. Excellent response to a meltdown by school - Staff using good judgement  

8. School making child comfortable by letting her be on her own 

9. Children trust parents to sort things out for them.  School not following the parents request 

– come get me if she needs me 

Theme: Expectations versus reality regarding ASD: 

1. People expect overt behaviour associated with ASD - See beyond behaviour - “If you look 

you’ll know” Duck swimming in water.  There is a need to delve deeper 
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2. School don’t see difficulties - Disbelief from school – shock when they do see distress, school 

rolling their eyes, making mum feel they have made up a persona 

3. Stereotype of ASD – a male presentation - Difficulty in diagnosing 

Theme: Parents perspectives on themselves/their role: 

1. Mums as advocates - Children cannot express/recognise needs – “I have to warn the school - 

Correcting misrepresentation – how would child feel if they saw IEP 

2. Parents want children to camo to an extent – coach them to an extent – see it as necessary / 

advantageous to some degree – get a balance 

3. Don’t want to be “that parent” - Parents providing background – a narrative of events – a 

story and context.  Not wanting to be critical of school – sympathy and empathy with the 

challenges they face 

4. “On my own” – Mums having to be proactive – applying for statement - Not feeling listened 

to.  Really valuing when a professional gets alongside. 

5. Children need help to process - If we don’t help them, who will? 

6. Some parents know how to fight – others don’t 

7. Parents considering how CA can best help their child – would like to contribute to Cas role 

8. Parents still learning – trying to understand their child’s behaviour 

9. Parenting hard work 

10. Child’s behaviour impacting parents mental health - Parents experiencing stress - Mum 

lashing out - Social services involvement  

Theme: Issues relating to communication/dissemination of information/consultation 

1. CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to help at 

home – would help parent to feel safe – parents need to be on the ball in this regard 

2. Mum hopes son’s needs are communicated to all staff 

3. Mum would value school processes made clearer, eg, how are IEPs used, how is info 

disseminated to teachers 

4. Sharing of information / Kids not sharing info with parents / Less info from secondary school 

/ More feedback wanted / harder in PP when you can’t access all teachers 

5. Importance of ASD/camo training 

6. Camo research a good thing 

7. Primary school sharing info with PP 

8. Mum not having calls returned from teacher 

9. School well informed about ASD in girls – “I don’t need to tell them”.  School sharing ASD 

knowledge with parents 

10. School monitoring child and making observations to share with professionals 
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11. I just have to pick up the phone to the school, they will call me back 

12. Teachers not accessing specialist knowledge available to them 

13. Professionals and parents not knowing how much school overwhelms pupils with ASD 

14. Parent unsure about contacting school for info 

15. Mum discussing camo with CA 

16. School suggested ASD traits but couldn’t advise what to do next 

17. School using terminology that parents don’t really understand – eg a number line 

18. School not referring child for ASD assessment or EP assessment - Going for private 

assessment to get a better idea of needs as school didn’t know what learning needs were 

19. Word of mouth among teachers – school community 

20. Parent can’t ask about school, can’t mix home and school – compartmentalised 

21. Consultation re IEP, or lack of.   

22. Stereotype of ASD – a male presentation - Difficulty in diagnosing 

23. School instrumental in diagnosis 

Theme: Safety / danger 

1. Feeling unsafe at school – camo to feel more safe – going to asafe place in your head.  

“School can’t look after her” 

2. Feeling as if school was a prison that can’t be escaped 

3. Parents/home as safe space – Safety 

4. School making parents feel secure – “I don’t worry” 

5. Transition to PP a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school and FT CA, may have 

different Cas in PP 

6. Child terrified of school 

7. CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to help at 

home – would help parent to feel safe – parents need to be on the ball in this regard 

Theme: Importance of relationships / building on knowledge: 

1. Consistency of classroom assistant important 

2. Relationship – pupil/teacher/CA/parents – building over time 

3. School using friends to support young person in distress 

4. Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

5. IEP Work in progress 

6. Child friends at school with like-minded children 

7. IEP an evolving document involving teacher, parent, pupil and CA 

Theme: Issues specific to adolescence and post-primary school: 

1. Camo differs through life span – possible increase at PP 
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2. Difficulties becoming more evident over time 

3. Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

4. Camo contributing to anxiety - No outlet for anxiety at school 

5. Different experience at primary and secondary  

6. Is this ASD or teenage hormones and transition in the mix too? 

7. Child has changed so much approaching teenage years 

8. Transition to post-primary a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school and full 

time classroom assistant, may have different assistants on post-primary 

9. Allowed to be herself in clubs outside of school 

10. Some schools very aware and knowledgeable about ASD and camo, some not 

Remaining codes not assigned above: 

1. Use of other skills to camo such as memory 

2. Parent’s fears – will do anything to fit in 

3. Knowing they are different 

4. Staff recognising masking 

5. Children with ASD wanting to be part of mainstream world - Pushing a square plug into a 

round hole 

6. School know camo is an issue 

7. Child can’t hold it together anymore – bursting into tears in school 

8. Girls innate wanting to fit in 

9. Girl wishing she could be in special school – everyone is themselves, no-one thinks they’re 

weird. 

10. Teachers deciding “she’s not autistic” 

11. School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents – didn’t move child 

beyond stage 2, didn’t see ASD traits til p6.    

12. Stopping camo when realising it’s not working anymore – school refusal 

13. Child unable to do school work - Child getting a private tutor 

14. School as an environment child has little success in 

Coding Stage 5 

At this stage all of the transcripts were read again and any quotes that related to the above 

“themes” were highlighted using the colour code.  Quotes were recorded under themes as follows: 

 

Theme: Hide ALL differences - These children want to hide features that make them different or 

draw attention, even if they are not necessarily ASD related.  The don’t want to be associated with 

anything that’s different from the norm: 
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Reluctance to have classroom assistant (CA) – CA must be discreet – not wanting to attend 

Learning Support Unit (LSU) or be seen to need help: 

“He doesn’t want people to know, he doesn’t want people to think that he’s got any additional 

needs, he doesn’t want people to think that he’s different, ahm, and examples of that are not 

attending, ah, even mainstream at at (secondary school), but, didn’t want to attend the LSU 

(learning support unit) for any reason whatsoever” Int 2 line 11. 

“Horrified.  Horrified.  He really doesn’t want it but we’ve talked him round, ahm, to some degree, 

ahm, you know, the classroom assistant isn’t just for you. Because I know that other children in the 

class have classroom assistants and they do help out, with other kids, so if he feels that person isn’t 

sitting right beside him, ahm, and isn’t just helping him, ah, he’ll be okay” Int 2 line 441. 

“her classroom assistant now she really likes, they have developed a good rapport together, and, but 

mind you, in the early days of being at secondary school, Kayleigh was, you know, the classroom 

assistant was running around trying to find Kayleigh all the time because Kayleigh was just vanishing 

on her on a continuous basis cause she didn’t want her near her” Int 6 line 668. 

“But you know, but she’s not there all the time, she’s very, she’s very careful, she stays away from 

Kayleigh in the classroom she’s not following, you know, she’ll be in the classroom helping out as 

assistant to the teacher rather than an assistant for Kayleigh And that’s the way (indistinct) it’s 

portrayed, and then she’ll have her one-to-one time with Kayleigh to go over what happened in 

class” Int 6 line 684.   

“she didn’t really have a classroom assistant going through primary school because of that reason” 

Int 6 line 653.   

 

Not wanting needs discussed with anyone – child would sabotage discussion 

“but he does hide his needs definitely, and he doesn’t want to be identified as having autism or 

being different and, and certainly wouldn’t want to be, to have that discussed in class in front of 

other children” int 2 line 160. 

“he would actually, ahm, sabotage that conversation, not deliberately, but he clams up completely 

and doesn’t want to discuss his needs” Int 2 line 293. 

 

Needing help but refusing to ask for help 

“he has executive function, ahm, issues, that he definitely does need assistance with, but refuses to 

ask for help in class, I think that’s another example, he just refuses to put his hand up” Int 2 line 60. 

“she doesn’t like when people know that she doesn’t know something.  So if she’s confused about 

instructions or she’s unsure about what’s going on or what she needs to do; she’ll not ask.  She will 

just sit there and like try to fade into the background.  Ahm, yeah, she just, she doesn’t want 
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anybody knowing anything about her difference and so she just tries to blend in and hide a lot” Int 3 

line 10. 

 

Being different resulting in bullying – camo to avoid bullying 

“He was at a primary school where he didn’t have any assistance whatsoever and very much learned 

that anything that identified him as being different was going to result in bullying” Int 2 line 82.   

“she was like, ‘I wish I could be in his class’.  I was like ‘What do you mean?’ and she’s like, ‘They’re 

just all themselves, nobody’s trying to impress each other, you know, Karl does this, Karl does that, 

nobody picks on him, nobody thinks he’s weird’” Int 3 line 689.   

 

Difficult to tell child about diagnosis - How to make diagnosis a positive thing – ASD and difference 

may have negative connotations - Positive branding of ASD needed to embrace diagnosis – 

reluctance to be labelled 

“he makes, he actually makes life more difficult for himself, rather than easier, it feels like he’s afraid 

to be labelled” Int 2 line 66. 

“the disadvantage we feel is that for Mike, we think, a big issue for him is in accepting his diagnosis, 

embracing it to some degree, feeling positive about it rather than trying to hide it away, because the 

hiding it is stressful, the camouflaging is stressful, but ahm, you’d think he’d be able to embrace it, 

you know, to feel positive, ahm, and you know, be out and proud” Int 2 line 124. 

“There are groups, there are groups that can help him, and he shied away from those as well” Int 2 

line 141.   

“We had a really difficult time in telling Mike about his diagnosis, which we did about a year and half 

ago now, maybe two years, you know, how to broach that with him, to make it a positive thing, but 

for him, the only word that he heard was, disability, different, you know, that he’s not normal, and 

he feels that as an adolescent, a pre-pubescent boy, well pubescent now to be honest, anything 

that’s going to make him feel different is just to be run away from” Int 2 line 597.  

“there’s a real problem with the branding of it” Int 2 line 633. 

 

Bullied and punished for being yourself - Wanting to drop hobbies because others laugh at them 

“then it was like, ‘Well, if kids are gonna pick on me cause I like these things, then I’ll quit (indistinct) 

I’ll quit the music theatre class’ and whatever, and you know, she wanted to just drop everything” 

Int 3 line 164.   

 

Difficulties with homework – not wanting to disappoint 

“she did not want them knowing she didn’t know something, and what of they were disappointed in 

her, what if she got in trouble, what if they thought she was stupid” Int 3 line 277. 
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Child who is afraid to get into trouble or do anything wrong 

“she did not want them knowing she didn’t know something, and what of they were disappointed in 

her, what if she got in trouble, what if they thought she was stupid” Int 3 line 277. 

 

Masking learning needs/lack of knowledge/understanding/interests/feelings/sensory needs/fine 

motor skills and gross motor skills. 

“So that’s another one of his wee masking behaviours is that he’ll either go towards younger 

children, because they’re maybe more so at his level, ah, what we’ve found is at the park, he would 

have went to the smaller park, and played nicely with younger children and the other parents 

thought this was wonderful, but in actual fact, what he was doing was avoiding playing in the bigger 

park with his peers, because he struggled with the gross motor skill element of it, he struggled with 

the social interaction element of it, ahm, so we have found all along over the years he has great skill 

nearly at this point now of masking and camouflaging how he’s feeling” Int 1 line 39. 

“he doesn’t want people to know, he doesn’t want people to think that he’s got any additional 

needs, he doesn’t want people to think that he’s different” Int 2 line 11. 

“he has executive function, ahm, issues, that he definitely does need assistance with, but refuses to 

ask for help in class, I think that’s another example, he just refuses to put his hand up” Int 2 line 60 

“I don’t even know if this bit counts as camouflaging, ahm, some sensory things, she’ll, she’ll not do, 

like, she’s big on chewing, but she, like even in our house, it’s, it’s like all of her little chewy things 

are in a drawer in her room and then like ‘You know it’s ok to have something in your pocket or’ ‘No, 

what, what if kids at school she it, no, no, no’” Int 3 line 20.   

“when she was younger, she definitely was great at camouflaging her understanding of people 

asking her things, so her way of masking that was just to start a conversation and try and (trail?) it 

off to something else” Int 5 line 11.   

“she would, you know, you would ask her, “Do you get that?” Or you know “Have you gotten that?” 

you know, at school, and the teacher, and Kayleigh will automatically want to please everyone so 

she says “Yes I got that, that’s no problem, I understand it completely” when nine times out of ten 

she has not gotten it, so she puts on this pretence that she understands everything that’s going on 

and she’s listening to everything and she’s up and she’s alert and she’s making eye contact, and it’s 

not going in” Int 6 line 10. 

She doesn’t want, ahm, people to know that she doesn’t know what to do, you know, because she 

thinks “Well, God, they’re going to think I’m stupid” or “They’re going to think”, you know what I 

mean, “they’re going to..” you know, and she’s just afraid then, she won’t ask for help because 

asking for help means that (.) me-means that she’s vulnerable.  Int 6 Line 500. 
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“Em, so I, I think, definitely, her the way she am, comes across, em, definitely masks her, her abilities 

and capabilities, and then that’s to her ultimate disadvantage because, ultimately you will see that at 

some point, so whether it’s tying laces or, eh, em, you know, em, you know I’m trying to think of 

something else, like, she’s not very good at using a knife and fork, things like that” Int 7 line 1031. 

“so whether it’s tying laces or, eh, em, you know, em, you know I’m trying to think of something 

else, like, she’s not very good at using a knife and fork, things like that, So you’ll see when she’s out 

with other people, she em, eh, won’t do the tying laces or if she does she’ll say, em, eh, she can’t be 

bothered doing it” Int 7 line 1031. 

 

Basically desperate to fit in: 

You know, she looks calm, if you were to meet her today, big huge grin, you know, she, her number 

one, she wants people to like her, you know, all she wants in this world is people to like her.  So 

she’s constantly, ‘I’m smiling, I’m happy’ but it’s like under the surface then she’s barely holding it 

together and if you look, and you know what to look for, you’ll see the fidgeting, you’ll see the feet 

moving, you’ll see the kind of like, if you look her in the eyes, you’ll see terror even though she’s got 

this big beaming smile (laughs)”.  Int 3 line 216.   

“she desperately wants to fit in, and because she’s autistic, she already feels, you know, that she 

doesn’t fit in, plus all teenagers feel like that but the autism amplifies that” Int 4 line 50.   

“You know be this person that she thinks she wants to be because she thinks that’s what’s going to 

make her fit in with, her friends, her class, society, whoever” Int 4 line 91.   

