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Autism Spectrum Disorder

• ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder
• It is present from birth, and is lifelong
• Diagnostic Criteria:

1. Persistent deficits in  social communication and social 
interaction across multiple contexts

2. Restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests or 
activities

• Can occur with or without Intellectual Disability
• Can occur with or without language delays or impairments

(DSM-5, American Psychiatric Association, 2013)



ASD and Mental Health

• Approximately 70% of individuals with ASD have 
at least 1 psychiatric comorbidity, and 40% may 
have 2 or more psychiatric comorbidities

• Anxiety is a common comorbidity of ASD (e.g. 
Buck et al., 2014; Kerns et al., 2015)

• A Masters study focussing on the school 
experiences of females with Asperger syndrome  
found that 84 % of participants reported feelings 
of anxiety and depression



Aims

• Aims to explore the social and emotional well-
being of females with High Functioning ASD, 
and how it compares to males with HFASD, 
and to typically developing students



Method

• Approval was gained from the Tasmanian 
Human Research Ethics Committee

• Recruitment via ASD websites in Australia 

• Participants were 25 parents of females with 
HFASD aged between 7 and 14 years, and 9 
parents of males aged between 7 and 14 years

• Participants responded to an online survey 
consisting of 8 demographic questions, and 18 
open-ended questions



Data Analysis

• Data analysed thematically with assistance of 
Nvivo

• Nodes used to develop data categories

• Node = a collection of references about a specific 
theme, place, person, or other area of research 
interest

• Results drawn from responses to the question, 
‘Have there been any situations at school which 
may have contributed to anxiety, stress or worry?’
and from other questions which referred to 
anxiety, stress or worry 



Results

• ALL participants indicated there had been 
situations at school which had contributed to 
anxiety, stress and worry

• 23% of parents of females said their child had a 
diagnosis of Generalised Anxiety Disorder

• Feelings of anxiety, and diagnosable anxiety 
disorders are an issue of concern for children and 
adolescents with High Functioning ASD

• All participants indicated their children 
experienced  feelings of anxiety, stress and worry, 
although only females were identified as having 
Generalised Anxiety Disorder
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Implications

• These preliminary findings suggest that 
greater support is needed for students with 
High Functioning ASD regarding managing 
anxiety

• While there are no easy answers, this might 
be achieved through education to help both 
teachers and peers understand ASD, and the 
associated anxiety experienced
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