
AuTism & Bul ly ing
A key concern in schools is prevention of and inter vention w ith r egard to bul lying. 

Educator s, administr ator s, and policy-makers take this issue ser iously as the negative impact of 
bul lying on victims is well-r epor ted in the l i terature. In the shor t-term, the consequences of 
bul lying typical ly include a decl ine in academic per formance, feel ings of distr ess, loneliness, or  
isolation, and reduced school engagement. The effects of bul lying can also be long-lasting and 
result in school r efusal and the development of mood problems such as anxiety and depression1. 
Over  the last 15 years, r esearchers2,3 have explored how  bullying affects students w ith a 
diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder  (ASD). Rates of victimization speci f ic to autistic students 
along w ith r isk factor s and inter vention str ategies have also been addressed by var ious authors.  

Pr evalence

Bullying affects between 5-40% of elementar y and high school-aged students wor ldw ide. 
The l ikel ihood of victimization appears to be 3-5% higher  for  gender -identi f ied males ver sus 
females3. Studies indicate that autistic students are f ive times more l ikely to be the victims of 

bul lying than other  students; this tr anslates to r ates that var y between 
7-94%1,4. In one study, up to 75% of adolescents w ith Asperger  Syndrome 
repor ted having been victimized and 94% of mothers indicated that their  
autistic chi ld had been the victim of bul lying dur ing the previous year 3. 
However , one impor tant investigation r eveals that students educated in 
inclusive schools are less l ikely to bul ly autistic students than those who 
are not r egular ly exposed to peers w ith autism5. More speci f ical ly, school 
exposure and personal contact w ith autistic people is associated w ith 
more posi tive atti tudes toward autistic individuals, an increase in 
prosocial emotions, and higher  social-moral r easoning5; suggesting that 
connection w ith autistic peers promotes empathy.

Aut i st i cs as Vict im s of  Bul l yi ng 

There are several factor s that may contr ibute to autistic students being 
at increased r isk for  victimization from peers such as communication and 
social ski l l  def ici ts, cognitive r igidi ty, and atypical r eactions to sensor y 
input. For  example, autistic students who have a monotone voice may be 
mocked or  teased by other  chi ldren. Simi lar ly, their  tendency to interpret  
the comments of  others l i teral ly may cause them  to r espond in  ways that 
unintentionally provoke laughter  or  r idicule by their  classmates. 

March 2022

Autism Spectrum Disorder :

NETWORK NEWS
ISSUE: 52

CONTENTS

FEATURE ARTICLE:
ASD & BULLYING
01- 02- 03- 04

TEACHER TIP
04

BEHAVIOUR TIP
TRY  THIS
05

HEAR   ALL   ABOUT   IT
REFERENCES
06



Students who have defici ts in theory of mind (i .e., the understanding that other s have intentions, 
bel iefs, and emotions di f ferent from one?s ow n and that such intentions affect people?s actions) 
may misinterpret bul lying si tuations as non-bullying3. In other  words, they may have greater  
di f f iculty r ecognizing when they are being bull ied than other  students. I f  this is the case, i t is 
possible that the r ate of victimization for  autistic students is actually higher  than what is 
r epor ted in the l i terature. Additionally, this fai lure to r ecognize when they are being mistr eated 
may cause autistic students to be victimized for  longer  per iods of time. Once they do r ecognize 
that they are the victims of bul lying, their  self-concept, social confidence, and w i l l ingness to tr ust 
can be drastical ly affected.

In addition, r igid adherence to r ules and a desir e to f i t-in may contr ibute to autistic 
students being more vulnerable to negative peer  inf luence. Fur thermore, elementar y and high 
school students w ith ASD tend to have both fewer  fr iends and a lower  status in terms of 
popular i ty. Both these character istics are established r isk factor s for  victimization1,3. 

Aut i st i cs as Per pet r ator s or  Vi ct im -Per pet r ator s 

I t is also impor tant to note that along w ith being at greater  r isk for  victimization, autistic 
students are sometimes the perpetrator s of bul lying6. Although the incidence of ASD adolescents 
as bull ies is equivalent to the r ate of non-ASD adolescents as bull ies, autistic students w ith 
comorbid ADHD symptomatology are about f ive times more l ikely to bul ly than ASD students 
w ithout associated attentional defici ts3. 

There are several r easons why autistic students may adopt bul lying behaviour. Fir st, they 
are more l ikely to be character ized by both poor  impulse control and a tendency toward r eactive 
aggression3. For  example, r esponsive behaviours such as throw ing objects, pushing, and 
lashing-out are more common among ASD students than for  their  classmates, especial ly dur ing 
elementar y school. Autistic students who are sti l l  learning to r egulate their  emotions may 
respond aggressively when they are fr ustr ated, disappointed, or  surpr ised. They may project 
their  ow n negative emotions onto their  peers as a coping mechanism. Second, concrete and r igid 
thinking often causes autistic individuals to want to do things their  ow n way and this may lead 
them to tr y to control their  classmates. In order  to avoid alter cations, classmates may feel for ced 
to give-in to the demands of autistic students at the expense of being able to fol low  their  ow n 
ideas or  share their  opinions. Classmates w i l l  sometimes express fear  of anger ing their  autistic 
peers and may feel anxious about possible r etal iation i f  they go against them6.