 

Theme: What methods do children use to camo: 

 

Mimicry - Child wanted to physically resemble another, same hair and clothes 

“she tends to ahm, mimic others when she’s unsure of a situation” Int 3 line 4.   

“Jane’s behaving that way but I’m going to mimic that or I’m going to try and, ahm, hide some of my 

natural behaviours so that she’ll like me and be my friend and play with me whenever, and then, am, 

I don’t really understand why I’m doing that, and I don’t really understand why she’s doing that, and 

then after a while you just kind of forget” Int 7 line 277.   

“she would, ahm, copy other kids a lot” Int 3 line 609.   

“she had to just go in and be on her best behaviour, and that’s me as, you know, definitely where 

she just watched, learnt what everybody else was doing, tried to pick those that were behaving the 

best, and then follow that” Int 7 line 618. 

“when she was younger we would find it was, if there was, say, a child in her class she liked, she 

would have wanted her hair done like them, she would have wanted to get the same coat as them, 

you know, she would have just wanted to sorta, be like them” Int 4 line 5.   
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“Then we sorta noticed even like down to her laugh and stuff, her laugh would sorta change 

depending on, she’s still a bit like that now, now she’s older now, ahm, but how, in different 

company, so we notice when she’s at home, obviously, she’s just, we find her just herself, but then 

when her friends are there, she kind’ve, her behaviour changes, you know, and it’s very, it’s while 

hard to explain you know” Int 4 line 12. 

“so I would find her quite dramatic, and she moves her hands a lot and she kind’ve just does what 

they do, but it doesn’t come naturally to her, and to us, we’re looking at her and we’re like, ‘Who is 

this child?’, it looks so fake” Int 4 line 20.   

“she’s wanting to cut her hair like them, wear clothes like them, but if I took her out on her out on 

her own, she’ll pick a totally different outfit to the style that she wants to wear day-to-day when she 

goes to meet these friends,   I know that’s more to do with how she dresses, but it’s all to do with 

mimicking what they do.  Ahm, aye, her laugh, her laugh is a big one, ahm, what else, (clicks her 

tongue) aye like even the words that she would use, she would come home, and, she would use a 

word, god, I’m not gonny think of an example off the top of me head, but she would hear, like a buzz 

word, and she would use it over and over and over again, but she wouldn’t use it in the right 

context” Int 4 line 28.   

“I was thinking, ‘Do you not notice that she’s, she kind of, she puts on a fake voice and, you know, 

her accent and everything would change.  Do you not notice?” Int 4 line 230.   

 

Being agreeable, don’t do anything wrong 

“She thinks that ahm, she’s holding it all together, trying to be good, and quiet, and do, follow the 

rules and move from classroom to classroom, but really she’s not comfortable with it but she doesn’t 

know how to express it, so she’s erupting then when she comes home” Int 5 line 152.   

“Freya’s thing in school was she doesn’t, doesn’t want to get in trouble, she doesn’t want to be, 

doesn’t want to get anything wrong so she was always just on her best behaviour” Int 7 line 329. 

“she would, you know, you would ask her, “Do you get that?” Or you know “Have you gotten that?” 

you know, at school, and the teacher, and Kayleigh will automatically want to please everyone so 

she says “Yes I got that, that’s no problem, I understand it completely” when nine times out of ten 

she has not gotten it, so she puts on this pretence that she understands everything that’s going on 

and she’s listening to everything and she’s up and she’s alert and she’s making eye contact, and it’s 

not going in” Int 6 line 10. 

“so she’s ag-very agreeable, so she knows how to look people in the face, smile and say “Yes, I have 

that, it’s in the bag” Int line 32.   

 

Acting the role of a teenager – moody – obnoxious behaviour – playing up 

“I’m too big for Santa, I’m too big for Santa” Int 5 line 319.   
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“but she’s like a broody, you know she, she masks that she’s a broody teenager and I say to her, I say 

“You know Kayleigh, you know you’re involved in a conversation” or, you know, “Answer the 

question” you know, try and communicate a bit more, and she’s “Well, I’m a teenager, this is what’s 

expected of me” Int 6 line 81.   

“So, she’s acting the teenager to prove she’s a teenager” Int 6 line 95.   

“when they’re there she’s very hyperactive, you know, she’s very flamboyant, and loud and you 

know, I would use the word obnoxious at times (laughs quietly), and then when they go it’s like a 

totally different person, she just, she’s very quiet, she’ll go off to her room and have, but I think 

that’s part of that self-regulation then as well” Int 4 line 96.   

“So you’ll see when she’s out with other people, she em, eh, won’t do the tying laces Or if she does 

she’ll say, em, eh, she can’t be bothered doing it and she’ll make like a big fuss like and it’ll be like a 

teenage thing you know, “I’m not doing it, you do it” “You do it for me servant” something like that” 

Int 7 line 1036. 

“she’ll be badly behaved, em, to mask it” Int 7 line 1065. 

“So you’ll see when she’s out with other people, she em, eh, won’t do the tying laces Or if she does 

she’ll say, em, eh, she can’t be bothered doing it and she’ll make like a big fuss like and it’ll be like a 

teenage thing you know, “I’m not doing it, you do it” “You do it for me servant” something like that” 

Int 7 line 1036. 

 

Changing topic of conversation to something that is better understood 

“she definitely was great at camouflaging her understanding of people asking her things, so her way 

of masking that was just to start a conversation and try and (trail?) it off to something else, you 

know, you know, she would start off trying to think, understand what you were asking and then she 

would sort of go off on a tangent to something else, you know, over time her teachers would have 

said “We really don’t think she’s kind of understanding as such” so, instead of just saying she doesn’t 

understand, she tried to, you know, behave in a way that, she liked to make them think she does 

understand” Int 5 line 12.   

 

Unsuccessful camouflaging – such as mimicking teachers???? 

“so she will try to, do what other people do, and usually it’s, I think it, she was first year, and the 

principal would always give these assemblies and talk about good choices and stuff like that, and 

there were a couple of girls being mean to her, calling her names, and it’s like the way she 

responded, she, she didn’t know how to respond and so it’s like, ‘Oh, Mrs so-and-so says this’, so 

she, like an 11-12 year old went, ‘You know Mrs so-and-so’s always telling us about making good 

choices and these are not good choices you’re making right now’” Int 3 line 591. 
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“aye like even the words that she would use, she would come home, and, she would use a word, 

god, I’m not gonny think of an example off the top of me head, but she would hear, like a buzz word, 

and she would use it over and over and over again, but she wouldn’t use it in the right context” Int 4 

line 36.   

“jokes is another one where she would hear a joke, and she would, so somebody would tell a joke 

and they would get a reaction where they would find it funny, so then she would tell the joke, but 

she had no idea what this joke meant, she didn’t know why it was funny, and then again, she would 

do this really fake, high pitched laugh and you know, like it was the funniest thing she had ever 

heard, everytime she told it” Int 4 line 60.   

 

Phone as a prop or using devices because others do 

“the other thing she uses, she uses her phone and her head phones, her mobile phone, ahm, to look, 

you know, most teenagers are on their phone all the time, they’re messing, they’re on social media, 

they’re texting each other, you know, so it’s constant phone, where Kayleigh does the exact same 

thing with her phone and with her headphones but she is not using it in the same way that a 

neurologically typical teenager’s using it, she’s using it to ahm, to go into her, ahm she writes fantasy 

novels” Int 6 line 52.   

“she used to say to me all the time, “But all they’re doing is on their phone, they’re just on their 

phone all the time” and, and eh, em, so she would go and get, like an iPad or something, and sit, 

now she didn’t want to do that, but she just was like, “That’s what they’re doing, so I have to, to 

hang out with them, that’s what I have to do” Int 7 line 91.   

“she would talk about it in that, “I don’t want to do this, but like, that’s what they’re doing, and why 

are they just doing that”, and, and just trying to fit in” Int line 100.. 

 

Staying on the periphery, making yourself small or invisible, staying out of teachers eyeline 

“she will position herself, in the canteen, or in an area, on the fringe of a group, so when, say, the 

classroom assistant goes in to look for Kayleigh, it takes her a long time to find Kayleigh in there, 

because Kayleigh will always position herself where she is not in direct eye line of any teachers now, 

and she looks like she’s part of a group but she’s actually not, she’s sitting on the fringe” Int 6 line 

42.   

“kinda hiding in plain sight” Int 6 line 73.  

“I’m going to be here for 6 hours so I’ve gotta make myself as small and invisible as am, not causing 

anybody any bother, and behave, and then I can get out” Int 7 line 808.   

“she tends to just withdraw and em and tries to make herself as invisible as possible, so she tends to 

em, eh, em, just not, not draw attention to herself, so she, she kind’ve contains herself quite a lot, 

em, so, em, eh, in in situations where she’s really, em, eh, unsure, em, and she hasn’t got the grip of 
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what’s going on yet, that’s what she would tend to do, she would tend to just like literally camou, I 

think like literal, tries to blend into the environment So she, em, eh, so rather than like a behaviour, 

it’s like a physical thing almost, she tries to just make herself invisible” Int 7 line 10. 

“it’s more actions than words really” Int 7 line 74. 

“So it kinda, you know, it looks odd, with these wee kids that she, and she hates that, cause you 

know she physically wants to blend in, she doesn’t want to be the tallest” Int 7 line 493.  . 

 

Using buzz words, often in the wrong context. 

“aye like even the words that she would use, she would come home, and, she would use a word, 

god, I’m not gonny think of an example off the top of me head, but she would hear, like a buzz word, 

and she would use it over and over and over again, but she wouldn’t use it in the right context” Int 4 

line 36.   

“But she would keep using it (the buzz word) because so-and-so in her school, or this girl who she 

was either friends with or really, really likes, they use it, so she used it” Int 4 line 43 

 

Pretending to be sick to get out of class/school 

 

Copying other children’s work 

“copying other people’s work over their shoulders” Int 2 line 101. 

“Nobody had taught her how to, and so that, that’s the technique that she I think has used, she 

learned in P2 to copy ahm, other people’s work sometimes, and she, she learned to do what she had 

to do to get through” Int 7 line 922. 

 

Repeating jokes that they don’t understand / telling jokes to hide when she can’t follow the 

conversation due to processing difficulties 

“So, she repeated this joke that this boy had said at her school, and then those kids understood the 

joke, knew it was inappropriate, went and told whoever was running the thing and then she got in 

trouble” Int 3 line 626. 

“jokes is another one where she would hear a joke, and she would, so somebody would tell a joke 

and they would get a reaction where they would find it funny, so then she would tell the joke, but 

she had no idea what this joke meant, she didn’t know why it was funny, and then again, she would 

do this really fake, high pitched laugh and you know, like it was the funniest thing she had ever 

heard, everytime she told it” Int 4 line 60.   

“she will use humour and jokes (.) as a form of interaction Because she can’t keep up with the 

conversation because her processing of language is too slow so she’ll (indistinct) take a turn and 

she’ll tell a joke, ah, maybe something like that, she’s just learned off you know, and people will 
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laugh and she thinks they’re laughing at the joke, but they’re actually not, they’re actually laughing 

at the way she’s telling it rather than the joke itself because often she gets it mixed up and she’s not 

telling the joke correctly, But, but they laugh because they understand what she’s trying to say, 

(laughs) it’s like the way she’s telling it, not the joke” Int 6 line 592 

 

Leaving the class to avoid having to speak – (Calculating a toilet break) 

“she also does a little trick as well, it’s when, ahm they’re looking for feedback and opinions from the 

ch, from the girls, and they be going along, and Kayleigh will have calculated when it’s almost time to 

come to her, and before they get to her, like 2 or 3 people before they will get to Kayleigh, Kayleigh 

will say “Awe, ahm, wh-“, ahm d’you know, do, raise her excuse card to leave to go to the 

bathroom” Int 6 line 120.   

 

Mimicking children who are well behaved/ more academic, setting impossible task 

“she had to just go in and be on her best behaviour, and that’s me as, you know, definitely where 

she just watched, learnt what everybody else was doing, tried to pick those that were behaving the 

best, and then follow that” Int 7 line 618.“she had to just go in and be on her best behaviour, and 

that’s me as, you know, definitely where she just watched, learnt what everybody else was doing, 

tried to pick those that were behaving the best, and then follow that.  But unfortunately for her, 

some of the people who are behaving the best were he ones who were academically very good.  So 

she knew she couldn’t match that, so the best thing that she could do would be to be on her best 

behaviour” Int 7 line 618. 

 

Play with younger kids 

“So that’s another one of his wee masking behaviours is that he’ll either go towards younger 

children, because they’re maybe more so at his level, ah, what we’ve found is at the park, he would 

have went to the smaller park, and played nicely with younger children and the other parents 

thought this was wonderful, but in actual fact, what he was doing was avoiding playing in the bigger 

park with his peers, because he struggled with the gross motor skill element of it, he struggled with 

the social interaction element of it, ahm, so we have found all along over the years he has great skill 

nearly at this point now” Int 1 line 39. 

“I think, I think there’s just, there’s you know, school is a group of kids all the same age but you know 

in Brownies they’re different ages and Em in the art group they’re different ages, she seems to feel 

best with kids that are younger than her” Int 7 line 481. 

 

Theme: Contrast between school/home/social gathering: 
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More comfortable at home – more camo at school – home getting brunt of behaviour - Worries 

come out at bedtime - Child will follow rules at school but not at home, Child can’t express how 

uncomfortable she is at school and erupts when she gets home, withdraw in school, hold/contain 

oneself.  Anxiety - Anxiety of not knowing how to behave.  Parents bewildered at different 

presentation at school.  Bad behaviour at home making parents look bad. 

“you would see most of it in em, in a school setting” Int 7 line 6. 

“The minute Freya would come out of school , her uniform had to be off her instantly, like instantly, 

if we were going, if we weren’t going in the car straight home, I would have had to bring a change of 

clothes for her to change into in the car because she just wanted it off, the minute she was out , so 

for her post-primary, em, like, picking a uniform, trying on a uniform, was a nightmare, the only 

times I’ve got her into school it’s  no uniform because she she won’t put, any-any, I couldn’t even 

keep it in the house, I wasn’t allowed to have them in the house” Int 7 line 984. 

“the educational psychologist who came out to do Freya’s assessment just said, “Em, why have I not 

seen this child before, why, why has this child never..?” and I said because the school refused, and I 

mean they refused because, as far as they were concerned, em, we were hysterical and she was 

totally fine because what they could see in school was totally fine” Int 7 line 948. 

“it was like a different child” Int 7 line 311.   

“they didn’t see what we see” Int 7 line 325. 

“So she doesn’t, doesn’t use, it’s mostly school that she uses, em, the kinda camouflaging” Int 7 line 

462. 

