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Good evening. My name is Chelsey Imms and today I am going to be discussing autism. Over the years, I have had the privilege to work with many children on the autistic spectrum, and it gives me great pleasure to present my poster to you this evening. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by difficulties in social interaction, communication, and repetitive behaviours (National Autistic Society, 2021). The identification and diagnosis of autism in Wales have evolved significantly, with policies and frameworks aimed at improving accessibility and accuracy. However, challenges remain in ensuring timely and effective diagnosis. There are many processes involved in autism identification and diagnosis in Wales, and today I am going to present my research highlighting strengths, limitations, and areas for improvement in terms of diagnosing autism.  
The identification of autism in Wales follows a well-defined, structured pathway that ensures that early signs are recognised and addressed promptly. This process begins with the initial recognition of symptoms by parents, practitioners, or healthcare professionals. Early indicators are often first noticed in settings like nurseries, primary schools, or during routine health visits. 
The Code of Practice on the Delivery of Autism Services (gov.wales, 2021) serves as a foundational document that outlines the arrangements for autism assessment and diagnosis. This code emphasises early identification and mandates well-coordinated referral processes to ensure that children and young people receive prompt access to specialised services. By setting out clear expectations and procedures, the Code helps practitioners understand their roles in the diagnostic journey, ensuring that children with suspected autism are fast-tracked for further evaluation. Early intervention is crucial; timely access to targeted supports has been shown to significantly improve long-term outcomes for autistic individuals (National Autistic Society, 2021). 
Referrals for autism assessments in Wales can be initiated through various channels. These include self-referrals by parents or caregivers as well as referrals made by healthcare professionals, including general practitioners, health visitors, and early years practitioners. The Integrated Autism Service (IAS), managed by the NHS, plays a central role in this process by accepting referrals for comprehensive diagnostic assessments and subsequent support services (NHS, n.d.). This multi-channel referral system is designed to capture a broad spectrum of concerns raised by those closest to the child and to facilitate access to services without unnecessary delays. 
Neurodivergence Wales (2024) further complements this process by providing comprehensive guidance on the early identification of autism during the critical early years. Their guidance not only highlights key developmental signs of autism but also explains the referral pathways available. For example, it details how parents, caregivers, and professionals can navigate the system—initiating referrals through NHS channels or local autism services—and provides resources to support families throughout the diagnostic process. This resource underscores the role of early intervention in improving outcomes by ensuring that children receive appropriate support as soon as possible. 
Once a referral is received, clinicians conduct a triage appointment to assess initial concerns and determine if a full diagnostic evaluation is needed. This step helps distinguish cases requiring extensive assessment from those suitable for monitoring or alternative interventions. If further evaluation is necessary, the child is placed on a waiting list, which, due to high demand, can extend up to 24 months. These delays underscore the need for increased investment and service improvements to meet growing demand (NHS, n.d.).  
In parallel to the clinical assessments, there is a strong emphasis on supporting families throughout the diagnostic journey. Clear communication between professionals and families is crucial to ensure that parents are fully informed about each step of the process, the available resources, and the potential intervention options. This collaborative approach not only helps to alleviate parental anxiety but also creates a partnership that can enhance the overall effectiveness of early interventions. (National Autistic Society, 2025). 
Moreover, the structured pathway in Wales is designed to facilitate multi-agency collaboration to provide a holistic approach to diagnosis and support. This collaboration ensures that once a diagnosis is confirmed, families are seamlessly transitioned into appropriate early intervention programs, educational supports, and community services that are tailored to the individual needs of the child. Such a coordinated approach is critical for capitalising on the developmental plasticity of young children, ultimately leading to better long-term outcomes in communication, social interaction, and adaptive functioning (National Autistic Society, 2021). 
Despite these efforts, delays in referral remain a significant issue. Many individuals face long waiting times before receiving an assessment (Cardiff and Vale University Health Board, 2023). This delay can lead to increased mental health challenges and difficulties in accessing appropriate support services (Jones et al., 2022). Additionally, disparities in service provision across different regions contribute to inconsistencies in access to diagnostic assessments, particularly in rural areas where specialist services may be limited. 