In addition to the groups of ASD students who are ei ther  bul l ied or  who are bull ies, is a 
thir d categor y of ASD individuals who routinely alternate between being the victims of bul lying 
and the perpetrator s of i t 2,6. Ini tial ly, these students face peer  r ejection as a r esult of their  r igid 
and inf lexible thinking, atypical interests, or  social immatur i ty and dispropor tionate r eactions to 
fr ustr ation. This r isk of peer  r ejection is greatest dur ing the times in the school day when there is 
less str ucture or  super vision (e.g., r ecess, lunch), because these are si tuations when their  social- 
cognitive l imitations are most obvious to peers. At the same time that they are being victimized, 
these autistic students may be making themselves targets by unintentionally annoying their  
peers. Such i r r i tating behavior  can involve tattle-tal ing, shar ing confidential detai ls about 
another  per son, or  commenting on the mistakes or  appearance of a peer. This behaviour  is 
coined innocent provocation because, even though the student w ith ASD may be behaving in an



antagonistic way, they are not consciously tr ying to hur t the other  per son. Jaquelyn Fede, an 
autistic adult, has stated that: I  offend people unknowingly several times each day7.  A corol lar y to 
their  propensi ty for  innocent provocation is the tendency of autistic individuals to mistakenly 
attr ibute hosti le intent to the ambiguous verbal or  nonverbal behaviour  of classmates. This 
negative attr ibutional bias can lead ASD students to r espond to misinterpreted social si tuations 
by r esponding aggressively toward the other  per son. However , fol low ing these si tuations, once 
the tr ue intentions of the other  are understood, the student w ith ASD is usually r emorseful and 
w i l l ing to apologize for  their  behaviour. 

The Quebec Education Act and the Act Respecting Pr ivate Education define bullying as any 
repeated direct or indirect behaviour, comment, act or gesture, whether deliberate or not, including 
in cyberspace, which occurs in a context where there is a power imbalance between the persons 
concerned and which causes distress and injures, hurts, oppresses, intimidates or ostracizes14. The 
typical bul lying behaviour  of autistic students can more accurately be viewed as a social- 
cognitive ski l l  def ici t compounded by l imitations in emotion-regulation and coping str ategies. 
When bullying by autistic students is interpreted in this way, the impor tance of explici t coaching, 
scaffolding, and suppor t to r educe victimizing behaviour  becomes that much more clear 4,6. 

Inter vent ion St r ategies 

Activi ties to promote theor y of mind are essential to autistic students who are victims, 
perpetrator s, or  mixed victim-perpetrator s. Better  theor y of mind leads to an improved capaci ty 
to per ceive and interpret social si tuations accurately, as well  as to the real-time abi l i ty to adjust 
one?s behaviour  in r esponse to what is occur r ing. Developing better  theor y of mind w i l l  help 
students to detect the intentions of other s and to r ecognize when they are potential ly being 
bull ied. Identi fying bullying si tuations ear l ier  al lows the victim to seek help more quickly and 
end these episodes sooner 3.  

Evidence-based anti -bul lying programs that are cur rently in place in elementar y and high 
schools for  neurotypical students can be helpful for  autistic students too6. However , autistic 
students may need additional r epeti tion, as well  as more explici t teaching and suppor t in order  to 
general ize ski l ls to the ever yday school context. Along w ith these ski l ls, i t is vi tal for  autistic 
students to learn to asser t themselves, to say ?no? and to ask for  help when necessar y. Focusing 
on these self-determination ski l ls from a young age helps students become more competent and 
confident1,3. Additionally, dir ect teaching of digi tal ci tizenship w ith clear  r ules, boundar ies, and 
consequences regarding online activi ty is an impor tant topic to discuss and revisi t fr equently 
w ith autistic students throughout their  schooling1.  

Social behaviour maps8 are another  tool which may be used w ith perpetrator s of bul lying 
in order  to help them recognize the impact of their  actions on the thoughts, feel ings, and 
responses of other s. This improved self-awareness helps autistic students by encouraging them to 
think about how  social r elationships are formed and maintained. I t also helps autistic students to 
improve their  empathy and to practice taking r esponsibi l i ty for  their  actions.

Teachers also play an impor tant role in helping students not to be bystanders9. Al l  students, 
r egardless of age, must be educated on how  to r ecognize peers who are being bull ied and what to

http://legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/ShowDoc/cs/E-9.1
http://legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/ShowDoc/cs/E-9.1
http://legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/ShowDoc/cs/E-9.1
http://legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/ShowDoc/cs/E-9.1


do when they w itness bullying. They need to learn to r epor t bul lying to a tr usted adult or  to 
gather  fr iends to stand alongside the victim so that they are not alone. Peer  advocates need to be 
r ecognized and applauded for  their  compassion and courage. Promoting posi tive r elationships 
between peers is vi tal to improving the school exper ience and quali ty of l i fe of ASD students. In 
fact, a signi f icant protective factor  against bul lying is for  autistic adolescents to get together  w ith 
fr iends at least once per  week1. 