“So I think that’s why, so she kinda feels, “I’ve got to try, you know, I’ve got to try and blend in here 

(school) in some way, whereas, in, in Brownies or in art club they’re things she does because she 

enjoys them” Int 7 line 468. 

“Con would camouflage quite much across the board.  Maybe not as much at home because he feels 

more comfortable because we have found it especially at school, ahm, especially in latter years 

when he started to become more vocal” Int 1/line 6. 

“Ahm, when he started to then speak, we noticed he was very compliant in school, everybody 

always commented on how amazing and how impeccable his manners are, ahm, but what we always 

found at home was, he wasn’t maybe sleeping the night before, or, in the mornings very much he 

was complaining, awe, sore tummy, sore head, feeling sick, not wanting to go to school” Int 1/line 

16.     

“so again, he’s presenting ok in school, we’re happy enough with how he is doing, but we’re seeing 

all the anxiety at home.  So we have now started wakening during the night again, which he hasn’t 

done since he was a small child” Int 1 line 77.   
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“I have actually got a letter from her primary school which basically says, something like, em, it is our 

experience that Freya thoroughly enjoyed her time at school.  Freya thoroughly did not enjoy her 

time at, she referred to it as the prison” Int 7 line 705.   

“so many different subjects is enough to raise his anxiety, then they are starting to see it playing out 

in school, whereas we were maybe seeing it mostly at home” Int 1 line 324.   

“Then we sorta noticed even like down to her laugh and stuff, her laugh would sorta change 

depending on, she’s still a bit like that now, now she’s older now, ahm, but how, in different 

company, so we notice when she’s at home, obviously, she’s just, we find her just herself, but then 

when her friends are there, she kind’ve, her behaviour changes, you know, and it’s very, it’s while 

hard to explain you know” Int 4 line 12. 

“we can see as her parents that it’s, it’s just, not how she is cause at home she’s more relaxed, she’s 

more comfortable, she doesn’t feel the need to put on, it’s like an act” Int 4 line 69.   

“when they’re there she’s very hyperactive, you know, she’s very flamboyant, and loud and you 

know, I would use the word obnoxious at times (laughs quietly), and then when they go it’s like a 

totally different person, she just, she’s very quiet, she’ll go off to her room and have, but I think 

that’s part of that self-regulation then as well” Int 4 line 96.   

“her psychologist advised me “Just don’t even ask her about school, just don’t ask her, and see how 

things go”.  She said “I think Amy has her life compartmentalised, like that ah, school’s one thing, 

and home’s another thing”.  She knows at school there’s rules and she can follow them and she’s 

very good and well behaved at school whereas at home she’s the complete anti-christ, you know?” 

Int 5 line 134. 

“And she really was bad, behaviour, aggressive, everything else and we were like “What is the 

problem here?” you know?  Ahm, so, she reckons it’s because Aine knows “I’m at school and I have 

to behave” but at home it’s just like she can just let it, it’s like she, she thinks she masks all day at 

school and then comes home and erupts” Int 5 line 144. 

“She thinks that ahm, she’s holding it all together, trying to be good, and quiet, and do, follow the 

rules and move from classroom to classroom, but really she’s not comfortable with it but she doesn’t 

know how to express it, so she’s erupting then when she comes home” Int 5 line 152.   

“she’s erupting then when she comes home and we’re getting the brunt of it because we’re her safe 

space” Int 5 space 157. 

“Ah well I was talking to her SENCo and stuff about it, we’ve all had a meeting, we’ve all had 

meetings with her psychologist and everything, because her behaviour was so bad, we all got 

together, social services and everything and we sat down, and, cause they just thought everything 

was great too and I don’t think they realised how much she was masking I suppose until they 

realised how bad the behaviour was at home” Int 5 line 440. 
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“I sent her to all sorts of things, she goes to Brownies, she goes to, em, eh, well she did go to 

Brownies, she went to, em, like art therapy classes, she goes to an art group ahm, and ahm and in 

those kinds of situations, em, she’s allowed to really just be herself, you know so she’s gone there 

for a long time, she’s gone to her art clubs since she was, since she was about 5.  Em, and she’s been 

at Brownies since she was about 5 or 6.  Ahm, so they all know her.  So she’s allowed to just kinda be 

herself.  So she doesn’t, doesn’t use, it’s mostly school that she uses, em, the kinda camouflaging” 

Int 7 line 445. 

 

Embarrassment meeting with teachers due to problems at home – understanding and sympathy 

from teachers 

“with this behaviour and what not, we couldn’t understand then you know, making us look bad 

(slight laugh) when you thinking it’s all happening at home, what’s going on at home?  And then 

she’s this angel at school” Int 5 line 168.   

“She was really able to, really explain, she explains in such a great way like, you know, so she was 

able to really explain to the teachers what was going on and what not and they were just like “Yep, 

we can see this” you know, (indistinct – loud background noise) I mean I was so embarrassed going 

to these meetings and we knew there was problems that had happened and whatever, and, ahm, 

but her SENCo was lovely and he just says “Listen, no-one is judging you and I feel really bad for 

what you have been going through, I didn’t realise it was like that at home” Int 5 line 507.   

 

Acting up to mask – “You do it” – obnoxious behaviour 

“when they’re there she’s very hyperactive, you know, she’s very flamboyant, and loud and you 

know, I would use the word obnoxious at times (laughs quietly), and then when they go it’s like a 

totally different person, she just, she’s very quiet, she’ll go off to her room and have, but I think 

that’s part of that self-regulation then as well” Int 4 line 96.   

 

Less camo in social groups – mix of ages 

“I couldn’t, I can’t tell you how delighted I was when she was able to say “I don’t like this” and the, 

the, the youth worker reacted to it straight away because, when she had done that in school, she 

hadn’t been allowed out” Int 7 line 610.   

“It’s easier with younger kids by the way, you know, she, she, she, she does less of it, less of that 

with younger kids, but you could see in her, in her thinking, am, you know she, she, you can see she’s 

kinda battling with herself, she she’s going “Is this approp”-you know, even with younger kids she’ll 

be thinking, “Am, that’s not how I’m supposed to behave, I’m supposed to behave like this, I’m 

supposed to behave like a 12 year old, I’m supposed to behave like a 13 year old, I’m supposed to 
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behave like a 10 year old”.  You know, in her head, she’s like, “This is how, this is what I’m supposed 

to be doing, em, and so I’ll try and do that for a bit, and then, I can’t maintain it” Line 7 int 205.. 

 

Theme: Disadvantages of camo: 

 

Exhaustion / fatigue – constant battle with self – missing days from school – cannot be maintained 

“he was mentally exhausted, from hiding everything all day, pretending everything was fine” Int 2 

line 99. 

“there were days where I gave Freya days off school just because I knew she was exhausted” Int 7 

line 314. 

“Freya came out of school and because she’d played this role all day, ahm, she was both physically 

exhausted and mentally exhausted” Int 7 line 307.   

“of course it’s like, it’s not advantageous (indistinct) fully, but then it takes so much mental energy 

for her to even try” Int 3 line 660.   

“It is like an act, ahm, and I find it drains her you know” Int 4 line 75.   

“when she comes home she’s just tired and exhausted, and she just needs that downtime, and I 

think it is from just this act of just trying to be, a certain way or act a certain way” Int 4 line 84.   

“Doing, to maintain that, and I think sometimes she just, am, the fatigue of it all, whether it’s mental 

fatigue or physical fatigue, probably mental I would say, ahm, but ahm, she just can’t keep it going” 

Int 7 line 267. 

 

Short term benefits / Long term costs 

“he makes, he actually makes life more difficult for himself” Int 2 line 66. 

“I suppose my big worry as her mom is I can see like, the short term benefits, in the moment, when 

she’s with her peers, but the mental toll it takes on her, I don’t know if that small benefit outweighs 

how hard she’s gotta work to do it” Int 3 line 34.   

“They..for..they’re advantageous in small, ahm, situations, and for a sm, a shorter length of time.  So 

when she wants to just, get away from a situation or just, she doesn’t want a teacher annoying her, 

or going deeper into her, what-what she knows and what she doesn’t know, she can use these 

strategies to get out of the situation or, just to take her away, you know this is where she uses  

them, but it doesn’t work, you know, it, it, it helps her in a, in a very short amount of time, but not in 

the long term” Int 6 line 148. 

“Yeah, exactly, she’s avoiding what’s coming.  And ahm, you know, it doesn’t even work” Int 6 line 

173.   

“I think (indistinct) in the very short term if there are, em, and I think even she knows that, that 

they’re very short, short term, em, but I just don’t, I don’t think, particularly, socially, I think she just, 
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em, you  know, I, I, just finds it so difficult, I mean it’ll only, it’ll only last for a certain period of time, 

she can’t keep it up for long periods of time” Int 7 line 158.   

“Am, ah, so it’s, so I, I think if there are advantages to, to her, they’re very short term because I don’t 

think she can maintain it in the long term, and then that then means the downside is, she can’t 

develop attachments, because, that she’s, she’s, she doesn’t, doesn’t know how, and then am, eh, 

like friendships and things like that, especially amongst her peers, she doesn’t know how, and then, 

am, eh, you know, she’s, she’s masking things all the time, then, then, that’s, she can’t, she can’t 

maintain it, and then, then, she’s, then being her, the way she would normally be , it’s then, 

sometimes, people can’t relate to her you know, especially her peer group, can’t relate to her” Int 7 

line 190. 

 

Doing it ‘badly’ 

“the down side is, when she’s with her peers and she’s mimicking, say, a teacher, (indistinct) or 

something like that it creates, you know, a, am, other people thinking she’s weird” Int 3 line 6.   

“so she will try to, do what other people do, and usually it’s, I think it, she was first year, and the 

principal would always give these assemblies and talk about good choices and stuff like that, and 

there were a couple of girls being mean to her, calling her names, and it’s like the way she 

responded, she, she didn’t know how to respond and so it’s like, ‘Oh, Mrs so-and-so says this’, so 

she, like an 11-12 year old went, ‘You know Mrs so-and-so’s always telling us about making good 

choices and these are not good choices you’re making right now’” Int 3 line 591. 

“aye like even the words that she would use, she would come home, and, she would use a word, 

god, I’m not gonny think of an example off the top of me head, but she would hear, like a buzz word, 

and she would use it over and over and over again, but she wouldn’t use it in the right context” Int 4 

line 36.   

“jokes is another one where she would hear a joke, and she would, so somebody would tell a joke 

and they would get a reaction where they would find it funny, so then she would tell the joke, but 

she had no idea what this joke meant, she didn’t know why it was funny, and then again, she would 

do this really fake, high pitched laugh and you know, like it was the funniest thing she had ever 

heard, everytime she told it” Int 4 line 60.   

 

Impact on self-esteem 

“I think it has to affect her self-esteem” Int 4 line 117.   

“I find her self-esteem has improved quite a lot, but, I think the camouflaging, it nearly makes her 

feel like she has to be someone else, ahm, like she’s not good enough by herself” Int 4 line 131.   

 

It fails under pressure and cannot be maintained. 
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“Ahm, and it’s only whenever he’s tipped over the edge, if something changes, if it’s not predictable,  

or for example, that situation with not being able to go to the canteen on time, that’s when you’ll 

see the meltdown or the blow out then” Int 1 line 254. 

“then she’ll be standing, then she’ll just walk over and stand then buy a ticket for maybe the next 

show, not understanding, you know, to call me, or whatever, or try and figure out, and then she’ll 

wait, she’ll stand in the lobby, and she’ll stand against the wall for 2 and a half hours waiting for the 

next show to start, so you know, it gets her so far and then, it collapses, she doesn’t know what to 

do” Int 6 line 481. 

“Jane’s behaving that way but I’m going to mimic that or I’m going to try and, ahm, hide some of my 

natural behaviours so that she’ll like me and be my friend and play with me whenever, and then, am, 

I don’t really understand why I’m doing that, and I don’t really understand why she’s doing that, and 

then after a while you just kind of forget” Int 7 line 277.   

“Doing, to maintain that, and I think sometimes she just, am, the fatigue of it all, whether it’s mental 

fatigue or physical fatigue, probably mental I would say, ahm, but ahm, she just can’t keep it going” 

Int 7 line 267. 

 

Friction with mum 

“so, I hold her back from things, and I suppose, that would cause then a bit of friction then between 

me and her, you know I’m the big bad wolf, because I’m not giving her what she wants” Int 4 line 

161.   

“you’re creeping around her all the time because I can’t do right for doing wrong” Int 5 line 341. 

“you’re just trying to second guess her all the time, and I seem to be the person that rubs her up the 

wrong way all the time so I have to really take a step back, and just, I feel like I’m, I don’t know, it’s 

like, you know, I have to remove any emotion sometimes from her” Int 5 line 367.   

 

Children putting themselves in uncomfortable situations - Mum restricting child’s activities 

“I do think she tries to put herself in situations that she’s not maybe comfortable with, just because 

that’s what her friends are doing and as I say when she’s with them her behaviour is different, ahm, 

you know like she, she, she wants to go up the town with them, and, I’ve seen how the sensory input 

in the town affects her, and, and I question, you know, how would she cope with that on her own” 

Int 4 line 143.   

“I don’t think she would be while comfortable to say to her friends, you know, ‘Awe, I, I can’t handle 

your level of energy’” Int 4 line 155.   

 

Pretending to understand/be independent leading to vulnerability and missing out 
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“I think that’s why it took so long to ger her diagnosed because she did mask it so well in certain 

areas” Int 5 line 24.   

“then her homework isn’t half done, or, you know, she’s missing parts of it, she doesn’t even 

remember that she was given those instructions, and, so she just does that, pretends, all the time” 

Int 6 line 24.   

“Kayleigh’s agreeing to everything, but yet she’s not taking it in, she may have gotten the first 

instruction, you know, so she’s there saying that she understands it, she has it, “Don’t be repeating 

to me, why are you repeating to me, I’m not stupid” and ahm, but yet, when it comes down to it, 

she, she could be lost, because she hasn’t heard that they’re supposed to meet at a certain time at 

the bus, you know, and she’s not there” Int 6 line 179.   

“so she’s trying not to let people see that ahm, she doesn’t understand the instructions, but then 

there’s the risk that she might miss the, the event or the thing that she’s been invited to” Int 6 line 

188. 

“Awe she does yeah, she misses out.  She makes a lot of mistakes and, and she has in the past, ahm, 

been, ahm, you know, she’s gotten lost” Int 6 line 195.   

“then she’ll be standing, then she’ll just walk over and stand then buy a ticket for maybe the next 

show, not understanding, you know, to call me, or whatever, or try and figure out, and then she’ll 

wait, she’ll stand in the lobby, and she’ll stand against the wall for 2 and a half hours waiting for the 

next show to start, so you know, it gets her so far and then, it collapses, she doesn’t know what to 

do” Int 6 line 481. 

