
UNDERSTANDING MASKING IN GIRLS 
WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS



WHAT IS MASKING?

• Masking is when a someone hides or suppresses natural behaviours to fit in. 

This often involves:

• Copying peers’ social behaviour

• Hiding anxiety or confusion

• Forcing eye contact or smiling

• It’s especially common in girls with autism or social communication needs.



WHY FOCUS ON GIRLS?

• Girls often present differently than boys.

• They may appear quiet, compliant, or socially aware.

• This can lead to:

• Delayed or missed diagnoses

• Increased anxiety and exhaustion

• Emotional “meltdowns” after school

• Masking can hide true support needs.



RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• How can staff recognise masking in girls with SEN?

• What impact does masking have on emotional wellbeing?

• What can schools do to create a safe environment for girls to be themselves?



METHODS TO IDENTIFY STUDENTS 
WHO MAY BE MASKING

• Observations: in classroom, break times, group work

• Student voice: informal, supported discussions (with consent).

• Reflective journal: personal notes and observations.



EXAMPLE OF OBSERVATION SHEET



IMPACT OF MASKING

• Emotional fatigue and anxiety

• Low self-esteem and identity confusion

• Missed SEN support or EHCP referrals

• Sudden “outbursts” or shutdowns at home

• Difficulty forming authentic friendships



HOW STAFF CAN RECOGNISE MASKING

• Notice inconsistencies (calm at school, meltdowns at home)

• Look for scripted speech or rehearsed social patterns

• Be aware of perfectionism and compliance

• Watch for subtle signs: fidgeting, zoning out, mimicking, exhaustion



STRATEGIES TO SUPPORT

• Build trust and safety before expecting openness

• Provide quiet recovery spaces

• Offer predictable routines and gentle flexibility

• Encourage authentic self-expression (art, journaling, ELSA work)

• Regular check-ins to monitor wellbeing

• Model acceptance of differences and making mistakes 



CONCLUSION

• Masking in girls is often misunderstood or unseen.

• Recognising it helps ensure early support and emotional wellbeing.

• As staff, we can make a difference by helping girls feel safe to be themselves.



STAFF HANDOUT



USEFUL 
WEBSITES 

• https://www.elsa-

support.co.uk/
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USEFUL WEBSITES

• https://slam.nhs.uk/estiacentre-blog/autistic-masking-in-women-and-girls-4941

• https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/masking

• https://epicthinklearn.com/when-do-neurodivergent-girls-begin-to-mask-and-is-

it-linked-to-mental-health-difficulties/

• https://www.youngminds.org.uk/young-person/mental-health-

conditions/anxiety/
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