Efforts to improve autism assessment accessibility in Wales require increased funding, resource allocation, and awareness campaigns. Enhancing multidisciplinary collaboration and streamlining referral pathways can help reduce waiting times and improve diagnostic accuracy. The Welsh Government (2025) has committed £13.7 million to improve neurodivergence services and reduce assessment delays. The National Neurodivergence Improvement Programme (2022) focuses on workforce training and integrated service delivery to ensure equitable access. Additionally, a Welsh Government statement (gov.wales, 2022) emphasises the need for timely and consistent neurodevelopmental services. 
Diagnostic assessments for autism in Wales are conducted by professionals with specialised training, following guidelines set by the British Psychological Society (BPS, 2021). The assessment process typically includes a comprehensive developmental history, behavioural observations, and input from individuals familiar with the person being assessed. According to the BPS (2021), autism diagnosis should be based on standardised criteria that emphasise persistent difficulties in social communication and interaction, alongside restricted and repetitive behaviours that have been present since early childhood. 
One of the strengths of the Welsh diagnostic framework is its emphasis on multidisciplinary assessments, ensuring a comprehensive evaluation. However, accessibility remains a concern, particularly for individuals in rural areas where specialist services may be limited (Williams & Thomas, 2020). Additionally, the reliance on standardised diagnostic tools may overlook the diverse presentations of autism, particularly in females and individuals from minority backgrounds (Lai et al., 2015). 
One significant challenge in diagnosing autism in children is the delayed recognition of symptoms, which can result in late intervention and support. Many early signs of autism, such as differences in social communication and repetitive behaviours, may be misinterpreted as typical developmental variations or overlooked due to a lack of awareness among caregivers and professionals. (Child Mind Institute, 2016). Additionally, children with co-occurring conditions, such as ADHD or sensory processing difficulties, may receive alternative diagnoses first, delaying an autism diagnosis until social demands increase. This delay can impact access to early intervention services, which are crucial for improving long-term developmental outcomes. (Abtaba, 2024).  
In Wales, there are a number of reasons why autism diagnoses are delayed. When diagnosis is delayed in the early years, children miss the window of opportunity that enables tailored therapies to promote language development, social skills, and adaptive behaviours (Hookway, 2024). A major challenge is the lack of knowledge and understanding of educators and healthcare professionals, which results in late or missing referrals for assessment (British Medical Association, 2025). Additionally, studies show that girls are frequently overlooked because of differences in symptom presentation, which is another consequence of gender imbalance in diagnosis (National Autistic Society, 2025). 
The extended waiting periods for testing is seen as another major obstacle. Although the target time frame for an autism assessment in Wales is 26 weeks, many people have to wait much longer because of high demand and resource limitations (British Medical Association, 2019). Families may experience more stress as a result of these delays, and early intervention chances may be lost. It has been demonstrated that early detection significantly enhances developmental outcomes by offering specific support before a child's needs become rigid, whereas delays may open the way for a series of difficulties that affect learning and mental health (Integrated Autism Service, 2022). 
  
Enhancing support for children and young people with additional learning needs, including those with autism, is the goal of The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. The Act ensures that individuals up to the age of 25 receive appropriate educational support by replacing the Special Educational Needs (SEN) system with an integrated system (GOV.WALES, 2018). 
 
The ALN Act places a strong emphasis on early detection and intervention, which is essential for those with autism. To support children with additional learning needs, schools and local authorities must create Individual Development Plans (IDPs) (GOV.WALES, 2025). Delays in diagnosis, however, may make it more difficult to carry out these plans, depriving many children of the educational adaptations they require (National Autistic Society, 2025). Early detection of autism in young children is essential for starting effective interventions when the brain's capacity for plasticity is at its highest. Early interventions can greatly enhance interaction with others, communication, and adaptive behaviours, laying the groundwork for successful long-term results (GOV.WALES, 2021; British Medical Association, 2019).  