“she didn’t really have a classroom assistant going through primary school because of that reason” 

Int 6 line 653.   

“in the early days of being at secondary school, Kayleigh was, you know, the classroom assistant was 

running around trying to find Kayleigh all the time because Kayleigh was just vanishing on her on a 

continuous basis cause she didn’t want her near her” Int 6 line 670.   

“maybe I’m interpreting camouflaging wrong, but because she kind’ve just blended in, ahm, they 

overlooked her” Int 7 line 527.   

 

Parent withholding diagnosis until reading difficulties were dealt with 

 

Not knowing if your child is telling the truth 

“Yeah exactly, and then you, I don’t know, if, if she knows or she doesn’t know.  I don’t know half the 

time, you know what I mean, if she’s actually telling me the truth (slight laugh) or and so it does 

leave her more vulnerable” Int 6 line 562. 

 

Camo as an impossible task if you can’t understand why people behave the way they do 
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“Jane’s behaving that way but I’m going to mimic that or I’m going to try and, ahm, hide some of my 

natural behaviours so that she’ll like me and be my friend and play with me whenever, and then, am, 

I don’t really understand why I’m doing that, and I don’t really understand why she’s doing that, and 

then after a while you just kind of forget” Int 7 line 277.   

“she tends to more, eh, copy, copy what they’re doing, em, but you can see she’s not confident in it, 

you know, she’s more hesitant, em, it’s not instinctive, it doesn’t come naturally” Int 7 line 51. 

“like how anxiety provoking would that be, to be just constantly thinking, “I have to do things right 

here, but I’m not sure what the right thing is” Int 7 line 640.   

“I just think its so harmful, it’s just so harmful.  I can understand we all camouflage to a certain 

extent It’s not just, we all do that, em, eh, em, but to have to do it on a regular basis, I think it’s so, it 

could be so damaging” Int 7 line 1113. 

“She’s making it so much harder for herself, you know, she’s learning something that, em, she 

doesn’t, she fundamentally doesn’t understand” Int 7 line 240.   

 

Toll on mental health 

“In general, everything that he can do to hide it, he does.  Which causes him an enormous amount of 

stress” Int 2, line 49.   

“it ended up being a very big deal because her mental health went in the crapper” Int line 413.   

“his mental health is so delicate right now because of the age he’s at and also because he’s trying to 

work out who he is, so camouflaging doesn’t help from that perspective” Int 2 line 611.   

“I think it has to affect her self-esteem” Int 4 line 117.   

“like how anxiety provoking would that be, to be just constantly thinking, “I have to do things right 

here, but I’m not sure what the right thing is” Int 7 line 640.   

 

Theme: What have parents found to be the camouflage related challenges/contributory factors? 

with school staff: 

 

Unhelpful responses from teachers when children do communicate their thoughts/feelings – 

disputing what happened.  Not validating feelings.  The way you feel is wrong.  (This could be a 

school related factor that contributes or maintains camo??)  

“if she’s having a problem with something and she’ll actually talk to somebody about it which is what 

we have taught her to do, sometimes the grownups screw up in their reaction.  Yeah, so we actually 

had to do a school move last year because the other school she was in was not, they didn’t get it” Int 

3 line 43.   

“The response she was getting wasn’t the response she should have gotten and so then she just 

kinda closed back up again, and, I don’t know, no good” Int 3 line 72. 
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“instead of just listening to her, and acknowledging her feelings whether or not they agreed with it.  

It was, ‘Oh come on now’, you know, ‘you’re twelve, what are you crying about that for?’, so then 

that sent her the message of ‘Ok I’m not feeling what everybody else should be feeling so therefore 

I’m not just gonna, I’m just not gonna say how I feel’ “ Int 3 line 101.    

“all she was doing was just being herself and trying to make friends, and their solution was, in her 

eyes, to punish her, and when I approached them about it they was like, ‘Oh, it’s child protection, 

child safety, you know, health and safety thing, she’s vulnerable so this is how we have to do it and I 

was like, ‘No, uh-uh’ (laughs) ‘No no no  no no’.  And she did, she felt very like ‘I’m getting punished 

for being bullied’” Int 3 line 152.   

“if-if she would be upset about something they would be like ‘Well, that’s not how it is’ and it’s like 

‘I’m not saying it is, I’m just saying, this is how she perceives it, and so if you guys could take the two 

minutes to explain it to her, (indistinct – I don’t know what she thinks?) I’m not there’ and those 

sorts of things, they just didn’t, think, I don’t think they thought it was a big deal” Int 3 line 404.   

“if you just listen to her, and acknowledge her as a human being with feelings, and be like, yeah, that 

really helps. (Slight laugh).  Again, sometimes, that’s all she needs” Int 3 line 510. 

“I had asked for a meeting and it’s like, cause they were to put things in place, like, ahm, time out 

pass, but it’s like, the couple of times she used it, it’s like ‘Do you really need to use it right now?’” 

Int 3 line 345.   

“she went “I could dispute a lot of these things, this isn’t how, this isn’t how that happened”, and I 

just looked at her and she went, em “But that’s not really the point” Int 7 line 759.   

“I said “but this is what it feels like to her, and that’s what you have to kinda”, and she said “Well 

that’s the thing” Int 7 line 772.   

 

School running out of ideas to support child - Reaching the end of the road with a school - Moving 

schools 

 

School believing camo but not understanding it 

“I felt believed but I don’t think they understood (.) (sigh).  I mean I think they believed in what I was 

saying, but I don’t think they really paid attention to it, (indistinct).  You know, cause when she 

would come home really upset about something, and I would go to the school, ‘She seems so happy 

and well-adjusted in class’ and I’m like ‘I’m telling you she’s not, and if you actually asked her she 

would tell you she’s not, but she does not feel comfortable volunteering that information to you 

guys” Int 3 line 392.   

 

Support delayed – diagnosis delayed – no referrals made to EP/ASD service 
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“I think the length of time it took us to get the diagnosis, ahm, his camouflaging, I think, impacted on 

paediatrician’s diagnosis, it impacted on educational psychologists who sent us down the road of 

ADHD” Int 1 line 704. 

“the educational psychologist who came out to do Freya’s assessment just said, “Em, why have I not 

seen this child before, why, why has this child never..?” and I said because the school refused, and I 

mean they refused because, as far as they were concerned, em, we were hysterical and she was 

totally fine” Int 7 line 948. 

“because she was camouflaging so well within the classroom that they didn’t really pick up on the 

fact that she wasn’t rea- (laughs), you know what I mean, that she wasn’t, she hadn’t really learned 

to read, she was just memorising” Int 6 line 365.     

The quote on Leahs account – they didn’t put the resources into her. 

“that was two years of a delay in her diagnosis because of the school, ahm, and I do think it was 

because they just, they just saw disruptive behaviour and they just didn’t look any further, they 

didn’t delve any deeper” Int 4 line 502.   

“she had an assessment with the ASD unit (service) while she was at that school, and their (the 

school’s)report was quite damning on her behaviour, it said ‘She’s very manipulative, she does know 

what she’s doing, she’s not autistic’” Int 4 line 487.     

“we didn’t disclose that she had autism even though we knew, because we wanted her to get the 

resource help to fix the reading first” Int 6 line 394.   

“Freya was diagnosed with ADD at one point privately ahm, and em, her school never moved her 

beyond stage 2 of her special educational needs policy, ever, em, eh, because they didn’t see what 

we see” Int 7 line 321. 

 

Support stops when child appears to be doing well 

“she was taking him out one day a week, and doing a particular piece of work with him, and she 

thought he was doing so well she then stopped doing that, and moved on to another child, but on 

hearing the conversations that we were having, and those few incidents that we’ve had since we’ve 

come back at Christmas, she was saying, ‘I missed that, I didn’t see that he was struggling’” Int 1 line 

125. 

 

Teachers wishing they had more children like her – easy to manage in class - Children with 

challenging behaviour getting the attention - Quiet doesn’t mean fine 

“She’s so quiet, I wish I had a hundred Freya’s in my class” you know that kind of thing” Int 7 line 

666. 
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School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents – didn’t move child 

beyond stage 2, didn’t see ASD traits til p6.    

 

Theme: Advantages: 

 

Camo to help child feel normal 

“I think it (camouflaging) does (benefit child) in a perverse way because it helps him to feel normal, 

inverted commas, it helps him to feel like he isn’t different, and that’s important to him.  He just 

wants to be a normal, inverted commas, kid” Int 2 line 76. 

 

To be able to adapt is a life skill 

“I think it’s probably a good life skill, you know, to be able to adapt to people around you, ahm, I 

don’t want her to feel like she, she can’t be herself, but we’re all in situations, in our jobs, in, you 

know, schools, whatever, where it is appropriate to change your behaviour and it is appropriate not 

to act a certain way, and I think it’s good that she can do that because, as an adult, I know some 

adults that just, they’re just the way they are no matter what company they’re in, and sometimes 

I’m like ‘You know you should really just be a wee bit more polite even’ you know, ‘You should try 

and change it up a bit’, so I think it probably will eventually be something that is a benefit to her, 

because she can adapt” Int 4 line 190.   

“You know, I want it to be appropriate in the situation where, you know, she, she’s going for a job 

interview so she has to act a certain way, or if she’s meeting new people, she can just be herself and 

not change her behaviour in that circumstance, so I think it probably could be an advantage” Int 4 

line 207.   

 

Theme: Helpful strategies that really consider the needs of children/ Unhelpful strategies that don’t: 

 

Strategies meeting resistance or not meeting resistance – getting strategies that work, giving 

options - Heightened sensitivity – “if you spook her, you’ve lost her” Trial and error approach to 

management strategies – loads of ideas, Knowing strategies are there means they don’t have to be 

used as much.  If strategies work, they may not need to be used as often.    

“I met with her teacher about it, you know, he (indistinct – put this big visual?)  in her diary, so, it’s 

ok to not finish your homework, made a separate plot for me to just initial, like I didn’t even have to 

write, she didn’t do it because of (indistinct) , because he was like, ‘You know what, we don’t need 

to know, just, you  put your initials there, and then we just know’” Int 3 line 280. 
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“I had asked for a meeting and it’s like, cause they were to put things in place, like, ahm, time out 

pass, but it’s like, the couple of times she used it, it’s like ‘Do you really need to use it right now?’” 

Int 3 line 345.   

“Because she’s like, she’s kinda like a deer, if you spook her, you’ve lost her (laughs), you know she is 

very kind of, she needs a lot of emotional scaffolding to hold her up.  Ahm, and she is the most 

sensitive person you will ever meet” Int 3 line 366.   

“You know, ahm, and it’s actually things built in around anxiety and needing breaks and such, it is in, 

in her IEP, it’s like, or in her, on her passport, that it’s like, no questions asked, if she feels you know, 

she can go to the teacher’s classroom, she can go to the LSU (Learning support Unit), she can go to 

the sensory room” Int 3 line 455.   

“any concerns that I have, all I do is pick up the phone, they phone me back and I haven’t come 

across anything yet that I’ve been worried about where they haven’t had a solution already” Int 4 

line 323.   

“she doesn’t even need to say anything, it’s like an understanding, it’s on her record, where she can 

just kinda say, ‘I need to use this’ and she can leave the class and she can go and have that down 

time” Int 4 line 364.   

“she used that ( a get out pass) a lot more last year than she did this year, and I think, the fact that 

she knows she can go away and have down time should she need it actually helps her not need it as 

much” Int 4 line 376.   

“Ahm, and actually, she used that a lot more last year than she did this year, and I think, the fact that 

she knows she can go away and have down time should she need it actually helps her not need it as 

much, and the fact that she’s sorta tried it and tested it, and they’ve let her, and she hasn’t come up 

against resistance, she feels more comfortable, so they’re doing everything they can to help her feel 

at ease” Int 4 line 376.   

“So every time someone goes, then when she’s brought in, “Do you think this would work for you?”  

You know, “Would this work?  Will we try this strategy for a while and see does it work?” Yeah, so 

she is involved in it too” Int 6 line 340. 

 

Needing a shared interest or support to build relationship with other children 

“But he then can detach very quickly if he doesn’t have a similar interest, or, you know, when he 

always was out with the kids out in the street was, everybody was brought in and given a nerf gun or 

given something but he couldn’t just have a conversation with them or, you know, attract with them 

or bond with them that way, it had to be give them something….” Int 1 line 197. 

“So we always seen that eagerness and that willingness and wanting, d’you know, but he wasn’t 

always able to get physically in himself. You know, he needed that extra bit of support” Int 1 line 

209. 
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Relationship – pupil/teacher/CA/parents – building over time 

“And, ahm, and then these other teachers that they aren’t the SENCo, and I’m sure she’s, really good 

music, ahm, relationship with the music teacher, ahm, and she was having problems with some of 

the girls, and it’s like, ahm, and so the music teacher kind’ve knew and they were chatting and she 

said ‘Well, you know, the music room’s always open’” Int 3 line 486. 

 

School open to feedback/discussion with parents 

“I have to say, they were very open to hearing my feedback, and they changed the wording (of the 

IEP) which I really appreciated” Int 1 line 549.   

“she’s very open to discussion and communication, she called me, you know, several times, late at 

night when she’s still at school to discuss, ah, you know, things pertaining to Mike and his 

development, so I know she’s really tuned in” int 2 line 194. 

“Ah well I was talking to her SENCo and stuff about it, we’ve all had a meeting, we’ve all had 

meetings with her psychologist and everything, because her behaviour was so bad, we all got 

together, social services and everything and we sat down, and, cause they just thought everything 

was great too and I don’t think they realised how much she was masking I suppose until they 

realised how bad the behaviour was at home” Int 5 line 440. 

 

School using friends to support young person in distress 

“they sent him to his office, and they brought his three friends up, which I thought was very 

interesting, the fact that they were wanting to involve his friends (indistinct - alarm goes off) to 

reassure him and resolve it” Int 1 line 575. 

 

Better planning to avoid difficult situations on schools behalf 

“prior to us coming, he (SENCo) was able to say, ‘I’ve been giving thought to who I want to appoint 

as his assistant, I’ve been looking at this and that”, so they had already kinda tuned into it which was 

great” Int 1 line 302.   

