“Where the h*ck are we going to get a real dragon from?" A Mixed Methods Study Investigating Gender Differences of Playtime Behaviours of Autistic Children in Mainstream Primary School
Abstract
Play is a human right and a vital part of development, highlighting the importance of school playtime. Play is considered an area of fundamental difference for autistic children, which may present differently in autistic boys and girls. Previous research has rarely explored what children want from their playtime or examined whether this aligns with their actual play behaviours, while also accounting for potential gender differences. Accordingly, this mixed-methods study investigates what autistic boys and girls want from their playtime, examines whether this reflects their actual play behaviours, and explores gender differences in these behaviours and experiences. Findings suggest participants wanted agency over what they played with, access to plenty of resources, specific conditions for play, and the presence of others. Autistic boys tended to want peers to play a game with, whereas autistic girls preferred a small group of classmates to play alongside. Observational data tentatively suggest autistic girls spent most of their time in solitary play or joint engagement, while autistic boys were more likely to engage in games or solitary play. Interestingly, differences between observed playtime behaviour and participants’ descriptions of their ideal playtime were identified. A clearer understanding of these gendered patterns can help schools design varied play spaces and opportunities that reflect autistic children’s diverse preferences, supporting agency, inclusion, and wellbeing.
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Practical Takeaways
· Autistic play is diverse, purposeful, and often aligned with children’s own stated preferences. Recognising and supporting these varied play styles can help schools to promote agency, wellbeing, and inclusion.
· Autistic children want agency, safety, other children, a mixture of indoor and outdoor space, and plenty of resources, including those based on their special interests. 
· In general, autistic girls prefer and play with small, familiar groups, and autistic boys prefer structured games. 
Introduction
Playtime is a break within the school day that provides opportunities for play and social development, most often taking place outdoors (Baines et al., 2020). Outdoor play supports children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development (Hagen et al., 2019; Ouvry & Furtado, 2020), and can foster wellbeing and a sense of belonging (Baines et al., 2020; Van Dijk-Wesselius et al., 2018). It also offers opportunities to build friendships (Pellegrini & Bohn, 2005) and to learn about and connect with others (Ladd, 2005). The types of activities children engage in during playtime - for example, playing games, engaging in imaginative play, or spending time alone - can influence their peer relationships. These activities may enhance social connection or, conversely, contribute to feelings of isolation (Blatchford et al., 2016). Children who experience difficulties engaging with others may find playtime particularly challenging, which can, in turn, affect their overall ability to cope at school (Ladd et al., 2012).
Social communication differences are a defining feature of autism (Bauminger et al., 2009), and difficulties with play and forming friendships are cited as examples of these in the diagnostic criteria for autism (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Current literature suggests that autistic children exhibit differences in playtime behaviour compared to their non-autistic peers (Locke et al., 2016; Ingram, 2007). For example, autistic children have been found to spend more time alone than with peers during playtime (Gilmore et al., 2019). They are not always included in playtime activities (Ochs et al., 2001) and may be positioned on the periphery of social networks (Kasari et al., 2011).
In previous research, observational methods have often been used to understand the play behaviours of primary-aged autistic children (e.g., Locke et al., 2016; Kasari et al., 2011; Dean et al., 2017), including categorising play according to levels of complexity, such as ‘simple object’ and ‘symbolic’ play (e.g., Harrop et al., 2017). While these approaches allow for objective measurement of social behaviours, a key limitation is that they frequently exclude autistic children's own perspectives - perspectives that may differ significantly from neurotypical play norms - and tend to adopt a deficit-based view of play (O’Keeffe & McNally, 2025). For example, autistic children may choose to engage in solitary or repetitive play, which could be interpreted as signs of difficulty or impairment when viewed through a neurotypical lens (Gibson & McNally, 2024).
Eisele and Howard (2012) offer a contrasting perspective on autistic play. In their study of nine autistic children in a special school playground setting, they analysed ritualised and repetitive behaviours and found that these shared many characteristics with playful engagement, such as enjoyment, persistence, and creativity. However, these behaviours could easily be misinterpreted as deficits if assessed solely through neurotypical standards of play. Their findings highlight the importance of recognising and valuing diverse expressions of play within autism. It is important to note, however, that the authors did not seek the views of the autistic children themselves. In accordance with the neurodiversity movement, including autistic perspectives is not only intrinsically valuable but also essential for informing practices that support autistic children's development and wellbeing (Dark, 2024).
In contrast, O’Keeffe and McNally (2025) used participatory methods to directly gain the views of autistic children, finding that they view play as a source of joy, connection, and meaningful engagement. Their findings challenge deficit-based interpretations and highlight the importance of recognising autistic play as valid and purposeful in its own right. However, it remains unclear whether the children were actually engaging in the types of play they personally preferred in their everyday environments.
One factor that can affect play experiences and behaviour is gender. Dean et al. (2017), for example, found gender differences in the playground behaviours of both autistic and non-autistic children. Autistic girls tended to spend most of their time in close proximity to peers without fully engaging in social interaction, which the authors interpret as a form of social camouflage. In contrast, autistic boys spent most of their time alone. Among non-autistic children, boys were more likely to engage in structured games, while girls spent more time interacting socially with one another.
To our knowledge, no study has asked autistic children what they want from their playtime, examined whether this aligns with their actual play behaviours during playtime, and compared these experiences and behaviours by gender. Accordingly, the current study aims to explore the playground behaviours and experiences of autistic boys and girls using a mixed-methods approach that integrates qualitative and quantitative findings. Specifically, we asked children what they wanted from their playtime using a Personal Construct Psychology (PCP; Kelly, 1955) framework, observed their playtime behaviours, and compared the two sets of data. The research questions were as follows:

