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Research Proposal: The Impact of Delayed Autism Diagnosis on Teenagers’ Education in England
Research Topic, Question and Objectives
This scoping review will investigate the effects of delayed autism spectrum disorder (ASD) diagnosis on school attendance, educational experiences and access to support among teenagers aged 11–18 in England.
The research question is: How does delayed autism diagnosis influence school attendance, educational experiences and access to educational support among teenagers in England?
The objectives are to explore links between delayed identification and school absence, investigate the effects of bullying and social anxiety, and examine difficulties accessing educational assistance and progressing to college.
Rationale
Delays in autism assessment remain an important issue within England’s healthcare system. Statistics highlight substantial waiting lists for autism assessments, demonstrating the importance of investigating timely diagnosis (National Autistic Society, 2026). Department for Education (2015) also examined the timing of autism identification among children in the UK Millennium Cohort Study, highlighting the relevance of diagnosis during secondary education.
Teenagers whose autism remains unidentified may experience social communication difficulties, sensory challenges and anxiety without receiving appropriate adjustments. Experiences of bullying and social isolation may contribute to school avoidance and repeated absences, potentially affecting academic achievement, relationships and progression into further education. Ashburner, Ziviani and Rodger (2010) explored the relationship between autism, emotional regulation and academic functioning, highlighting challenges that can affect participation in mainstream education. However, these findings do not prove that delayed diagnosis directly causes school absence.
Late identification may also make it more difficult for families and professionals to recognise individual needs and coordinate appropriate support. Nevertheless, an autism diagnosis is not a legal requirement for an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP). Decisions should consider the young person’s special educational needs and the provision required (Department for Education and Department of Health, 2015). This research may therefore help identify opportunities to improve educational inclusion and collaboration between services.
Proposed Methodology
A scoping review will be undertaken to map existing research and identify evidence gaps, using Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework. Searches will cover CINAHL, MEDLINE, PsycINFO and PubMed, using keywords such as autism, delayed diagnosis, school absence, bullying, anxiety and educational support. Peer-reviewed English-language studies concerning teenagers in England will be eligible. Titles, abstracts and full texts will be assessed against predetermined inclusion criteria. Relevant information will be recorded systematically and synthesised through descriptive summaries and thematic analysis. Reporting will follow PRISMA-ScR guidance (Tricco et al., 2018). Limiting the review geographically may exclude useful international evidence.
Ethical Considerations
As the review uses existing published research, direct participant recruitment is not anticipated. Ethical responsibilities include accurate referencing, objective interpretation, respectful representation of autistic people’s experiences and transparent acknowledgement of limitations. University research ethics guidance will be followed.
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