 

Excellent response to a meltdown by school - Staff using good judgement  

 

School making child comfortable by letting her be on her own 

“so if I said to them ‘Look, she’s doing this more often, and I’m concerned, you know, she’s, she say, 

she’s more and more and more tired at home’ they would immediately put something in place to try 

and, and make her feel more comfortable or reduce the circumstances where she would be in , so 

they would maybe move her on her own more” Int 4 line 349.   
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Children trust parents to sort things out for them.  School not following the parents request – 

come get me if she needs me 

“I’m her mum, and she’s supposed to trust me that I’m gonna sort things out for her so I’m going to 

the school and I’m saying to them, “What you’re seeing isn’t how she feels, you know, you’re not, 

you’re not picking up on the, em, and so they’d put things in place and then they’d forget, or, em, 

the person who was throwing themselves against the wall would get the attention, or you know, em, 

or, you know, and because she also had the ADD diagnosis, they’re looking at me going “Well you 

know, she’s not causing havoc in the classroom she’s not doing any of that stuff, she’s just,  I wish we 

had a hundred Freya’s” you know” Int 7 line 714. 

“I would said to her, “Look, see if you’re unhappy about something, or you feel nervous or anything 

like that, Just put your hand up, and I’ll say to your teacher, to tell them to come and get me”, 

sometimes even if she knew there was a message going to me that would have been enough, that 

would have calmed her down, but they didn’t do it, ever” Int 7 line 729.     

 

Theme: Expectations versus reality regarding ASD / Not always seeing behind the façade / What you 

see is not always what you get: 

 

People expect overt behaviour associated with ASD - See beyond behaviour - “If you look you’ll 

know” Duck swimming in water.  There is a need to delve deeper 

“I would always describe Con as the proverbial duck.  He is floating along nicely on the surface, 

smiling, being social, everybody thinks that he is doing well, and his feet are going mad underneath 

the surface” Int 1 line 249.   

“so the doctor kinda said you know it’s clear that Freya comes across, she’s very articulate, but am, 

eh, but that masks the, the level of competency she actually has.  Em, but you would think that, like, 

this, this doctors seen her maybe twice, and both times with me, just like, you know, 2 hour sessions 

that’s it, you would think her class teacher, with her, for longer periods of time might have picked 

that up” Int 7 line 1012.   

“just I definitely think that it is something that cause it’s difficult enough for Freya in school without 

us having to constantly say “What you’re seeing isn’t what’s going on” Int 7 line 1090. 

“people believe what they see in front of their eyes, you know” Int 7 line 670.   

“just because she’s quiet it doesn’t mean that she, that she’s ok em, and em, and they still aren’t 

quite there yet, in that “Awe no she was fine, you know, she looked fine, she was fine” and I’m like 

“No, she’s not” Int 7 line 698.   

“the educational psychologist who came out to do Freya’s assessment just said, “Em, why have I not 

seen this child before, why, why has this child never..?” and I said because the school refused, and I 
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mean they refused because, as far as they were concerned, em, we were hysterical and she was 

totally fine because what they could see in school was totally fine” Int 7 line 948. 

“You know, because they knew, ahm, her p 4 teacher, god I loved that man, he would always 

describe her as a duck on water.  You know, she looks calm, if you were to meet her today, big huge 

grin, you know, she, her number one, she wants people to like her, you know, all she wants in this 

world is people to like her.  So she’s constantly, ‘I’m smiling, I’m happy’ but it’s like under the surface 

then she’s barely holding it together and if you look, and you know what to look for, you’ll see the 

fidgeting, you’ll see the feet moving, you’ll see the kind of like, if you look her in the eyes, you’ll see 

terror even though she’s got this big beaming smile (laughs)”.  Int 3 line 216.   

“Yeah, I think there are gaps in the teaching staff’s understanding , ahm,  the SENCo in the school is 

trying to educate all the staff, but sometimes, and it’s not camouflaging specifically, but sometimes 

her behaviour just looks a certain way and without the understanding of autism, and I, I don’t think 

some of her teachers have fully grasped that a lot of her problems are from that” Int 4 line 310.   

“You know, he presents as being, everything’s fine, and ok, but they (Secondary school staff) can see 

that he isn’t (indistinct – fine?), so that a great help for us” Int 2 line 114. 

“You know, cause when she would come home really upset about something, and I would go to the 

school, ‘She seems so happy and well-adjusted in class’ and I’m like ‘I’m telling you she’s not, and if 

you actually asked her she would tell you she’s not, but she does not feel comfortable volunteering 

that information to you guys, for whatever reason’ and they just never looked beyond that” Int 3 line 

395.   

“Ahm, because I think they didn’t really see what was happening, they didn’t really look at what was 

going on because they just thought this child was, you know, throwing something across the room 

that she didn’t want to do, so she needed punished, and that was just kind’ve, and, as her mother I 

did look deeper as to what was happening and I noticed all these subtle things, that you have to 

spend time with her to notice” Int 4 line 443.   

“thank god now these days people are more, a bit more aware of it, they kinda seem to, they can 

sorta see now somebody and they think “Mm, maybe there’s more underlying there” Int 5 line 391.   

“that was two years of a delay in her diagnosis because of the school, ahm, and I do think it was 

because they just, they just saw disruptive behaviour and they just didn’t look any further, they 

didn’t delve any deeper” Int 4 line 502.   

“But she is under ahm, a psychologist at the minute, a very good psychologist took her under her 

wing but she is finding her a hard nut to crack” Int 5 line 80.   

“deep down she is, obviously not coping but she has no way of verbalising it to us or telling us or you 

know, we’re just having to come to this conclusion ourselves (laughs slightly), you know after a year 

of thinking “Right, what’s going on here?” But it just is the most sensible, it makes the most sense to 

us” Int 5 line 263.   
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“So when she wants to just, get away from a situation or just, she doesn’t want a teacher annoying 

her, or going deeper into her, what-what she knows and what she doesn’t know, she can use these 

strategies to get out of the situation” Int 6 line 149. 

“Though not all the teachers know or are aware of it and teachers come and go and for different 

subjects so it’s more difficult at secondary school level, because a lot, a lot of the teachers also 

haven’t had autism training so, they don’t know, you know, they don’t know what they’re looking 

for, they’ll just take her at face value” Int 6 line 218. 

“I mean if you were to speak to her teacher, em, ah, who has taught her all year for example, and, 

ah, em, they will be, “We wish we had a hundred Verity’s in our class”, am, “she’s so well behaved, 

she’s so ma-good mannered” you know, and all the rest, all stuff you like to hear as a parent But in 

my head I’m going “No, because she’s not taking in anything you’re saying (laughs), and she’s, she’s, 

she’s sitting watching her TV in her head, but in, in, in you’re mind, you know, you’re looking at her 

thinking how well behaved she is but in her head she’s panicking about something and therefore has 

gone to that, she will, she will say to me, like a safe space, she’ll go, like a safe space, some of that’s 

good thoughts, and some of that’s like TV” Int 7 line 132. 

“You know, she would, she would be like upset about something, or she would be terrified about 

something or whatever, and she may say “I’ve a sore head” or “I’ve a sore tummy” and they would 

just say “Och, you’ll be alright in a wee minute” and I used to say to them, “That’s her telling you 

she’s anxious about something, she’s nervous, you know, that’s her trying to get out” em and they, 

they wouldn’t react to it” Int 7 line 532.   

“her teacher ahm, agreed that I she needed some time out she could go to the toilet, so she would 

put her hand up and say, “I need to go to the toilet”, now that wasn’t necessarily to go to the toilet, 

it was just to get out….. But with Freya being so literal, she, she would think that was telling a lie, if 

she put her hand up and went, I need to go to the toilet and didn’t go to the toilet….. Ahm, so, her 

only escape, was to say, I need to go to the , I had to say to the teacher, she’s not using that for that 

reason, but as far as they were concerned she wasn’t using it so she didn’t need it, you know, em, 

and so again, it was that kind’ve, “Well, if there’s no problems, she’s, she’s doing great” Int 7 line 

645.   

 

School don’t see difficulties - Disbelief from school – shock when they do see distress, school 

rolling their eyes, making mum feel they have made up a persona. 

“But what we still find is, ah, socially, ah, other parents or, people maybe that don’t know Con would 

say, “God, we didn’t think that he was autistic, he doesn’t seem autistic” (Int 1 line 31) 

“her primary school just fundamentally didn’t believe us, just didn’t believe” Int 7 line 304.   

“So it’s like we are the hysterical parents who em have created this kind of, this, this kind of persona, 

That doesn’t exist for Freya, em because all they see is this calm child sitting in a class” Int 7 line 963.   
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“the educational psychologist who came out to do Freya’s assessment just said, “Em, why have I not 

seen this child before, why, why has this child never..?” and I said because the school refused, and I 

mean they refused because, as far as they were concerned, em, we were hysterical and she was 

totally fine” Int 7 line 948. 

“if you were to speak to any of her teachers and look at any of her reports, they would all say, you 

know, ahm, they never identified autistic traits” Int 7 line 317.   

“when he got down to the canteen, seen the crowds, heard the noise in there, he bolted, and it was 

the first real time they had seen it” Int 1 line 63. 

“Ahm, and it’s only whenever he’s tipped over the edge, if something changes, if it’s not predictable,  

or for example, that situation with not being able to go to the canteen on time, that’s when you’ll 

see the meltdown or the blow out then, and people just be like ‘Whoa, where did that come from, 

we’ve never seen that with Con before’” Int 1 line 254. 

“Though not all the teachers know or are aware of it and teachers come and go and for different 

subjects so it’s more difficult at secondary school level, because a lot, a lot of the teachers also 

haven’t had autism training so, they don’t know, you know, they don’t know what they’re looking 

for, they’ll just take her at face value” Int 6 line 218. 

“she had an assessment with the ASD unit (service) while she was at that school, and their report 

was quite damning on her behaviour, it said ‘She’s very manipulative, she does know what she’s 

doing, she’s not autistic’” Int 4 line 487.     

 

Stereotype of ASD – a male presentation - Difficulty in diagnosing 

“He’s always very much been like that, like if a kid in the street fell, he’da ran in, wet a tissue paper 

and went out to, you know, tap down the wee bit that they cut themselves or whatever, he’s always 

been like that, he is a very caring individual in that respect, which is lovely, so I think because, and 

that’s one of the things that even the paediatrician would have said to us all along, he has an 

imagination, he’s social, so they kept saying ‘no we don’t think it’s ASD’ because he, I think that for 

so long there was a stereotype of what the diagnosis was, and all these different type of traits that 

they have to have, because he had some and others, it was very difficult for them to diagnose him, 

ahm, and then when he finally got the diagnosis, what the psychologist said to me was, his traits are 

actually presenting what like a female autism” Int 1 line 168.  

“I think girls just tend to naturally, there’s that little bit of innate, wanting to fit in, that you don’t 

always see with boys, like I have a son on the spectrum as well, it wouldn’t even dawn on him, to, 

what other people think about him.  He’s just in his world and that’s it, and you know (laughs), so, 

and girls, you know, I have found it’s like you can have two kids present almost identically, but for 

some people, reason, people seem to respond to it more in boys than in girls.  Or acknowledge it” Int 

3 line 525.   
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“And it’s like, and you go back to when you finally found someone and they diagnosed her, they 

were like, ‘How on earth did she, tip toe walking, delayed speech, ahm, really really rigid, she’s a 

very monotone voice, she’s super literal, all through elementary and p-, er, primary and secondary 

school she didn’t have any friends, didn’t want friends, didn’t want to be around people, and, yeah, 

her, you know and her parents were concerned and knew something was up” Int 3 line 547.   

“they didn’t put anything in place to help her because they just thought ‘This child’s disruptive, she’s 

just naughty’” Int 4 line 417.   

 

Theme: Parents perspectives on themselves/their role: 

 

Mums as advocates - Children cannot express/recognise needs – “I have to warn the school - 

Correcting misrepresentation – how would child feel if they saw IEP.  They want to do their bit to 

help and support, not expecting school to do it all. 

“when I got it home I was a bit disappointed, now I did speak to the SENCo about it and she was 

great about it, but one of the things was, I will not lie down on the desk when I’m tired, now straight 

away to me, that wasn’t tiredness, that is him holding himself in school to the point by the afternoon 

he is exhausted, ahm, and when I connected those dots with them they were very open to 

(indistinct) ‘Right, we didn’t think of it that way, this is one of the things he came up with’, but he 

isn’t going to know that he is holding himself so much emotionally in school that he’s exhausted by 

the afternoon” Int 1 line 90.   

“so I do think it (camouflaging) does impact on his anxiety, because, he holds it until he comes home, 

but then that’s our responsibility to see how we channel that with him, how we support him with 

that” Int 1 line 784. 

“When the teachers aren’t, you know, when she’s with a group of people or (indistinct)you know, if I 

haven’t forewarned them, that she is going to agree to everything and say she knows everything, 

and like, you know, but she does it, so watch out for her” Int 6 line 201. 

“people can very quickly dismiss a meltdown as bad behaviour, rather than understanding what the 

antecedent was or where the child’s at emotionally at that time” Int 1 line 822.   

“I think everybody that’s involved with a child from the wider family, to the, the parents, to the 

school, to wherever we go, we all have that responsibility in helping them but ultimately as his 

parents that is our responsibility” Int 1 line 836. 

“Ahm, they were open to changing this particular aspect of the passport (IEP) that didn’t feel like it 

represented Mike.  It was just about the phrasing…… Mike really isn’t rude, but he is, ahm, he 

doesn’t communicate very well.  But he would be horrified if people thought he was rude.  So, it’s 

just being sensitive to that.  (indistinct).  It certainly wasn’t a (indistinct) thing, it was just the 

phrasing”  Int 2 line 265. 
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“we think that’s one of the things that we need, to help us to help him, and to help the school 

(indistinct) to get some kinda feedback, on a day to day basis, you know, ‘What is he falling behind 

in? ahm, where does he need the help?’ So that we could do that at home” Int 2 line 350.    

“‘And it’s better saying it to me when you won’t get in trouble than not knowing what it means and 

saying it to somebody for you to get in trouble’ “ Int 3 line 638. 

“Ahm, because I think they didn’t really see what was happening, they didn’t really look at what was 

going on because they just thought this child was, you know, throwing something across the room 

that she didn’t want to do, so she needed punished, and that was just kind’ve, and, as her mother I 

did look deeper as to what was happening and I noticed all these subtle things, that you have to 

spend time with her to notice” Int 4 line 443.   

 

Parents want children to camo to an extent – coach them to an extent – see it as necessary 

advantageous to some degree – get a balance 

“And it’s that bit of, we want them to fit in and be treated like every other child, but then our 

children come along with those specific needs” Int 1 line 397. 

“The teenage years for everybody’s hard but, when you have a kid that kinda doesn’t necessarily 

pick up on things the way other kids kind’ve instinctively do it’s a lot worse because it’s such a hard 

thing to try to teach” (Int 3 line 177). 

“So I’ve really kinda tried to drill into her over the years, ‘If you hear something and you don’t know 

what it means, ask me or ask another grown up before you repeat it” Int 3 line 629.   