1. Are there gender differences in what autistic boys and girls in mainstream primary schools want from their playtime?
	
2. Are there gender differences in the playtime behaviours of autistic boys and girls in mainstream primary schools?

3. To what extent do autistic children's stated preferences for play align with their actual play behaviours during playtime?

[bookmark: _Toc167998116]Method
[bookmark: _Toc167998117]Design	
A mixed-method convergent design was used to explore gender differences in the playtime behaviour of autistic children during playtime. This design consists of quantitative and qualitative data collected and analysed simultaneously but separately. Then, both data sets are compared and combined, to give a detailed picture of the results (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). The qualitative research supported creating a detailed understanding of the autistic children’s ideal playtime (Research Question 1), whereas the quantitative data allowed for the first author to observe autistic children’s actual playtime behaviours and investigate gender differences (Research Question 2). We then compared the qualitative and quantitative data to investigate the extent to which autistic children's stated preferences aligned with their actual play behaviours during playtime (Research Question 3).
[bookmark: _Toc167998118]Participants 
The participants consisted of 16 children, 10 boys and 6 girls, who were in key stage 2 between the age of 7-11 years old, attended a mainstream primary school, and had been diagnosed with autism (See Table 1). Four schools participated in this research study. Schools were invited to include participants who had not yet received a diagnosis but had previously received support for social communication differences or those on the referral pathway; however, only those with a formal diagnosis ultimately participated. The participants were recruited using convenience sampling by emailing schools in south east England/ Greater London. 

Table 1 Demographic data for the participants
	Number of participants
	Mean and Standard Deviation age (years)
	Age range (years)
	Boys
	Girls
	Mean age and Standard Deviation of diagnosis
(years)
	Age range of diagnosis age(years)
	Ethnicity

	n=16
	M= 8.81
SD= 0.98
	7 to 10
	n=10
	n=6
	M=5.07
SD=1.75
	3 to 9
	English/British (n=12)
Pakistani (n=1)
Other (n=1) 
White other (n=2)



