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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 define and examine autism diagnosis and the current pathways for children in England, including relevant guidance on waiting times and support.
· To analyse current literature, evidence and national data relating to barriers and delays in autism diagnosis and support, including service capacity, socioeconomic disadvantage and ethnicity.
· To evaluate the findings using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes relating to diagnostic delay, access to support, policy and the experiences of autistic children and their families.
· To provide evidence-based recommendations for health, education and social care practitioners and policymakers to improve 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). Autism is the most common primary need recorded for pupils with an Education, Health and Care plan, which makes timely diagnosis a major area of focus (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). Delayed diagnosis can result in further delays in accessing education and therapeutic support when it is most needed and can increase stress for children and families. The national strategy commits to improvements in access to support for children and to reduced waiting times (HM Government, 2021), but there is limited research that combines the structural and social factors affecting access to support for children. This is the purpose of the present study.
4) Methods:
This study will use a qualitative secondary research design, drawing on existing published literature, and will analyse the findings using thematic analysis:
· Data sources: Peer-reviewed journal articles, policy documents from the UK government, NICE guidance and national statistics.
Search strategy: Example search strings will include: “autism diagnosis” AND children AND England; autism AND “waiting times” AND diagnosis; “autistic children” AND “access to support”; autism AND ethnicity AND diagnosis AND UK. The CRAAP approach (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose) will be used to assess the quality of sources.
· Inclusion criteria: English-language sources relating to children aged 0–18 in the UK. Recent evidence from 2015 to 2026 will be prioritised, while earlier foundational policy or guidance (for example, NICE, 2011) may be included where it remains relevant.
· 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 recurring themes across the literature.
· Ethical Issues: No participants will be involved. All sources will be appropriately referenced to ensure academic integrity and avoid plagiarism (Harvard referencing). The study will be conducted in line with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research Ethics and Integrity Policy.
5) Resources: 
· Databases: CINAHL, PubMed, Google Scholar, GOV.UK, NICE
· Software: Microsoft Word, Zotero
· Support: Lecturer support and feedback, UWTSD Library staff/support, Study Skills, peer and study-group support
6) Timescale:
	Week
	Task

	1–2
	Finalise the research topic and refine the title.

	3–5
	Conduct the literature search using the identified search strings; collect and organise sources.

	6–7
	Draft and submit the research proposal (Element 1).

	8–9
	Draft Chapter 1: Introduction, including background and rationale; submit the draft and receive lecturer feedback.

	10–12
	Draft Chapter 2: Background and literature review; submit the draft for lecturer feedback.

	13–14
	Act on lecturer feedback on Chapters 1 and 2; refine the analysis plan.

	15–16
	Complete Chapter 3: Academic Methods.

	17–18
	Prepare the Academic Methods Poster as a separate stage; submit the draft poster for lecturer feedback.

	19–20
	Draft Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis using thematic analysis.

	21–22
	Write Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations; submit the full draft.

	23–24
	Receive lecturer feedback; act on feedback and make amendments.

	25–26
	Final amendments; proofreading and Harvard referencing check.

	27
	Final review and dissertation submission.



7) Self-reflection as researcher:
The researcher's strengths include 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 assess a large and diverse evidence base critically and objectively. The researcher will aim to develop critical appraisal skills through structured critical reading and source tracking, and will request feedback from the lecturer regularly, as well as UWTSD Library support.
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