“we would nearly have to kind of coach her at home, ‘Right, you can’t use it in (buzz word) that 

circumstance, but if you use it this circumstance” Int 4 line 47.   

“I personally try to encourage her to just be herself, and it’s ok to be herself, but, you know she’s 

only, she’s coming 13 now so, you know, it’s gonny take her a few years to realise that but” Int 4 line 

54.   

“we are trying to teach her that it’s ok, and that it’s, you can say ‘I’m autistic and I find this 

overwhelming and I need to just go and be on my own for five minutes’ or it’s ok to not say your 

autistic, you don’t have to declare that, but it’s still ok to say ‘I find this a bit, girls, you know, it’s a bit 

overwhelming, it’s a bit noisy in here, it’s a bit distracting’ or whatever, and go and have that time 

out” Int 4 line 135.   

“this is what I’m trying to work on with her, and I’m trying to get her to be ok with that, not feel like, 

she’s not worthy or that she’s not good enough, or that she has to be someone else that she has to 

put herself out to act a certain way” Int 4 line 174. 

“we’ve, she’s at groups and things, we’ve really encouraged her to like, make an effort to know 

people’s names and get to know people, ahm, and em, and she could go like 12 weeks of a course 

and not know somebody’s name, you know, and I’ll say to her after each session, “Who was that you 
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were speaking to tonight? What was their name?  Try and remember some of their names” Int 7 line 

513.  

 

Don’t want to be “that parent” - Parents providing background – a narrative of events – a story 

and context.  Not wanting to be critical of school – sympathy and empathy with the challenges 

they face 

“I don’t want to sound too critical of his primary school because they were excellent, but there was 

times I would have went in with concerns and I didn’t feel listened to” Int 1 line 346. 

“And I think she’s really open to learning more about, ahm, the kids who have additional needs and 

obviously everybody’s resources are stretched thin and I know that time is tight, ahm, but I think the 

school is open to that” Int 2 line 200. 

“I think that it’s a difficult thing to broach with the school because we need to make sure that our 

relationship with the school is a positive one, I think that’s a line we walk, all parents, regardless of 

children with additional needs, is making sure that you keep a positive relationship with the school, 

you don’t want to be “that parent”, constantly on the phone, but when you have a child with 

additional needs, you do have to be a bit more on the ball, and make sure that, people know what 

Mike’s needs are” int 2 line 529. 

“I’ll just give you a wee quick bit of background” Int 4 line 119.   

 

“On my own” – Mums having to be proactive – applying for statement - Not feeling listened to.  

Really valuing when a professional gets alongside. 

“I referred him myself for a statement, you know, so now we had to go through that three times 

before we got a statement, but if you have a parent who really doesn’t have that energy or 

experience or knowledge, ahm, and I’m part of a local group here run by parents, and I see this, day 

in, day out” Int 1 line 737. 

“so the doctor kinda said you know it’s clear that Feya comes across, she’s very articulate, but am, 

eh, but that masks the, the level of competency she actually has.  Em, but you would think that, like, 

this, this doctors seen her maybe twice, and both times with me, just like, you know, 2 hour sessions 

that’s it, you would think her class teacher, with her, for longer periods of time might have picked 

that up” Int 7 line 1012.   

“I had to apply for a parental statement, because her primary school had said, em, “There’s no more 

support we can give this child”, and like, I was then in the difficult situation where I had to em, argue 

that the school had done everything they could against the guidelines, knowing that they hadn’t” Int 

7 line 940. 

“the educational psychologist who came out to do Freya’s assessment just said, “Em, why have I not 

seen this child before, why, why has this child never..?” and I said because the school refused, and I 
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mean they refused because, as far as they were concerned, em, we were hysterical and she was 

totally fine because what they could see in school was totally fine” Int 7 line 948. 

“And she (Psychiatrist) kind of looked at Cerys but she was talking to me and she was like, you know, 

‘This isn’t you, this has nothing to do with you, you’re fine, this is for Mom and the school to sort 

out, and If Mom’s not happy with the school, then, then your Mom has other things she can do” Int 

3 line 419.   

“And it’s like, and you go back to when you finally found someone and they diagnosed her, they 

were like, ‘How on earth did she, tip toe walking, delayed speech, ahm, really really rigid, she’s a 

very monotone voice, she’s super literal, all through elementary and p-, er, primary and secondary 

school she didn’t have any friends, didn’t want friends, didn’t want to be around people, and, yeah, 

her, you know and her parents were concerned and knew something was up” Int 3 line 547. 

“But they kinda, they brushed it all off, so after that I kinda, cause you get that for years and then 

you think, ‘Right, I’m, I’m on my own’” Int 4 line 233.   

“He (SENCo) kinda, he sort of listened to her psychologist, thank god her psychologist has been so 

good (indistinct), she’s really took us under her wing, but me as well, like counselling me too, really, 

to deal with Aine” Int 5 line 480. 

“She was really able to, really explain, she explains in such a great way like, you know, so she was 

able to really explain to the teachers what was going on and what not and they were just like “Yep, 

we can see this” you know, (indistinct – loud background noise) I mean I was so embarrassed going 

to these meetings and we knew there was problems that had happened and whatever, and, ahm, 

but her SENCo was lovely and he just says “Listen, no-one is judging you and I feel really bad for 

what you have been going through, I didn’t realise it was like that at home” Int 5 line 507.   

“they diagnosed it, Mr (name of private ed psych) am so he diagnosed her with, em, ADD and then 

we went back to the school and said “So, this is the diagnosis” and, and they kinda went “Yeah we’re 

doing everything that we’ve been asked to do there”.  (laughs – indistinct – not sure)  So am, eh, you 

know, I, we, we, every time, and then when I went to my GP and I said “Look, there’s, there’s issues 

here, and I don’t know, I don’t know what it is that’s going on, I mean I’m not an autism expert” Int 7 

line 837.   

“Freya was diagnosed with ADD at one point privately ahm, and em, her school never moved her 

beyond stage 2 of her special educational needs policy, ever, em, eh, because they didn’t see what 

we see” Int 7 line 321. 

 

Children need help to process - If we don’t help them, who will 

Quote from interview 1 

 

Some parents know how to fight – others don’t 
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“I think too probably because of my experience as a professional I knew how to fight, I knew what to 

do, who to go to, how to word it” Int 1 line 733.   

“I referred him myself for a statement, you know, so now we had to go through that three times 

before we got a statement, but if you have a parent who really doesn’t have that energy or 

experience or knowledge, ahm, and I’m part of a local group here run by parents, and I see this, day 

in, day out” Int 1 line 737. 

 

Parents considering how CA can best help their child – would like to contribute to CAs role 

“Mike’s dad and I, rather than Mike, have been discussing how we can ger her to help him in a way 

that is low key and not, ahm, going to embarrass him, you know, that is sensitive to his ahm, desire 

to hide his needs” Int 2 line 167.   

“I’m thinking about things like, because, taking note of his homework is a problem, if the teacher 

was able to write the homework down on a, on a label that he could then stick in his book, rather 

than the classroom assistant, taking his diary to one side and the whole class being ‘Awe Mike needs 

to have his homework written down for him’” Int 2 line 175.   

 

Parents still learning – trying to understand their child’s behaviour.  Parent’s doing training. 

“I know, from our group again, and from the training I’ve done through Middletown and that, you’ll 

have the children who’ll blow out at school or you’ll have the children who’ll wait to afterwards” Int 

1 line 840. 

“we’re really still in new territory with her trying to learn all this and, because with girls they say the 

behaviours don’t really come out until their teenage years more and now we’re really seeing it you 

know” Int 5 line 100. 

“you’re creeping around her all the time because I can’t do right for doing wrong” Int 5 line 341. 

 

Parenting hard work 

“it’s very hard for us to understand” Int 5 line 98. 

 

Child’s behaviour impacting parents mental health - Parents experiencing stress - Mum lashing out 

- Social services involvement  

“I just was at the end of my rope with her, I had a nervous breakdown and everything over it, cause, 

I just didn’t know what to do and, how do you live with this and, it’s just like living with a psycho, 

and, you know (laughs) what, you just have to do it, it’s your child, you know, you can’t just leave it” 

Int 5 line 236.   

“you’re creeping around her all the time because I can’t do right for doing wrong” Int 5 line 341. 
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“He (SENCo) kinda, he sort of listened to her psychologist, thank god her psychologist has been so 

good (indistinct), she’s really took us under her wing, but me as well, like counselling me too, really, 

to deal with Aine” Int 5 line 480. 

“it really helped me a lot last year, you know, getting the behavioural therapy and stuff, and, cause 

she said too, you know, people don’t understand what you’re having to deal with and they 

understand that children can be complete angels in other settings and then when they come home 

we’re getting the brunt of it and, you know, and what do you do about it sort of thing, but she has 

been great, so she was able to come to these meetings” Int 5 line 496.   

 

Theme: Issues relating to communication/dissemination of information or 

knowledge/consultation/expert opinion/utilising intellectual resources: 

 

CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to help at home – 

would help parent to feel safe – parents need to be on the ball in this regard 

“a quick phone call, or, you know to flag up something, in terms of, even a quick email or something, 

just to say, ‘this worked, this didn’t work’, very briefly, so that we know where he is struggling” Int 2 

line 367. 

 

Mum hopes son’s needs are communicated to all staff 

“I’m not sure that all the staff do (have a good understanding of how ASD presents for this child, 

Mike has only recently started at the school since September, ahm, so I would hope that that is 

communicated, and that’s why we were, took so much time with the passport, to make sure that 

those few little headlines, really did represent him” int 2 line 477.   

“but it would be great to know that that was clear, and that how is the passport used, how does 

teachers access it, you know just, how is information disseminated to teachers” Int 2 line 544. 

 

Mum would value school processes made clearer, eg, how are IEPs used, how is info disseminated 

to teachers 

“I wasn’t clear as to how it was used within the school, you know, is this something that, teachers 

have access to in the classroom, is it given at the start of the year and then forgets about it, ahm, our 

hope was that it was something they were able to access regularly” Int 2 line 483. 

 

Sharing of information / Kids not sharing info with parents / Less info from secondary school / 

More feedback wanted / harder in PP when you can’t access all teachers 

“ahm, in fact (middle?/secondary) school is more difficult because I don’t, you don’t have access to 

every teacher” Int 6 line 214. 
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“Ahm, I haven’t had any interaction at all with all the subject teachers” Int 1 line 340. 

“We have, ah, we go to, we attend some of the groups like (Local ASD support group) and, some of 

the other mums at (the school), am, we’ve had a few get-togethers with the kids and stuff, and, 

some mums are just brilliant at, ahm, communicating things, and because maybe their children are 

more communicative, they’re able to keep us in the loop, so that’s really useful as well” Int 2 line 

420). 

“You know it, it is so different when they go to high school, there just doesn’t seem like the same 

info at all” Int 5 line 627.   

“So unless they specifically contact me about something I’m not gonny really know what’s going on, 

it just seems to be the way it is in high school, and then I’m like, “Do I phone?  Check up all the time, 

or do I just leave it and hope that they come to me if there’s any problems?” Int 5 line 619. 

“Information is really important to have, for us to understand, for the teachers to understand what 

Mike’s needs are, and for us to see that they do get that, but I don’t know at this stage if all the 

teachers do” Int 2 line 573.    

“the first time it happened, thank god, some 6th years saw it, figured out what was going on, went 

and told the teacher and then the school decided, ‘Well, she didn’t know that was a bullying thing so 

we’re not going to tell her’ ahm, so then it happened again the next day, and it was, from what I 

could gather, such a big thing, I mean the school never notified me about it, before my daughter 

even got home from school, I was getting phone calls from other parents of children who’d gotten 

home first, going ‘Oh my gosh you’re not going to believe what happened to Cerys at school today’ 

ahm so, number one, the school never notified me” Int 3 line 137.   

“They (primary school) knew all those things about her and they were kinda like, ‘Yeah, (post 

primary) school needs to know’ cause she’s not gonna volunteer the information if she’s 

overwhelmed” Int 3 line 231..   

“So there were a couple of missed home works and I knew nothing about it until I got a letter for 

detention” Int 3 line 322.   

“sometimes when she’s in the moment she can’t even ‘Well I can go talk to this teacher’ She gets so 

upset and she’ll just hide” Int 3 line 468.   

“I definitely think you don’t get the same info from high school as you do from primary school, you 

know so, unless there’s any hiccups, and they’re gonny tell me, I don’t really know what goes on at 

school” Int 5 line 588.   

“I can’t ask her much about school so unless they specifically contact me about something I’m not 

gonny really know” Int 5 line 619.. 

 

Importance of ASD/camo training 
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“Yeah, I think there are gaps in the teaching staff’s understanding , ahm,  the SENCo in the school is 

trying to educate all the staff, but sometimes, and it’s not camouflaging specifically, but sometimes 

her behaviour just looks a certain way and without the understanding of autism, and I, I don’t think 

some of her teachers have fully grasped that a lot of her problems are from that” Int 4 line 310.   

“I would link it in with a lack of education on the schools part because they didn’t know anything 

about how autism affected girls” Int 4 Line 469.   

“Though not all the teachers know or are aware of it and teachers come and go and for different 

subjects so it’s more difficult at secondary school level, because a lot, a lot of the teachers also 

haven’t had autism training so, they don’t know, you know, they don’t know what they’re looking 

for, they’ll just take her at face value” Int 6 line 218. 

“Ahm, I would say the SENCo does and the classroom assistant, but not I would just say maybe say 

40% of the staff I don’t think, yeah, (exactly?)the canteen staff are very good” Int 6 line 258. 

“Ahm, the main teaching staff don’t, no, a lot of them, I’ve had some problems with some of the 

staff because they just don’t get it, you know they’re not trained” Int 6 line 282.   

“in the secondary school, ah, you know, ironically, they are great, am in that they, they have a real 

understanding, but they have a specialist unit there, so you know they have staff with certain 

training” Int 7 line 682.   

“I genuinely think it’s should be something that people are more aware of and it should be part of 

training , whatever, you know, you know, particularly teaching staff, youth work staff, people who, 

because, em, ah, you know I just, I feel that it’s been so much to Freya’s detriment” Int 7 line 1079. 

 

Camo research a good thing 

“Well I just think it’s a really important thing for people to be aware of and I think that it’s great that 

you’re doing this study, ahm, because I think it’s massive, it’s a massive issue” Int line 590. 

“So anything that you can do to legitimise the fact that this actually is something that happens It is 

very real and it does have consequences, would be great because, it’s just, we just weren’t believed” 

Int 7 line 1097.  

“No, just that I’m really really glad someone’s looking at this” Int 3 line 725.   