[bookmark: _Toc167998119]Measures
[bookmark: _Toc167998121]The social and communication disorders checklist (SCDC)
The Social and Communication Disorders Checklist (SCDC, Skuse et al., 2005) is an autism screening tool that all parents completed on behalf of their children (e.g., ‘does not pick up on body language’). The possible score range is 0–24 and the inclusion threshold was a score of 9 or higher (as this suggests the child may have autism). No children scored below the threshold. Skuse et al. (2005) stated the Cronbach’s coefficient was 0.93, suggesting a high level of consistency. It has been found that demographic factors did not significantly influence SCDC scores (Kuru et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc167998122] The Ideal Playtime
The Ideal Playtime is a PCP task based on Drawing the Ideal Self (Moran, 2001) and Drawing the Ideal School (Williams & Hanke, 2007), in which children are asked about their ideal playtime and their responses are recorded at the time (in pictures and words) by the first author (see Supplementary File ‘Ideal playtime interview guide’). A pilot study was conducted to evaluate the delivery of the ideal playtime activity to young people of a similar age to the participants, which highlighted the need for additional support around understanding the instructions and what an ‘ideal playtime’ meant. Therefore, visual images were created, and phrases using synonyms for ‘ideal’ such as ‘your ideal, perfect playtime’ were developed to support the participants understanding. Then, additional solution-focused questions were added to the script, such as ‘what would you add to your playtime to make it your ideal, perfect playtime?’ and ‘which of the things we have spoken about are most important to you and why?’ The conversations were audio-recorded and then transcribed. 
The drawings produced by the participants were used to facilitate conversations and to reduce the pressure for direct eye contact. Autistic young people have reported feeling uncomfortable when pressured to engage in eye contact (Trevisan et al., 2017). As the first author had never worked with the participants before, they used the drawings to support them in feeling more comfortable sharing their views. The drawings were a direct representation of the conversation from the Ideal Playtime activity that was produced in the transcript. Therefore, only the transcript was analysed.
[bookmark: _Toc167998120]Playtime Observation of Peer Engagement (POPE)
[bookmark: _Toc167998123]The POPE observation is a 10-minute observation schedule, adapted to five-minutes (20-second observing, 10-second recording) for this study (see Supplementary File ‘Playtime Observation Schedule (POPE)’. The POPE measures the proportion of time spent in each of three categories of playtime behaviour: games (e.g. collaborative play); joint engagement (e.g. reciprocal engagement in conversations or joint activities with at least one other); and solitary (e.g. unengaged with others). The observation measured the proportion of time spent in each of the three categories of playtime behaviour. The frequency score will represent the proportion of the 5-minute observation spent in each category of playtime behaviour. The POPE included qualitative field notes the first author wrote during the observation. Previous research indicates that the POPE has high reliability with an average inter-rater reliability score of 0.87 (Kasari et al., 2011). 
Procedure
Following ethical approval from the University of Southampton Faculty of Environmental and Life Sciences Ethics Committee (ERGO ID 84302), the headteacher or a senior member of staff provided gatekeeper permission for members of their school to take part in the research; this was gained through a written email response. The parents/carers of the participants provided written informed consent for their child to take part by returning the signed consent form for the observation and Ideal Playtime activity, returning the demographic questionnaire and the SCDC. Additionally, the Ideal Playtime activity required informed verbal assent from the child participants on the day. 
The first author was shown to the playground for either first break or lunch break by a member of staff, so that they could employ the POPE. Each child was observed for five minutes during one play or lunchtime session.  Additional field notes were collected to enhance the richness of the data. Steps were taken to minimise the possibility that children became aware they were being observed, such as keeping as much distance as possible and not looking only at the children who were participating.  For the Ideal Playtime activity, the first author was in a quiet space with each participant at their school. The aim and instructions for the activity were shared with the young person, including visual prompts to enhance understanding, as described by students in recent research (Wall et al., 2005). 
[bookmark: _Toc167998124]Data Analysis
A reflexive thematic analysis (RTA; Braun & Clarke, 2022) was initially conducted on the transcribed conversations with participants (the pictures were not analysed). The first author used an inductive approach where the data guided the analysis. The first author chose this process to allow the views of the young people to remain the focus. The data was coded in Microsoft Word, using semantic and latent approaches to code, in order to capture the most detail. The first author completed the six RTA phases individually and then cyclically revisiting each stage multiple times to ensure continual reflection and editing as the first author's understanding of the data grew. This process was deemed appropriate as it is flexible, focuses on shared meaning and considers the researchers' prominent role within the process and their interpretation of the patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 
Phase 1, familiarisation, consisted of the first author listening to the recordings, reading the transcripts and starting a reflexive log to record any reflections throughout the process. In phase 2, initial code labels were created, screening the transcript line by line, highlighting any relevant data. The codes were continuously developed and edited. Each transcript was reviewed once coded to ensure that codes reflected the meaning of the data. In phase 3, similar codes were clustered together to capture meaning and shared narratives to create themes. These initial themes were continually reviewed and edited as the first author's understanding of the data grew and altered. Supervision allowed space for active discussions about the codes and themes. Themes were collated and reviewed, and the theme names were edited and reframed (see Table 2). In phase 4, the data was reviewed and multiple thematic maps were created and then the final themes and map (see Figure 1) were created. In phase 5, the themes were redefined and collated. The themes were investigated through a social constructionist lens (Burr, 1995), with an understanding that the participants constructed their ideal playtimes based on their own realities and experiences, to ensure that the context of the dataset was taken into consideration. Phases 1 to 5 occurred multiple times to ensure that as engagement with the data increased, the context and meaning of the data were reconsidered, and this informed the final themes. Phase 6 involved writing up the data, Braun and Clarke’s (2022) checklist was consulted when writing up the results.
Due to a small number of participants, a decision was made not to conduct inferential statistics and instead interpret effect sizes.  These results will be used to triangulate the results from The Ideal Playtime.
As per the convergent mixed-methods design, the qualitative and quantitative date were then compared to each other to look for similarities and differences. 
[bookmark: _Toc167998125]Reflexivity 
The first author did not identify as neurodivergent or a member of the autism community. Therefore, they were aware they had neurotypical expectations and experiences of social interactions that they brought to the research. They had previously worked as a primary school teacher and a trainee educational psychologist, so they had previous experience working with autistic children and, therefore, held their own beliefs and views of the range of autistic children's playtime behaviours at playtimes. The first author constructed the data, bringing their personal experiences of autism and playtime together with the participant's views and experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc167998126]Results
[bookmark: _Toc167998128]The Ideal playtime (Research Question 1: What do autistic boys and girls in mainstream primary schools want from their playtime?)
Table 2 Theme definitions and descriptions
	Theme
	Characteristics and definition

	[bookmark: _Hlk165727949]We want plenty of resources at playtime
	The participants wanted a variety of and enough resources, toys, and equipment to play with during playtime.


	[bookmark: _Hlk165295068]Agency around our own playtime is important

	The participants wanted to choose what, how, when and who they play with during playtime. 

	Having others around us at playtime is important 

	The participants wanted others with them in their playtime.  

	We want specific conditions for playtime 
	The participants described several conditions that would support their enjoyment of playtime. 


