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Element 1 - Project Proposal

My project title:   Lack of Support While Waiting for an Autism Diagnosis for Childre in England

1) Aim
The primary aim of this research is to explore the lack of support experienced by parents and carers of children under who are awaiting an autism diagnosis in England. It will examine how delays in diagnostic assessment, limited access to early intervention, unclear information and fragmented health, education and social care services affect children's developmental needs and parental wellbeing. The study will also consider how needs-led support could help families before a formal diagnosis is received (NHS England, 2023).

2) Objectives:
Define and examine - the experiences of parents and carers of children who are waiting for an autism diagnostic assessment, focusing on access to information, emotional support and early developmental services (Crane et al., 2016).
Analyse - how long waiting times, inconsistent professional guidance and fragmented services affect parental stress and children's access to appropriate support (Howes et al., 2021).
Evaluate - existing autism guidance and service pathways in England, particularly recommendations for supporting children and families before a formal diagnosis (NHS England, 2023).
Recommendation - practical improvements to early support, communication between health, education and social care professionals and parent-centred services for families awaiting an autism diagnosis  (NHS England, 2023).

3) Background/Rationale:
Autism is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition affecting social communication, interaction and behaviour. Some children may also have developmental, communication, sensory or additional support needs. Early identification of concerns can help families understand their child's needs and access support, however, obtaining an autism diagnosis often involves lengthy waiting periods and contact with multiple services.
Research by Crane et al. (2016) found that many UK parents experienced delays in the diagnostic process and were dissatisfied with the information and support available. National guidance emphasises the need for timely information and support. NICE (2011) recommends that professionals take parental concerns seriously and explain referral pathways, while NICE (2013) highlights the importance of coordinated services. NHS England (2023) further recommends providing information and pre-assessment support during waiting periods.
This study will examine whether such support is accessible to families of children in England. It aims to explore how gaps in support affect parental wellbeing, confidence in navigating services and children's access to appropriate early-years provision.

4) Methods:
This project will use secondary research based on peer-reviewed journal articles identified through Google Scholar, UWTSD Library databases, NICE guidance, NHS England publications and GOV.UK documents. The literature search will prioritise evidence published within the last ten years while including key older studies where relevant. Sources will be selected for their credibility, relevance to England, methodological quality and focus on parental experiences, diagnostic waiting times and pre-diagnostic support. A thematic analysis will identify key themes, including assessment delays, access to support, parental wellbeing, information provision, socioeconomic inequalities and multi-agency working. Findings will be compared with national guidance to identify gaps between policy and practice. Ethical considerations include accurate reporting, critical evaluation of evidence and adherence to UWTSD Harvard referencing requirements.

5) Resources: 

· UWTSD Library – academic databases and journals 
· Google Scholar – peer-reviewed research 
· NICE – clinical guidance 
· NHS England – health and social care guidance 
· GOV.UK – government policies and reports 


6) Timescale:
· Week 1: Choose topic and start Chapter 1.
· Week 2: Review relevant literature.
· Week 3: Set aims and objectives.
· Week 4: Submit proposal draft.
· Week 5: Refine proposal and draft chapters.
· Week 6: Submit final proposal.
· Week 7: Review Chapters 1 and 2.
· Week 8: Finalise and submit Chapters 1 and 2.


7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
The researcher’s main strength is the 20 years of experience gained from raising an autistic son with complex needs. This provides a personal understanding of the challenges families may face when seeking support. However, the researcher recognises that these experiences may differ from others and will remain objective, critically evaluating literature and developing academic research and writing skills.
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