 

Primary school sharing info with Post Primary 

“They (primary school) knew all those things about her and they were kinda like, ‘Yeah, (post 

primary) school needs to know’ cause she’s not gonna volunteer the information if she’s 

overwhelmed” Int 3 line 231. 

 

Mum not having calls returned from teacher 
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“I couldn’t even get a teacher to call me back to discuss it, which, but at this point I’m like, ‘Yeah, you 

know what, I think I’m just done here’ so on the day she was supposed to serve the detention, 

nobody had still gotten back to me about it, so (Indistinct - I was like?), ‘You know what, you’re not 

going to school’” Int 3 line 334.   

 

School well informed about ASD in girls – “I don’t need to tell them”.  School sharing ASD 

knowledge with parents 

“The SENCo’s very well informed on ASD, and ASD in girls in particular, cause as we know, ASD in 

girls is not like ASD in boys, it’s definitely not” Int 4 line 237.   

“So, I find the school are that well informed, that I don’t need to sort of tell them her problems” Int 4 

line 247.   

“they’re able to tell me stuff that I didn’t know about how it affects girls, so, the short answer to 

your question is , no, I don’t speak to them about it because I don’t feel I need to because they are 

so well informed” Int 4 line 262.   

 

School monitoring child and making observations to share with professionals 

“So, I find the school are that well informed, that I don’t need to sort of tell them her problems 

because they’re actually quite capable of pulling out things that they notice, so for example, she 

went to occupational therapy recently, and so the school had to fill out a questionnaire as well and 

they were able to, her SENCo was able to say that she chewed on her jumper so much that she left a 

hole, now” Int 4 line 247.   

 

I just have to pick up the phone to the school, they will call me back 

 

Teachers not accessing specialist knowledge available to them 

“this school have a dedicated autism unit and autism was first raised in my child when she was 

primary 1 and so I told the teachers, and every single teacher that she had I told them ‘She is waiting 

to be assessed for autism’ because she had to go for various other assessments to rule it out first, 

and not one of them ever said to me, ‘Look, we’ll link in with the autism unit and we, we’ll find out, 

could this be something to do with it?’ they never did, they dismissed it straight away, and they 

thought ‘Awe she’s definitely not autistic’” Int 4 line 472.     

“Freya was diagnosed with ADD at one point privately ahm, and em, her school never moved her 

beyond stage 2 of her special educational needs policy, ever, em, eh, because they didn’t see what 

we see” Int 7 line 321. 

 

Professionals and parents not knowing how much school overwhelms pupils with ASD 
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“they’re walking through the school to get to other classes and then she’s walking through a big 

school to get to the canteen and all, that’s probably overwhelming her more than we’ll ever know” 

Int 5 line 453.   

 

Parent unsure about contacting school for info 

“So unless they specifically contact me about something I’m not gonny really know what’s going on, 

it just seems to be the way it is in high school, and then I’m like, “Do I phone?  Check up all the time, 

or do I just leave it and hope that they come to me if there’s any problems?” Int 5 line 619. 

Mum discussing camo with CA 

 

School suggested ASD traits but couldn’t advise what to do next 

“he said, em, “Have you ever thought of,  that she may have em, be on the spectrum?”, and I said 

“She might be, what would I , what would I do with that information?” and he just went “I wouldn’t 

have a clue”.  So that was, that was the conversation” Int 7 line 400. 

 

School using terminology that parents don’t really understand – eg a number line 

“She kept saying “We’re bringing the number line away, we’re bringing the number line away” and I 

was like “What do you do with the number line, I don’t know, like, what is a number line?” Int 7 line 

896. 

 

School not referring child for ASD assessment or EP assessment - Going for private assessment to 

get a better idea of needs as school didn’t know what learning needs were 

“Freya in P2, they said to us, “It’s clear that Freya has some support needs”, and, and we said “Well, 

what are those” and they said “Well, we don’t know” and, and em, they wouldn’t refer her for any 

tests or anything because they were like, “No, she’s fine, you know, she’s fine” Int 7 line 823. 

 

Word of mouth among teachers – school community 

“but I do think there’s very much a word of mouth, it’s a community amongst the teachers which I 

think is good because the word is getting around I think in a positive way, and a -and a learning way” 

Int 1 line 680.   

 

Parent can’t ask about school, can’t mix home and school – compartmentalised 

“she’s in a learning support unit at school and she seems to look like she’s settled well in school and 

whatever, but I can’t ask her about school, school and home are two different things to her and I’m 

not allowed to kinda mix the two” Int 5 line 117.   
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“her psychologist advised me “Just don’t even ask her about school, just don’t ask her , and see how 

things go”.  She said “I think Amy has her life compartmentalised, like that ah, school’s one thing, 

and home’s another thing”.  She knows at school there’s rules and she can follow them and she’s 

very good and well behaved at school whereas at home she’s the complete anti-christ, you know?” 

Int 5 line 134. 

“I can’t ask her much about school so unless they specifically contact me about something I’m not 

gonny really know” Int 5 line 619.. 

 

Consultation re IEP, or lack thereof.   

“And we suggested actually that it should be discussed beforehand with us to make it faster , and 

then, the quicker way to do it I think is if they discuss it with us, not with Mike in the room we 

thought, because (.), he gets, he is so sensitive about discussions that reflect his needs that he would 

actually, ahm, sabotage that conversation” int 2 line 288. 

Quote from interview 1 

“we did put, you know, an IEP or a PLP in place, you know, he did consult with me about it and 

because it’s a learning process between, you know, him and the, her assistant and me you know, so 

it evolves, the PLP is evolving all the time not static and also, Kayleigh has, once Kayleigh turned, like 

16, she’s also been involved in it” Int 6 line 324. 

 

Stereotype of ASD – a male presentation - Difficulty in diagnosing 

“He’s always very much been like that, like if a kid in the street fell, he’da ran in, wet a tissue paper 

and went out to, you know, tap down the wee bit that they cut themselves or whatever, he’s always 

been like that, he is a very caring individual in that respect, which is lovely, so I think because, and 

that’s one of the things that even the paediatrician would have said to us all along, he has an 

imagination, he’s social, so they kept saying ‘no we don’t think it’s ASD’ because he, I think that for 

so long there was a stereotype of what the diagnosis was, and all these different type of traits that 

they have to have, because he had some and others, it was very difficult for them to diagnose him, 

ahm, and then when he finally got the diagnosis, what the psychologist said to me was, his traits are 

actually presenting what like a female autism” Int 1 line 168.   

 

School instrumental in diagnosis 

“when I moved her to the second primary school, they were so, their approach with her was so 

different, they were so much more supportive, they were instrumental in getting her diagnosed” Int 

4 line 125.   

 

Theme: Safety / danger 
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Feeling unsafe at school – camo to feel more safe – going to a safe place in your head.  “School 

can’t look after her” 

“I mean if you were to speak to her teacher, em, ah, who has taught her all year for example, and, 

ah, em, they will be, “We wish we had a hundred Verity’s in our class”, am, “she’s so well behaved, 

she’s so ma-good mannered” you know, and all the rest, all stuff you like to hear as a parent But in 

my head I’m going “No, because she’s not taking in anything you’re saying (laughs), and she’s, she’s, 

she’s sitting watching her TV in her head, but in, in, in you’re mind, you know, you’re looking at her 

thinking how well behaved she is but in her head she’s panicking about something and therefore has 

gone to that, she will, she will say to me, like a safe space, she’ll go, like a safe space, some of that’s 

good thoughts, and some of that’s like TV” Int 7 line 132. 

“I sent her to all sorts of things, she goes to Brownies, she goes to, em, eh, well she did go to 

Brownies, she went to, em, like art therapy classes, she goes to an art group ahm, and ahm and in 

those kinds of situations, em, she’s allowed to really just be herself, you know so she’s gone there 

for a long time, she’s gone to her art clubs since she was, since she was about 5.  Em, and she’s been 

at Brownies since she was about 5 or 6.  Ahm, so they all know her.  So she’s allowed to just kinda be 

herself.  So she doesn’t, doesn’t use, it’s mostly school that she uses, em, the kinda camouflaging, it’ 

not and I think the school is probably the place where she feels least safe” Int 7 line 445. 

“Look, you know, I keep having these conversations with her school and they just, they just can’t 

look after her”, they just kinda, because she, but maybe I’m interpreting camouflaging wrong, but 

because she kind’ve just blended in, ahm, they overlooked her” Int 7 line 527.   

“meanwhile she’s, you know, trying to conform as best she can in an environment that em, she has 

no clue what’s going on, you know, you know and has, very little success in.  So you know she just 

sits there, can you imagine like spending six hours a day in that sort of environment?” Int 7 line 971.   

 

Feeling as if school was a prison that can’t be escaped 

“I couldn’t, I can’t tell you how delighted I was when she was able to say “I don’t like this” and the, 

the, the youth worker reacted to it straight away because, when she had done that in school, she 

hadn’t been allowed out” Int 7 line 610.   

“I have actually got a letter from her primary school which basically says, something like, em, it is our 

experience that Freya thoroughly enjoyed her time at school.  Freya thoroughly did not enjoy her 

time at, she referred to it as the prison” Int 7 line 705.   

“she just referred to school as a prison, to her it was like a prison” Int 7 line 616.   

“I’m going to be here for 6 hours so I’ve gotta make myself as small and invisible as am, not causing 

anybody any bother, and behave, and then I can get out” Int 7 line 808.   
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Parents/home as safe space – Safety 

“we, I suppose, have become so,  skilled ourselves at preparing and planning, and he knows who is 

collecting him from school and he knows what his routine is, that it’s safe with us” Int 1 line 264. 

“so many different subjects is enough to raise his anxiety, then they are starting to see it playing out 

in school, whereas we were maybe seeing it mostly at home.  He keeps it for home, where it’s safe 

and he knows that he’s able to talk about it, you know” Int 1 line 324.   

“she’s erupting then when she comes home and we’re getting the brunt of it because we’re her safe 

space” Int 5 space 157. 

 

School making parents feel secure – “I don’t worry” 

“they always make me feel so secure that I can send her in in the morning and I don’t worry about 

her, whereas in primary school, I worried every single day” Int 4 line 334. 

 

Transition to PP a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school and FT CA, may have 

different CAs in PP 

“that was her first year at high school too and I think the whole transition year probably didn’t help, 

you know, going from her safe space at her primary school where she had her one to one classroom 

assistant for seven years, the same woman, you know, and, she had her full time, and then she goes 

to high school and it’s moving to different classrooms, moving from one side of the school to the 

other, you know, not seeing an assistant, just different assistants in the classes and stuff, and I think 

that was just too much for her to take” Int 5 line 243.    

 

Child terrified of school 

“I mean her post-primary school you know have, have done everything they can, am really, to try to 

get Freya through the doors , and she is so absolutely terrified of the whole concept of it” Int 7 line 

790.   

“Freya hasn’t transitioned properly to secondary school, post-primary, for that reason, she is 

absolutely terrified of school and school settings” Int 7 line 301. 

 

CA to help parents to help child by giving feedback and letting them know areas to help at home – 

would help parent to feel safe – parents need to be on the ball in this regard 

“And I think that that’s something, we would feel safer about if we knew whether there were those 

holes, because, we get a feeling that everything is ok, but maybe it isn’t” Int 2 line 380.   

“That would be ideal for us, we would , I think that would just, help us to feel safer, uh, I think we 

feel that we don’t know if he needs help or not sometimes” Int 2 line 404.   
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Parents fear that child will do anything to fit in. 

“She would do anything to fit in.  And that’s actually quite scary, as a mom” Int 3 line 198.   

 

Theme: Importance of relationships / building on knowledge: 

 

Consistency of classroom assistant important 

“that was her first year at high school too and I think the whole transition year probably didn’t help, 

you know, going from her safe space at her primary school where she had her one to one classroom 

assistant for seven years, the same woman, you know, and, she had her full time, and then she goes 

to high school and it’s moving to different classrooms, moving from one side of the school to the 

other, you know, not seeing an assistant, just different assistants in the classes and stuff, and I think 

that was just too much for her to take” Int 5 line 243.    

“the school that she goes to allowed her to maintain her same classroom assistant for four years 

continuously running (Indistinct – Since) primary school, which was brilliant.  That matters, that’s a 

huge thing and that really matters” Int 6 line 708. 

 

Relationship – pupil/teacher/CA/parents – building over time 

“So, and again, it comes down to your connectivity, your, your relationship, you know, knowing that 

child well enough to know that, what is behind this, like how do you get that (indistinct) because Con 

isn’t always able to tell you either” Int 1 line 447. 

“I think as time goes on, am, because there’s so many children they have to get to know in the 

school year, it isn’t easy, but I do think they do, they’re-they’re experience of them and they’re 

relationship with them is definitely building and developing which I’m glad to see” Int 1 line 18.   

“And, ahm, and then these other teachers that they aren’t the SENCo, and I’m sure she’s, really good 

music, ahm, relationship with the music teacher, ahm, and she was having problems with some of 

the girls, and it’s like, ahm, and so the music teacher kind’ve knew and they were chatting and she 

said ‘Well, you know, the music room’s always open’” Int 3 line 486. 

“Ahm, because I think they didn’t really see what was happening, they didn’t really look at what was 

going on because they just thought this child was, you know, throwing something across the room 

that she didn’t want to do, so she needed punished, and that was just kind’ve, and, as her mother I 

did look deeper as to what was happening and I noticed all these subtle things, that you have to 

spend time with her to notice” Int 4 line 443.   

“I noticed all these subtle things, that you have to spend time with her to notice, ahm, like the 

change in her, in her, in her accent around her friends, the change in her, even the tone of her voice 

and the way she would speak, ahm, you kind’ve have to spend…” Int 4 line 449.   
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“Listen, no-one is judging you and I feel really bad for what you have been going through, I didn’t 

realise it was like that at home” or whatever.  But then so, it was only her first year at school too, so 

of course they’re not really going to know her, you know what I mean” Int 5 line 516.   

“her classroom assistant now she really likes, they have developed a good rapport together, and, but 

mind you, in the early days of being at secondary school, Kayleigh was, you know, the classroom 

assistant was running around trying to find Kayleigh all the time because Kayleigh was just vanishing 

on her on a continuous basis cause she didn’t want her near her” Int 6 line 668.     

“we did put, you know, an IEP or a PLP in place, you know, he did consult with me about it and 

because it’s a learning process between, you know, him and the, her assistant and me you know, so 

it evolves, the PLP is evolving all the time not static and also, Kayleigh has, once Kayleigh turned, like 

16, she’s also been involved in it” Int 6 line 324. 