[image: ]Figure 1 Thematic Map


[bookmark: _Toc167998129]Theme 1 “We want plenty of resources at playtime”
[bookmark: _Int_PKJwHvwF]Both autistic boys and autistic girls felt that having enough resources was important to them to have a successful playtime. One explanation was that sufficient resources help prevent conflict or negative behaviours, "[some extra basketballs] …Yeah cos we always lose them, and everyone gets so angry." (P15). The participant wanted to prioritise having enough resources to limit these negative interactions. "It would be a big…It would be big and there would be more equipment to play on." (P3). One young person understood that money was a limiting factor and stated that they thought more toys would be helpful but explained, "anything they can afford that they think the kids would like to play with." (P1). Having enough resources to play with, "7 [trampolines] scattered around the entire, so kids can play." (P1), was important for the participants to enjoy their playtime (See Figure 1). 
Additionally, having distinct playtime sections was important for the participants to enjoy playtime. "There would be three areas… like and monkey bars and a roundabout… a climbing frame, a trampoline…. lots of different throwing games…. and with the balls there could be tennis rackets.” (P3). This could be because by having distinct sections, the participants will have a clear understanding of the function of each play area and the play may be more predictable.  
	Both autistic boys and autistic girls described wanting a quiet or inside area with art activities and games e.g. painting, colouring and board games. "There'll be games, drawing, colouring and even painting if you want to," (P6), [an] "indoor bit… boardgames" (P16). This could be another example of enjoying more structured play. Moreover, these activities could be enjoyable because of their calmer nature and so would support children’s emotion regulation during a busier, noisier time of day. 
[bookmark: _Toc167998130]Theme 2 “Agency around our own playtime is important”
Both autistic boys and autistic girls wanted autonomy over what they play with, when they play and how they play. "…they can do everything they want like so they're playing football. They could just go to the trampoline, football, the middle football, or they go get a snack. Maybe if they want. And come back to football. They can just go anywhere." (P4). The participants wanted to play games and activities that interested them. Several participants mentioned their own special interests and focused on incorporating these into their ideal playtime, "You can play football when you want to." (P12), “Oh, my ideal play time is to put my wellies on and jump in puddles.’ (P5). P16 wanted to include a horse-riding arena. This illustrates that playtime enjoyment is linked to opportunities to engage in activities that capture autistic children’s interests. 
 Two autistic boys mentioned having a 'job' during playtime. One explained that he could hand out lanyards to people who wanted to go inside to see a teacher or visit the toilet. A large part of his ideal playtime, 3 out of 5 sections, included "lanyard sections" (P7) where he could do this job. This participant highlights that some autistic boys might like a job to enhance their feelings of purpose and to create predictable interactions during playtime. The other participant mentioned having 'playtime buddies' "If they don't know what they want to do, they just…the play buddies in playground" (P1) as a way of supporting children to find a friend to play with. 
Additionally, the participants wanted to have agency over whom they played with. Autistic boys stated that they wanted to play with adults as well as friends in their ideal playtime. "Mr [teacher]… Playing football… He'd be playing...," (P9) and, "And my friend as well …. Then, Ronaldo [professional player]," (P14). Whereas girls wanted to play with their friends, "with my 4 friends." (P16), "happy… because I like playing with my friends." (P2)
[bookmark: _Toc167998131]Theme 3 “We want specific conditions for playtime”
The participants wanted certain conditions for their playtime that would allow them to enjoy themselves. Autistic boys and autistic girls were both very clear that they wanted adults to supervise them and keep them safe during playtime. The participants wanted, "one adult per area. Maybe looking out for the bad stuff." (P1) or (P4) "I would say like maybe 2 in... section." "So making sure no one gets in trouble. There are no fights. So they would spend their time just watching." There was an emphasis on the adults preventing children from getting hurt, "2…Looking for any trouble," (p12) and "Making sure no one got hurt," (P3) and supervising their activities, "By watching kids on the monkey bars, on the swings and the slide and the roundabout. There'll be two teachers in each playground." (P3). 
[bookmark: _Int_OEEUjIJ5]The participants decided on a range of weather that they would enjoy playing in, including sun, snow and rain. "Sunny, but maybe... maybe a little cooler on the football pitch." "Cause people always running around getting hot." "Wait, could we put air conditioning?" (P4). The focus was that despite the weather, all games and activities would continue. 
The participants could all identify how long they wanted their playtime and how many they wanted a day. Interestingly, most participants increased frequency of their playtimes to between 2-3 a day and increased the length of time they could play. This is a positive response as it shows they had a positive view of their ideal playtime. "Like one hour set time, one hour lunch time, two hour and 10 minutes." (P11), "Two sets of 20 minutes." "One in the morning and one in the afternoon." (P3). Interestingly, none of the participants stated that they wanted a whole day of playtime or no playtime. This could suggest that they liked to stick to the routines that they had become used to. 
A number of the participants expressed clear views that the playtime and the contents must be realistic. This suggests that they have created constructs of what playtime means to them and they created their ideal playtime within what they understood to be appropriate for their play. 
[bookmark: _Int_REfLVaWa][bookmark: _Int_KsLlCyCb][bookmark: _Hlk167538774]"Yeah, but also, it's quite important that we do stuff that might actually be real…I couldn't just like, I couldn't just say in the park, just put a living, breathing T-Rex… I would say like a dino-slide like, like one of those metal slides where you slide on the back of those plastic T-Rexes, I'm trying to think of…stuff that wouldn't…hurt the kids? Like not a living, breathing dinosaur, ‘cause we thought of that… where the heck are we going to get a real dragon from?" (P1)
Additionally, other participants replicated aspects of their current playtime that they enjoyed e.g. space for football and basketball, and even when prompted, they did not want to explore more imaginative aspects of playtime. 
[bookmark: _Toc167998132]Theme 4 "Having others around us at playtime is important"
The participants focused on having other people around them at playtime "Being… just having fun all together. Everybody's allowed in the playground." (P1). Only two participants wanted to play alone, one boy, "I probably prefer just playing on my own, in my own class." (P10) and one girl, "[So your class is in this section?], but I'm in this section [on their own, away from their class]." (P15).
Overall, the autistic girls wanted to be in small groups of friends from their class that they knew well. "Same three friends I have now," "Maybe three or four." (P2), [playing with] "Just them two." (P3). Meanwhile, the autistic boys focused on having enough peers to play their games. (P4) "Ten players each side," "my class and the other class combined."
[bookmark: _Toc167998127]Observational Data (Research Question 2: Are there gender differences in the playtime behaviours of autistic boys and girls in mainstream primary schools?
A comparison of the mean scores between the autistic boys and autistic girls for each playtime behaviour category was measured. The mean values of each playtime behaviour category were compared (See Table 3). 
The Cohen's d effect size difference between girls and boys was calculated for each playtime behaviour category (see Table 3) and interpreted to the criteria outlined by Cohen (2013). There was a large effect size (d = 0.985) for the joint engagement category, a medium effect size (d = - 0.71) seen for games and the solitary category was just below the threshold for a small effect size (d = 0.19). Overall, these findings suggest that autistic girls spent much more time in 'joint engagement' than the autistic boys, and the autistic boys spent more time in 'games' than autistic girls (See Table 3).  Girls spent slightly longer engaged in solitary activities than boys.
The field notes indicated that autistic boys engaged in running and chasing games with others. In more structured games, such as football, boys engaged with their peers on the football pitch but were not necessarily directly involved in the action or the tactics of the match. The solitary behaviours that were observed included walking around the playground perimeter, walking between the playground and the classroom, and eating their snack. In contrast, the solitary behaviours autistic girls engaged in included standing in the corner of the playground, observing others, hiding behind equipment, and sitting on a bench. For joint engagement, the autistic girls often spoke to one peer in a corner or on the playground's edge, away from the ball games.