  
For young children with autism, establishing a predictable environment is critical to their development. Visual supports—such as pictures, symbols, and visual timetables—combined with structured routines help reduce anxiety and improve transition times, communication, and engagement. (Advanced Autism Services, 2025). Building Blocks Therapy (2025) also demonstrates that by using visual supports in combination with consistent routines, young children with autism experience reduced stress and enhanced engagement, as the visual cues help clarify daily expectations and enhance understanding. 
Visual aids like "now and next" boards, visual timetables, and pictorial cues help children understand daily routines, while structured schedules provide predictability. This combination reduces anxiety and improves self-regulation (Building Blocks Therapy, 2025; MyTeamABA, 2025a). Breaking tasks into manageable steps prevents children from feeling overwhelmed and supports communication by bridging gaps between language and nonverbal cues. Additionally, visual tools encourage independence by allowing children to track completed tasks (MyTeamABA, 2025b). Research highlights that integrating visual supports with structured routines enhances participation and lowers behavioural challenges (Price, Reason & McAuliffe, 2016). 
Building on these findings, MacDonald (2019) reported that visual support tools not only improve predictability but also facilitate smoother transitions, thereby enhancing communication skills. When children understand the visual representation of their daily flow, they experience increased autonomy and less reliance on adult prompts. Furthermore, Odom and Cox (2017) demonstrated that embedding structured routines into educational interventions promotes behavioural stability and supports academic engagement, ultimately contributing to improved long-term outcomes. 
Scheduled routines and visual aids can be effectively applied in home and school settings to enhance consistency and predictability (SkillPoint Therapy, 2024). Interactive tools like checkboxes and moveable parts further support independence by allowing children to track their progress (Intellistars, 2025). 
To conclude, autism diagnosis follows a structured process, emphasizing multi-agency cooperation, thorough evaluations, and early symptom recognition (NHS, 2024). However, barriers such as long wait times, delayed referrals, and resource limitations hinder timely identification and management (British Medical Association, 2025; Jones et al., 2022). Evidence-based strategies—especially visual supports and structured routines—help reduce anxiety, improve communication, and foster independence (Building Blocks Therapy, 2025; MyTeamABA, 2025a). Addressing these challenges requires ongoing service improvements, better diagnostic procedures, and targeted interventions to optimize outcomes for autistic individuals. 
Questions 
How does autism display symptoms in early years compared to autism in later childhood?  
Autism symptoms in the early years frequently include: 
Unusual or delayed development of speech and language 
Little social interaction or eye contact 
Hand flapping and rocking are examples of repetitive actions. 
Sensitivities to noises or textures, such as intense reactions 
Joint attention issues (sharing emphasis on an object or activity) 
 
Differences may become more noticeable when social expectations increase in later childhood. Symptoms displayed may include: 
Having trouble interpreting social signs or making friends 
More obvious patterns of behaviour or strong emotions 
Struggles to be flexible, understand abstract ideas, or adjust to change 
Problems regulating emotions, which could result in irritation or anxiety 
Academic difficulties or specific abilities (such as maths, memory, or creative thinking) 
Early intervention can significantly improve social skills, communication, and development. (NHS, 2022) 
Have the number of autism diagnosis increased in children over recent years?  
Even though the diagnosis of autism is timely, yes, the number of diagnosed children with autism has increased. According to the latest NHS Digital report, waiting times for autism diagnostic pathways have been tracked across different age groups, indicating a growing demand for assessments (NHS Digital, 2024). The Autism Statistics report (April 2023 - March 2024) provides insights into referral rates and waiting times for suspected autism diagnoses (NHS Digital, 2024). Additionally, the Autism Statistics report (April 2022 - March 2023) highlights trends in autism diagnoses across NHS services, reflecting increasing identification and awareness (NHS Digital, 2023). 
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