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Element 1 - Project Proposal

My project title: Exploring the Barriers to Timely Diagnosis and Support for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder in England

1) Aim:
This research aims to critically investigate the factors which can delay the diagnosis of and access to support for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in England. It will highlight identified issues and challenges associated with children and families based on secondary evidence and make evidence-based recommendations for improvements in early identification, support and long-term outcomes.
2) Objectives:
· To explain and explore the diagnosis of ASD and the existing pathway for children in the UK with regards to diagnosis, including guidance on waiting times.
· Review literature and national data to identify main areas for delay in diagnosis capacity of services, socioeconomic disadvantage and ethnicity.
· Assess the impact of existing policies in the UK, such as the national autism strategy and the special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) system, on autistic children and their families.
· Make recommendations to health, education and social care practitioners and policy makers based on evidence to enhance early identification and support.
3) Background/Rationale:
Autism is a lifelong condition of the brain that impacts social communication, social interaction and behaviour. A study of over 7 million children in schools in England estimated the prevalence of autism at 1.76%, and significant differences were identified based on ethnicity and family social disadvantage (Roman-Urrestarazu et al., 2021). One of the largest areas of focus is because autism is the most common primary need of pupils with an Education, Health and Care plan (Department for Education, 2024).
Many children should be diagnosed within three months of referral (NICE, 2011). Still, there are many reports of dissatisfaction with the diagnostic process and long delays from referral to diagnosis (Crane et al., 2016). Relaxation can result in additional delays in education and therapeutic support when it is most required and increase the added stress of children/families. The national strategy commits to improvements in access to support for children and reduces waiting times (HM Government, 2021), but there is limited research that combines the structural and social factors that affect access to support for children. This is the purpose of the present study.
4) Methods:
This study will be qualitative secondary research which will follow the systematic literature review of existing works:
· Data sources: Peer-reviewed journal articles, policy documents from the UK government, NICE guidance and national statistics.
· Inclusion criteria: English language sources from 2015 to 2026 relating to children aged 0-18 in the UK.
· Exclusion Criteria: Studies that included only adults with autism and/or only non-UK populations, opinion pieces on the subject not published in peer-review journals.
· Analysis: Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) will be used to identify themes that can be found throughout the literature.
· Ethical Issues: No participant will be involved; referencing of all sources will be appropriate to ensure academic integrity and avoid plagiarism (Harvard referencing).
5) Resources: 
· Databases: CINAHL, PubMed, Google Scholar, GOV.UK, NICE
· Software: Microsoft Word, Zotero
· Support: Supervisor feedback, university library
6) Timescale:
	Week
	Task

	1–2
	Finalise research topic and refine title.

	3–5
	Conduct a literature search and collect data.

	6–7
	Draft and submit the research proposal.

	8–10
	Draft Chapter 1: Introduction.

	11–14
	Draft Chapter 2: Background.

	15–17
	Complete Chapter 3: Academic Methods Poster.

	18–21
	Draft Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis.

	22–24
	Write Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations.

	25–27
	Final review and dissertation submission.



7) Self-reflection as researcher (any strengths or challenges):
The researcher's highlights are their passion for children's health and wellbeing, and their ability to organise academic work to meet deadlines. One potential challenge is being able to objectively assess a large and diverse evidence base critically. The researcher will be aiming to develop critical appraisal skills and request feedback from the supervisor regularly, as well as library support.
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