Table 3 A gender comparison of the proportion of time spent in each category of behaviour
	
	Girls
	Boys

	
	Playtime behaviour categories

	
	Solitary
	Joint Engagement
	Games
	Solitary
	Joint Engagement
	Games

	Mean (m)
	4.00
	3.17
	2.83
	3.30
	1.20
	5.50

	Standard deviation (sd)
	3.16
	2.48
	3.92
	4.08
	1.40
	3.57



Comparison between qualitative and quantitative data (Research Question 3: To what extent do autistic children's stated preferences for play align with their actual play behaviours during playtime)
Differences between observed playtime behaviour and participants’ descriptions of their ideal playtime were identified. Only two participants stated a preference for spending playtime alone, yet 10 out of the 16 participants were observed spending time alone during the playtime session. Additionally, while 10 participants mentioned wanting a football pitch as part of their ideal playtime, only one participant was observed actively engaged in a football game for the entire session. Five others spent time either playing football briefly or watching from the edge of the pitch without actively participating.
Two key similarities emerged across the quantitative and qualitative data. Firstly, autistic boys predominantly spent their observed playtime engaged in games, and when discussing their ideal playtime, they emphasized the importance of having enough peers and equipment to facilitate gameplay. In contrast, autistic girls were mostly observed engaging in solitary activities, although instances of joint engagement were also noted. This was reflected in their ideal playtime descriptions, where they expressed a preference for spending time with a small group of familiar peers from their class.
[bookmark: _Toc167998133]Discussion 
The aim of this study was to explore what autistic children want from their playtime, how their behaviours align, and whether gender differences exist. The findings indicate that, overall, both autistic boys and girls described their ideal playtime as one in which they have agency, they are safe, there are other children, a mixture of indoor and outdoor space, and plenty of resources, including those based on their special interests. Observations indicated that autistic girls gravitated towards small, familiar groups and autistic boys towards games. There was some mismatch between preferences and behaviours.
Considering autistic children’s preferences for what they want from playtime (Research Question 1), both groups valued agency, resources, adult supervision, and quiet or structured options. This demonstrates how autistic children can articulate what matters to them and how they can find joy and meaning in play, in contrast to the criticism of a deficit-focus in previous autistic research (O’Keefe & McNally, 2025). In this way, structured or ritualised play can be understood as purposeful rather than a deficit. The autistic children in this study showed strengths in self-awareness and agency.
Autistic girls wanted small, trusted groups and were observed to spend most of their time in the solitary playtime behaviour category, second in joint engagement, and then games the least (Research Question 2; see Figure 2). Their solitary moments may reflect self-regulation or safe observation rather than withdrawal and may have contributed to the time they spend in joint engagement with one or two peers, consistent with Dean et al. (2016). Several factors may contribute to this pattern. One reason for this result could be fear of rejection (Sproston et al., 2017) and not finding others with their specialist interest (Gould & Ashton-Smith, 2011). This could be a similar experience to the key stage 2 autistic girls in the current study. As these autistic girls were nearing secondary school age, their sense of awareness and feelings of comparison to others could have increased, and they could have preferred to be alone to prevent negative peer interactions (Goodall, 2018). An alternative explanation is that this could be a sign of self-regulation or assessing an activity before deciding when and how to join in.
Interestingly, these findings differ from Dean et al. (2017) who reported that autistic primary-aged autistic girls spent more time in joint engagement than solitary play.  Several explanations are possible. Shifts within the education system since the previous research may mean that autistic girls feel more comfortable being authentic in their primary school and choosing solitary activities. Conversely, a recent scoping review suggests that autistic girls still experience limited support at inclusive schools (Goscicki, 2023) which would impact their confidence to be authentic in the playground.  
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Description automatically generated]Figure 2 The amount of time spent in each category of behaviour for autistic girls (left pyramid) and autistic boys (right pyramid)