Final ly, teacher  awareness and sensi tization to the exper ience and impact of bul lying is 
essential to counter ing bullying episodes in schools. As not al l  autistic students are able to 
r ecognize when they are being bull ied, educator s must keep a watchful eye on them in order  to 
help compensate for  the social-cognition di f f iculties that are a hallmark of their  condition. 
Teachers must also model acceptance and celebration of diver si ty. The dai ly actions and words of 
classroom teachers in suppor t of inclusion have a much bigger  and longer  lasting impact than 
any manualized or  targeted classroom sensi tization program10.

I t is impor tant to fami l iar ize yourself  and refer  to your  school 's Anti -Bullying and 

Anti -Violence Plan when suppor ting your  students in need.   

TEACHER
TIP

Instead of waiting for  an incident of bul lying to occur , is there 

a way you can be proactive in preventing bullying? Tr y including 

r egular  discussions about inclusivi ty and acceptance into your  

r egular  cur r iculum. These discussions do not only have to cover  

special needs, but could also address topics such as r ace, r el igion, 

LGBTQ issues, and anything else you feel your  students may need to 

understand better  in order  to promote a more inclusive classroom.

Having ongoing conversations w ith your  class about di f ferences and acceptance w i l l  help 
students understand that di f ferent students should be celebrated, not targeted.

Tr y these approaches:

Educate your  students and share basic, easy facts w ith them.

Keep i t simple but leave room for  questions.

Teach your  students that ever y single per son is di f ferent.

Look for  books that talk about di f ferences and promote inclusion. Have these readi ly

avai lable for  your  students or  take time to r ead them out loud.

Educate yourself . Are these issues that you would l ike to understand better? The more

prepared you are, the easier  i t w i l l  be to answer  spontaneous questions about di f ferences

and inclusion.

Don't forget, your  school 's Consultant in Inclusive Education (CIE) and Consultant in Autism 
Spectrum Disorder  are always avai lable to r ecommend resources, give workshops, or  provide 
suppor t i f  you would l ike to introduce discussions about special needs in your  classroom!



        Individuals who are perceived as being di f ferent or  who do not conform to social 
norms can often become the target of bul l ies. Autistic individuals are at greater  r isk for  
being bull ied than their  peers because of the di f ferent ways they communicate and 
interact w ith other s. For  example, autistic students might be targeted on the 
playground for  their  prefer red play styles (e.g., r epeti tive games, playing alone, 
scr ipting a stor y, etc.) or  for  their  self-r egulation str ategies (e.g., hand f lapping, body 
rocking). By not engaging in perpetrator 's bul lying attempts, they w i l l  become less of a 
target for  the bully in the future.

Stop, walk, and talk is a str ategy that is easy 
to r emember  for  dealing w ith bul l ies. Stop  means 
to put up a hand and this w i l l  indicate to the bully 
that they need to stop; walk  means to walk away 
w ithout show ing a huge response; and t al k  
means to tel l  an adult about the bullying. Bull ies 
target individuals who they perceive as different 
and who they expect w i l l  be a fun target (i .e., 
someone whose buttons are easy to push). I f  an 
individual w i th ASD does not give a bully a strong 
reaction or  an obvious r eason to target them, i t 
w i l l  decrease their  appeal as a potential victim.

 BEHAVIOUR TIP 

 

11, 12, 13 

Modeling and role-playing self-advocacy can help autistic students 
r ecognize and respond effectively to bul lying. Sometimes this str ategy 
is cal led emotional inoculation. Tr y i t out!

Steps:

1. Together  w ith the student, identi fy a high probabi l i ty si tuation (e.g., 
someone takes the toy they are playing w ith, name-call ing, etc.)

2. Make i t feel real - Set up the scenar io, f ictional people involved, etc.

3. Model the role-play for  the student - How  w i l l  you feel? What w i l l  
you do? What do you say? Who do you tel l?

4. Have the student tr y the role play and provide them w ith constr uctive feedback

5. Continue to offer  oppor tuni ties for  role play in a teaching environment unti l  the student is 
r esponding independently and effectively

6. Provide practical and emotional suppor t to the student as they learn to car r y out this new  ski l l  
in r eal-l i fe si tuations
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The Uniquely Human Podcast, created by 
Bar r y M. Pr izant, Ph. D., is a ser ies of conversations 
on autism and neurodiver si ty. This podcast 
ampli f ies the voices of autistic individuals and 
leaders in the f ield of autism research and 
education. The most r ecent speakers were Dr. Amy 
Laurent and Dr. Jacquelyn Fede who discussed their  
effor ts to improve practice and perception through 
col laboration between the 
autistic community and 

educational practi tioners.

Please check this out and hear  from many other  
inspir ing speakers online at: 
https://uniquelyhuman.com/
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