“the classroom assistant is aware of it too after I discussed it in more detail with her she, she 

become more, you know, as she spent more time with Kayleigh she becomes more and more aware 

of it” Int 6 line 243.   

“the canteen staff are very good” Int 6 line 260.   

“They actually are really, really good, they spotted, you know, they just, you know, they know what 

to do and yeah, you know, and I think it’s because a lot of the, the girls, it’s an all-girls school go in 

there a little bit earlier from the other students, so, they get to know them They know, you know, 

and they know, you know, they have their different ways of needing things, or where to sit, you 

know, they all, some of them have to sit beside an electricity , and electrical outlet or a plug to 

charge their phones or sit on the floor, and they let them sit on the floor and they let them do that 

kind of stuff” Int 6 line 263. 

 

School using friends to support young person in distress 

“Ann then brought him and his three friends out of the classroom, didn’t make it about Con, and 

took his friends, brought them down to the canteen and had a lay out of food, sitting ready for him” 

Int 1 line 584. 

 

Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

“I think, I think there’s just, there’s you know, school is a group of kids all the same age but you know 

in Brownies they’re different ages and em in the art group they’re different ages, she seems to feel 

best with kids that are younger than her” Int 7 line 481.   

 

IEP Work in progress 

“we did put, you know, an IEP or a PLP in place, you know, he did consult with me about it and 

because it’s a learning process between, you know, him and the, her assistant and me you know, so 
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it evolves, the PLP is evolving all the time not static and also, Kayleigh has, once Kayleigh turned, like 

16, she’s also been involved in it” Int 6 line 324. 

 

Child friends at school with like-minded children 

“there’s four of them in the group, ahm, and three of them have ASD.  And the other wee one, I, I 

don’t know but I suspect he has ADHD because he was telling Con all about melatonin, (indistinct) 

such and such said to me about taking melatonin and I was like ‘No no, we don’t need to go down 

that road’, but I thought it was quite interesting how they’ve all gravitated towards one another as 

well” Int 1 line 150.   

“We’re really pleased with the way he’s settling in And friendships groups, you know, he has made a 

little group of friends which is just beyond what we thought he would be able to do” Int 2 line 412. 

“Well, she seems to, you know, she has this group of friends at school, they’re all kind of like 

minded” Int 5 line 115.    

 

IEP an evolving document involving teacher, parent, pupil and CA 

 

Theme: Issues specific to adolescence and post-primary school: 

 

Camo differs through life span – possible increase at PP – possible changes with maturity 

“she desperately wants to fit in, and because she’s autistic, she already feels, you know, that she 

doesn’t fit in, plus all teenagers feel like that but the autism amplifies that” Int 4 line 50.   

“When she was younger, she would have come home from school and, she, she would have been 

disruptive in school, but she would have been more disruptive at home, now that she’s a bit older 

she can kinda control herself in school” Int 4 line 79.   

“when she was younger, as I say her first school were not supportive, but, her behaviour was more 

challenging, it was more, she’s more subdued now” Int 4 line 399.   

“Her assistant would have texted me and says “She was awful today” or I would have said “Good 

luck to you” you know and we were getting the same behaviour of Aine, so, so if the educational 

psychologist came along or anything like that we would say the same thing was happening at home 

and at school you know, so then when she went to the high school then it just changed to this wee 

innocent angel at school” Int 5 line 647.   

“Kayleigh, who is 18 now, so, it differs through her, you know, through her life span.  The 

camouflaging behaviour she did as a younger child are not what she does now so” Int 6 line 5.   

“When she was younger in primary school, she used to write out her own scripts, her own jokes, 

yeah, she had a, and she carried them in her pocket, you know, she had them written out on little 

cards” Int 6 line 620. 
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“her classroom assistant now she really likes, they have developed a good rapport together, and, but 

mind you, in the early days of being at secondary school, Kayleigh was, you know, the classroom 

assistant was running around trying to find Kayleigh all the time because Kayleigh was just vanishing 

on her on a continuous basis cause she didn’t want her near her” Int 6 line 668.     

 

Difficulties becoming more evident over time 

“But I think as they get older, girls, it’s harder because the subtleties in bullying and in social 

interactions and it’s so much more (.), it’s not in your face.  It’s very sneaky, it’s very manipulative” 

Int 3 line 566. 

“we’re really still in new territory with her trying to learn all this and, because with girls they say the 

behaviours don’t really come out until their teenage years more and now we’re really seeing it you 

know” Int 5 line 100. 

“We’re really experiencing that autistic side, I know she always had her wee traits and stuff you 

know but, it really has come out now” Int 5 line 430. 

 

Easier with mix of ages / harder when same age 

 

Camo contributing to anxiety - No outlet for anxiety at school 

“I suppose really I think the main impact is the whole struggle (indistinct – massively) with anxiety.  I 

think the camouflaging and the masking goes towards it, because he is holding it so well, when he’s 

around other people in4 school and that, they don’t even pick up, and then when he’s coming home, 

there’s no real, kinda, let out for it really” Int 1 line 762.   

 

Different experience at primary and secondary  

“We’ve not seen that (camouflaging) as much at (current secondary school), because I think there’s 

an understanding there, there’s more help, ahm, and the school have been really good” int 2 line 

104.   

“whereas now she is subdued, but she still gets help, so she doesn’t need to sorta do the things that 

she used to do, obviously maturity and things like that do help” Int 4 line 435.   

“they’re walking through the school to get to other classes and then she’s walking through a big 

school to get to the canteen and all, that’s probably overwhelming her more than we’ll ever know” 

Int 5 line 453.   

“The SENCO (indistinct – of the post-primary school) is brilliant, yep, she’s very good, yeah, she’s 

very good.  The SENCo at her primary school?  No” Int 7 line 786.     

 

Is this ASD or teenage hormones and transition in the mix too? 
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“his mental health is so delicate right now because of the age he’s at and also because he’s trying to 

work out who he is, so camouflaging doesn’t help from that perspective” Int 2 line 611.   

“we’re going through the moody teenager years too, so at the minute it’s really difficult to kinda 

understand what her behaviour is like” Int 5 line 35.   

“Ahm, it’s kinda, you’re going “Right, is this the autistic side or is this the teenage hormone side?” Int 

5 line 42.   

 

Child has changed so much approaching teenage years 

“but she’s changed so much in the space of a couple of years” Int 5 line 107.   

“You know she’s over there and, and I just, there’s no hugging or anything, she’s just (Indistinct – 

loads of background noise - you go to hug her and she just doesn’t like it) she used to be such a 

huggy, kissy, wee cheery girl, the difference in her is crazy” Int 5 line 374.   

 

Transition to Post Primary a real challenge – leaving safe space of primary school and full time 

classroom assistant - may have different Cas in PP 

“But I think as they get older, girls, it’s harder because the subtleties in bullying and in social 

interactions and it’s so much more (.), it’s not in your face.  It’s very sneaky, it’s very manipulative” 

Int 3 line 566. 

“she used to say to me, “Mummy, Greenfield primary school is fairly terrible, am, eh, what-what’s 

that other school going to be like?” Int 7 line 351 

“That’s what I say, in P5 I said to them, “You do realise when you’re telling the kids, you know, you 

gotta work harder, you gotta work harder” Freya would say to me, P5 is like awful, she would say to 

me, “Mummy, I’m working really hard and I can’t even do the green book, how am I gona do al the 

hard sums?”, you know? And I kept saying to them, “Think about the language your using, you’re 

ramping everything up” Int 7 line 357. 

“Cause I did worry now with the transition that she wouldn’t have that one to one, how would it go 

for her you know, so, I know that’s probably a lot of what happened last year with her with her 

behaviour and stuff cause that was a big change for her you know, to just, you know, move schools, 

completely different routine, not have your safety net of your assistant that she had for 7 years 

either and, you know there was a lot of big changes and then the hormonal changes” Int 5 line 549.   

 

Allowed to be herself in clubs outside of school 

 

Some schools very aware and knowledgeable about ASD and camo, some not.  PP probably more 

aware.   
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Remaining codes not assigned to themes: 

1. Use of other skills to camo such as memory 

2. Parent’s fears – will do anything to fit in 

3. Knowing they are different 

4. Staff recognising masking 

5. Children with ASD wanting to be part of mainstream world - Pushing a square plug into a 

round hole 

6. School know camo is an issue 

7. Child can’t hold it together anymore – bursting into tears in school 

8. Girls innate wanting to fit in 

9. Girl wishing she could be in special school – everyone is themselves, no-one thinks they’re 

weird. 

10. Teachers deciding “she’s not autistic” 

11. School don’t believe what child is going through – don’t believe parents – didn’t move child 

beyond stage 2, didn’t see ASD traits til p6.    

12. Stopping camo when realising it’s not working anymore – school refusal 

13. Child unable to do school work - Child getting a private tutor 

14. School as an environment child has little success in 

Finalising Themes 

The codes that were detailed under the themes in the above section were then written onto pieces 

of paper and sorted into above initial themes.  They were then repeatedly re-sorted until the 

researcher had settled upon finalised themes which were considered to be clear with internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity.  The codes under each theme were broken down into 

subthemes.  Below are the finalised themes and subthemes that were used for the thematic map: 
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Excerpt from Reflective Diary 

20/05/2020 

I am currently transcribing interview 5.  I have some conflicting feelings, Mum discussed feeling at 

the end of her tether, and she discussed a time when she had lashed out at her daughter.  I would 

hate for this to become a theme of the research.  Conflict between parent and child is one thing, but 

I would love my research to be empowering and informative to parents, and not dwell on one 

incident.  Will discuss it with Patricia tomorrow.   

22/05/20 

A lady has contacted me, prepared to take part in the research, but is unable to do a spoken 

interview due to having oral surgery.  Unfortunately it doesn’t look as if I am able to include her due 

to my methodology.  It seems a shame that she can’t have her say, it feels wrong, but it would cause 

a conflict in my methodology. 

Also, I discussed with Patricia how uncomfortable it was listening back to interview no 5 due to the 

sensitive nature of the data.  I want to represent this woman well and not reflect her in any kind of a 

bad light – I feel a loyalty to her.  I must be very mindful of these feelings when doing my TA.  I have 

a motivation to champion these parents.    I feel like I am benefitting from a painful story that 

involves pain on the part of a child.  Despite having done a PIS and debrief I am concerned she 

divulged more than she meant to??   
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Appendix P: Ethical Approval Documentation from Queens University, Belfast 

 

 
 

 
Date: 19 November 2019 

To: Patricia Davison / Fionuala Boyle 

Faculty REC 

Reference Number: 

 

EPS 19_267 

Full Title: An investigation into camouflaging behaviour in pupils with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) and its impact on their education, from the perspective of 

their parents. 

Decision: APPROVED 
 
 

Thank you for your application which was reviewed by the EPS Faculty Research 

Ethics Committee (Faculty REC) in accordance with the Proportionate Review 

process. 

The application and supporting documents have 

been approved. Conditions of the Approval 

The Faculty REC approval is subject to the following conditions: 
 

(i) The study must be conducted in accordance with all relevant legislation. All relevant 

management approvals from organisations involved in the research must be obtained. 

(ii) When the research involves human volunteers the study must be entered on the 

University’s Insurance Database. 

(iii) Monitoring and auditing process must be complied with including submission of 

annual progress reports to the Faculty REC. 

 
It is the Chief Investigator’s responsibility to ensure the study is conducted in 

accordance with the conditions stipulated. 

Any future changes to any part of the submitted application, protocol or 
supporting documentation must be notified to the Committee prior to these 
changes taking place. 

 
Approved Documents 

 

The documents approved by the Faculty REC are listed in the table below. 
 

Documentation Received Version Date 

Application Form 1 01 November 2019 
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Research Proposal 1 01 November 2019 

Letter to Principal (Appendix 1) 1 01 November 2019 

Research Protocol (Appendix 2) 1 01 November 2019 

Letter of Invitation (Appendix 3) 1 01 November 2019 

Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 4) 1 01 November 2019 

Consent Form (Appendix 5) 1 01 November 2019 

Questionnaire (Appendix 6) 1 01 November 2019 

De-brief (Appendix 7) 1 01 November 2019 
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If you would like to discuss this further please contact the Research Ethics Officer, Mr Stefan 
Curran, at facultyreceps@qub.ac.uk or by telephone on 02890972529. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 
pp Professor Brendan 
Murtagh Chair, EPS Faculty 
REC 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:facultyreceps@qub.ac.uk


283 
 

 

 
 

 

 
Date: 06 February 2020 

To: Patricia Davison 

Faculty REC 

Reference Number: 

EPS 19_315 

Full Title: An investigation into camouflaging behaviour in students with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and its impact on their education, from the 

perspective of their parents. 

Decision: APPROVED 
 
 

Thank you for your application which was reviewed at the meeting of the Faculty of Engineering and 
Physical Sciences Research Ethics Committee (EPS Faculty REC) on 15 January 2020. 

 
Your application was considered and some clarification and revisions were requested on 21 January 

2020. You submitted the requested information on 30 January 2020 also with further revisions and these 

were forwarded for review by the Chair. 

The response has been reviewed and deemed satisfactory. The application has been approved.  

Conditions of the Approval 

The Faculty REC approval is subject to the following conditions: 
 

(i) The study must be conducted in accordance with all relevant legislation. All relevant management 

approvals from organisations involved in the research must be obtained. 

(ii) When the research involves human volunteers the study must be entered on the University’s Insurance 

Database. 

(iii) Monitoring and auditing process must be complied with including submission of annual progress 

reports to the Faculty REC. 

 
It is the Chief Investigator’s responsibility to ensure the study is conducted in accordance with the 

conditions stipulated. 

Any future changes to any part of the submitted application, protocol or supporting documentation 
must be notified to the Committee prior to these changes taking place. 

 
Approved Documents 

 

The documents approved by the Faculty REC are listed in the table below. 
 

Documentation Received Version Date 

Application Form 2 28 January 2020 

Cover Letter Addressing Committee Comments  30 January 2020 
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Research Protocol (Appendix 8) 1 03 December 2019 

Research Proposal (Appendix 7) 2 28 January 2020 

Email to Participants (Appendix 1) 1 03 December 2019 

Participant Information Sheet (Appendix 2) 2 28 January 2020 

Consent Form (Appendix 3) 2 28 January 2020 

Interview Schedule (Appendix 5) 1 03 December 2019 
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Debrief (Appendix 6) 1 03 December 2019 

Distress Protocol (Appendix 4) 1 03 December 2019 
 

If you would like to discuss this further please contact the Research Ethics Officer, Mr 
Stefan Curran, at facultyreceps@qub.ac.uk or by telephone on 028 90972529. 

 

Yours sincerely 
 

pp Professor 
Brendan 
Murtagh Chair, 
EPS Faculty 
REC 
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