In contrast to Dean et al. (2017), autistic boys spent more time playing games than the other playtime states. One reason for this could have been that they were looking for predictable play through more structured games, reducing reliance on complex language and spontaneous negotiation (Stangeland, 2017; Blanc et al., 2005). As many autistic individuals have differences in language and communication (Kissine et al., 2016), structured games have pre-agreed rules and therefore rely on less language (Stangeland, 2017). Games have rules that provide predictable structure, thus facilitating engagement for autistic children; play is more manageable for autistic children with greater structure (Blanc et al., 2005). In The Ideal Playtime, autistic boys similarly described wanting games for children to choose from in their playtime. 
For autistic boys, participation in games appeared to offer more than recreation; supporting feelings of connection and belonging. Having a strong sense of belonging is thought to have a positive impact on the wellbeing of children at school (Edwards, 2006). Staying close to the game could support their connection to others and make them feel included at playtime, reflecting strategies to support social adjustment rather than avoidance (Fombonne, 2020). This aligns with the Ideal Playtime, where autistic boys similarly described that they were highly motivated to play football and that it was very important. In this study, autistic boys stayed close to the football field without fully engaging in the game. This could have been an example of boy camouflaging, autistic boys showing a desire to blend in and avoid adverse social experiences, or their desire to be close to structured and predictable play reducing the need for complex negotiation (Fombonne, 2020). 
Autistic girls, by contrast, were often less involved in games and more frequently engaged in joint play with a small number of peers. This corresponds with their stated preference, in the Ideal School, for trusted friendships groups, which may feel safer and easier to navigate (Rubenstein et al., 2015) rather than large, unpredictable games. Girls’ greater joint engagement may reflect their being more socially motivated and having a higher quality of friendship than boys (Sedgewick et al., 2015). However, the current literature suggests that, generally, girls’ games consist of role-play (Lillard et al., 2013), which requires imaginative skills. If autistic girls find these skills more challenging, they may not be motivated to engage in the play. Developmental research also suggests that girls may reach more advanced social and language milestones earlier than autistic boys (Barbu et al., 2011) and, therefore, cope with the required skills for joint engagement. 
Gendered differences in masking may further shape these behaviours (Kreiser & White, 2014). For boys, playing games might make masking easier, as structured games may provide a more straightforward way to appear socially integrated. However, for girls, greater levels of social interaction are required in their games, which in turn demands higher levels of masking and could contribute to choosing solitude at times (Kreiser & White, 2014).    
Importantly, across both groups, several positive social interactions were observed during playtime in this study, and children often appeared content in their chosen activities These findings suggest that autistic children use diverse and adaptive strategies to experience enjoyment, connection, and safety in the playground, even when their play styles differ from neurotypical norms (Bauminger et al., 2009).
Comparing children’s stated preferences with their observed behaviours highlighted both alignment and divergence (Research Question 3). Autistic boys consistently emphasised games, particularly football, as central to an enjoyable playtime, and this was reflected in their greater time spent in game-related activity. Autistic girls described wanting to spend time with small, familiar groups, which was also evident in their joint engagements with one or two peers.

At the same time, there were notable mismatches. Although only two children expressed a preference for playing alone, many more were observed spending time in solitary activities. Similarly, while football was highly valued, few sustained full engagement in football games throughout playtime. These differences suggest that contextual factors, such as peer dynamics, predictability, or the intensity of large-group games, may influence how preferences are enacted in practice.

Overall, the findings indicate that autistic children are able to articulate clear and meaningful desires for their playtime, and when conditions allow, these preferences are reflected in their behaviour. Where divergences occur, they are better understood as adaptive strategies in response to environmental demands rather than as deficits.

Strengths, limitations, and avenues for future research
This study addressed key gaps in the existing literature. First, it explored what autistic children in the UK wanted from their playtime - an area that has received limited attention compared to studies focusing on observable behaviours. Second, it examined gender differences in autistic children’s views of their ideal playtime and their playtime behaviour. Third, it compared these ideal playtime preferences with their actual observable playtime behaviours. The research design enabled the collection of detailed and comprehensive data (Creswell et al., 2017); by using two data sets, the results were triangulated, and the mixed-methods approach facilitated a deeper understanding of the data. Importantly, the study placed autistic children’s perspectives at the centre, contributing to a shift away from deficit-based accounts of play.
The participant group was small and lacked ethnic diversity; for instance, 12 out of 16 participants identified as White British, which reflects a common limitation in autism research (Jones & Mandell, 2020). Given the focus on gender representation, the small sample of 10 boys and six girls means that findings should be considered more exploratory, and therefore, may not be generalisable to the broader autistic population. Future research should aim to recruit larger and more diverse samples to enhance understanding of autistic students’ playground behaviours.
This study employed five-minute observations, in contrast to the 10-minute observations used in previous research (e.g., Dean et al., 2016). Although shorter observations may be less representative of playtime behaviours, adapting the Playground Observation of Peer Engagement (POPE) is common in the literature (Dean et al., 2016; Gilmore et al., 2019). Additionally, this study combined observations from both morning and lunchtime playtimes. Gilmore et al. (2019) noted that different play contexts can elicit different behaviours. Only one researcher completed the POPE, so it is possible that their subjective judgement influenced the scoring; future research should include multiple observers and calculate interrater agreement to help address this possibility. Due to the small sample size, it was not feasible to separate and compare these contexts, though doing so would be beneficial in future research. Another limitation is that the study did not examine the structure of playtime behaviours, such as patterns or sequences of activities. Future research should therefore analyse behavioural structure to better capture the nuanced ways in which autistic children engage during play.
The current study supports previous findings that suggest gender differences in autistic children's playtime behaviours. Further research is needed to better support autistic pupils’ play. Importantly, autistic voices should be prioritised in this research, in line with the growing recognition of the value and necessity of incorporating autistic perspectives and experiences (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2018).

Implications for Practice
This research suggests schools can make small, practical changes that can support autistic children's enjoyment of playtime. Examples include, creating distinct sections of the playground, increasing the feeling of autonomy, and enabling small groups of children to play together. Structured zones can make play more predictable, whilst also promoting autonomy closely linked to wellbeing (Martela & Ryan, 2015). Therefore, by providing options and a range of play equipment, schools can support their pupils to experience agency and feel a sense of autonomy which may, in turn, enhance both agency and wellbeing. 

Autistic children may benefit from having support to find specific equipment or toys to support their interests. Such approaches ensure children have support to choose to interact with others if and when they want to, while still valuing solitary or group play. Schools may need to reflect on what they offer at playtime to ensure that they include enough of various activities to enable all children to have something to meet their needs and areas of interest. 
Schools should prioritise making all games accessible to all children (regardless of gender and neurodivergence). This could include explicitly teaching the rules to all children, having visual prompts for ‘how to play’ games in the playground, promoting positive role models (e.g., sharing the success of the England women’s football team) and creating an ethos of promoting access to all games to counterbalance the gender stereotyping of many activities. 
Finally, autistic children should be consulted and be part of the discussion, to ensure arrangements are made to support their inclusion and equity of opportunities in the playground. The SEN Code of Practice (Department for Education & Department of Health and Social Care, 2015) states that schools should consider alterations and provision to ensure that autistic children are not substantially disadvantaged compared with their peers. 

 Conclusion
	This study found that autistic children articulated clear and meaningful preferences for their playtime. Across the group, they valued having plenty of resources, a sense of agency, safe and predictable conditions, and the presence of others. Gendered patterns were also evident: boys often emphasised games and larger groups, while girls preferred small, familiar friendships, and these tendencies were reflected in observed behaviours. At the same time, children used solitary and peripheral play in ways that may have supported regulation, comfort, or connection. 
Taken together, the findings highlight that autistic play is diverse, purposeful, and often aligned with children’s own stated preferences. Recognising and supporting these varied play styles can help schools to promote agency, wellbeing, and inclusion. Future research should continue to explore autistic pupils’ playtime experiences, with attention to gender differences and to the wider contextual factors that shape how children’s preferences are expressed.

References
American Psychiatric Association. (2013). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (5th ed.). https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596 
Baines, E., Blatchford, P., & Golding, K. (2020). Recess, breaktimes, and supervision. The Encyclopedia of Child and Adolescent Development, 1–11. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119171492.wecad268 
Barbu, S., Cabanes, G., & Maner-Idrissi, G. L. (2011). Boys and Girls on the Playground: Sex Differences in Social Development Are Not Stable across Early Childhood. PloS One, 6(1), e16407. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0016407 
Bauminger, N., Shulman, C., & Agam, G. (2003). Peer Interaction and Loneliness in High-Functioning Children with Autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 33(5), 489–507. https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1025827427901 
Bauminger, N., Solomon, M., & Rogers, S. J. (2009). Predicting friendship quality in autism spectrum disorders and typical development. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 40(6), 751–761. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-009-0928-8 
Blanc, R., Adrien, J., Roux, S., & Barthélémy, C. (2005). Dysregulation of pretend play and communication development in children with autism. Autism, 9(3), 229–245. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361305053253 
Blatchford, P., Pellegrini, A. D., & Baines, E. (2016). The child at school: Interactions with Peers and Teachers. 
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in (reflexive) thematic analysis? Qualitative Research in Psychology, 18(3), 328–352. https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238 
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Toward good practice in thematic analysis: Avoiding common problems and be(com)ing aknowingresearcher. International Journal of Transgender Health, 24(1), 1–6. https://doi.org/10.1080/26895269.2022.2129597 
Burr, V. (1995). An introduction to social constructionism. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203299968 
Cohen, J. (2013). Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. In Routledge eBooks. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203771587 
Creswell, J. W., Plano Clark, V. L., Gutmann, M. L., & Hanson, W. E. (2017). Choosing a mixed methods design. In Designing and Conducting Mixed Methods Research (3rd ed., pp. 53–56). https://us.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upm-binaries/35066_Chapter3.pdf 
Dark, J. (2024). Eight principles of neuro-inclusion: An autistic perspective on innovating inclusive research methods. Frontiers in Psychology, 15, Article 1326536. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1326536 
Dean, M., Harwood, R., & Kasari, C. (2016). The art of camouflage: Gender differences in the social behaviors of girls and boys with autism spectrum disorder. Autism, 21(6), 678–689. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361316671845 
Department for Education, & Department of Health and Social Care. (2015). Special educational needs and disability code of practice: 0 to 25 years. GOV.UK. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/send-code-of-practice-0-to-25
Edwards, K. (2006). Sharing spaces: school playground design and children’s well‐being. Journal of Public Mental Health, 5(1), 18–23. https://doi.org/10.1108/17465729200600006 
Eisele, M., & Howard, J. (2012). Exploring the presence of characteristics associated with play within the ritual repetitive behaviour of autistic children. International Journal of Play, 1(2), 139–150. https://doi.org/10.1080/21594937.2012.692202 
Fletcher-Watson, S., Adams, J., Brook, K., Charman, T., Crane, L., Cusack, J., Leekam, S., Milton, D., Parr, J. R., & Pellicano, E. (2018). Making the future together: Shaping autism research through meaningful participation. Autism, 23(4), 943–953. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361318786721 
Fombonne, E. (2020). Camouflage and autism. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry and Allied Disciplines, 61(7), 735–738. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13296 
Gibson, J. L., & McNally, S. M. (2024). Play in the education and care of young autistic children. In Resilience and Wellbeing in Young Children, Their Families and Communities (1st ed., Chapter 12). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003345664-12 
Gilmore, S., Frederick, L., Santillan, L., & Locke, J. (2019). The games they play: Observations of children with autism spectrum disorder on the school playground. Autism, 23(6), 1343–1353. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361318811987 
Goodall, C. (2018). ‘I felt closed in and like I couldn’t breathe’: A qualitative study exploring the mainstream educational experiences of autistic young people. Autism & Developmental Language Impairments, 3, 239694151880440. https://doi.org/10.1177/2396941518804407 
Goscicki, B. L. (2023). Overlooked and in plain sight: A scoping review of autistic females’ experiences in inclusive school settings. In International review of research in developmental disabilities (pp. 135–187). https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.irrdd.2023.09.004 
Gould J., &  Ashton-Smith, J. (2011) Missed diagnosis or misdiagnosis? Girls and women on the autism spectrum. Good Autism Practice 12(1): 34–41. 
Hagen, A., Skaug, H. N., & Synnes, K. (2019). Children's favorite places on the kindergarten playground-according to the staff. 
Harrop, C., Green, J., Hudry, K., & PACT Consortium. (2017). Play complexity and toy engagement in preschoolers with autism spectrum disorder: Do girls and boys differ?. Autism, 21(1), 37-50.
Ingram, D. H., Mayes, S. D., Troxell, L. B., & Calhoun, S. L. (2007). Assessing children with autism, mental retardation, and typical development using the Playground Observation Checklist. Autism, 11(4), 311–319. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361307078129 
Jones, D. R., & Mandell, D. S. (2020). To address racial disparities in autism research, we must think globally, act locally. Autism, 24(7), 1587–1589. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362361320948313 
Kasari, C., Locke, J., Gulsrud, A. C., & Rotheram-Fuller, E. (2011). Social networks and friendships at school: Comparing children with and without ASD. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 41(5), 533–544. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-010-1076-x 
Kelly, G.A. (1955). The Psychology of personal Constructs. New York: Norton.
Kissine, M., Clin, É., & De Villiers, J. (2016). La pragmatique dans les troubles du spectre autistique. MéDecine/Sciences/MS. MéDecine Sciences, 32(10), 874–878. https://doi.org/10.1051/medsci/20163210021 
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