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Executive Summary

Autism is a neurodevelopmental difference that is present from birth and throughout the lifespan.
Autistic young people show a mix of distinctive strengths and challenges that vary widely between
individuals that impact on their school, family, community and social lives. Additionally for some
Autistic young people co-occurring diagnosis of physical or development conditions or learning
disability can also impact negatively throughout their lives.

Determining the prevalence of autism in Ireland remains problematic. Various estimates of the autistic
child and youth population have ranged from a prevalence figure of 1.5% to 5%. Official estimates on
autism prevalence in Ireland were gathered by the National Council for Special Education (NCSE)
(2022), which collects data on the number of children who require teaching support. It indicates there
was a prevalence rate in 2022 of 3.4% among schoolchildren, a significant change from the previous
estimate of just under 1.6 per cent four years earlier.

With regard to the Sligo Leitrim area by applying a prevalence rate of 3% to the Sligo Leitrim child and
young population of 35,705 (0-24 years) suggests that in the region of 1,071 autistic children and young
people may reside in the service area (one in 33 children/young people). However, considering the
limited measurement of the prevalence of autism nationally, this 3% estimate may well be a
conservative estimate.

While transitions between the different life stages are important for all young people, transition stages
are particularly critical determinants of autistic young people’s long-term social, emotional, and
academic outcomes.

The National Council for Special Education cites international and Irish reviews that find weak
transition planning, inconsistent supports between settings, and poor coordination with adult services
lead to lower rates of further education, training, and stable employment for autistic young people
compared with peers®.

The Sligo Leitrim Autism Service

In 2023, through its own consultation process consultation
process, Sligo and Leitrim Children and Young People’s Services The Autism Support

Committee (CYPSC) identified that poor transition support Service supports autistic
young people between
14 - 21 years in 8 post-
primary schools and 3
education and training
services across Sligo and
Leitrim. /

processes existed. CYPSC commissioned research to ascertain the

level of need for transition supports to education, training and/or
employment for autistic young people.

The research resulted in the development of a business case for
the establishment of a transition support service for autistic
young people.

In May 2024 on foot of significant collective planning and resource gathering by CYPSC Sligo Leitrim
and the Home Youth Liaison Service (HYLS) with some financial support from the Atlantic Technological
University (ATU) in Sligo and Autism Support Officer was employed with the specific purpose of
supporting autistic young people:

L www.ncse.ie



“to achieve their individual goals and navigate any challenges that they may have so to not only
improve their social and academic outcomes but also make a meaningful difference in their lives”?.

In the period between May 2024 and June 2025 there were 36 autistic young people listed as ‘active’
and who received a range of (but not limited to) “academic, social, emotional, practical,

communication and behavioural supports”3.

Additionally, support to 7 young people cases were closed as their needs were made. Most of the
young people seeking support from the service were male (70%).

The majority of young people engaged in the service peaked at key stages of transition in their school
lives specifically second year to third year (9) and transfer to Leaving Certificate/further education and
training/school leaving (9). The common presenting issues to the service arose from causes such as
changes in routine, sensory environment, unclear expectations, and poor strategies between
significant phases of change and settings. Furthermore, service documentation noted that “32% are
known (of young people) to have a co-existing diagnosis of ADHD, Dyspraxia or Dyscalculia™.

The majority of support sites and young people in receipt of support was centralised in Sligo due to
limited resource availability namely one Autism Support Officer available to the service and the wide
geographical service area.

The young person’s current school (73%) accounted for the most frequent site for the Autism Support
Service person-centred support. The type and amount of school support that young people received
varied widely. Some was engaged in inclusion spaces in mainstream classes with or without teaching
assistant support while others learned in a wholly autism learning space.

Referrals to the Autism Support Service came from a range of “external organisations and services
including the Children’s Disability Network Team (CDNT), Occupational Therapists, Fordige, teachers,
parents and on one occasion a self-referral”.

Reflecting the fact that many of the participants were already involved with external agencies
collaborative actions with the referrers before, during and after a young person’s engagement in the
service was necessary and fully embraced by the service.

The support process devised and developed by the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service consists of the
following elements:

2 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
3 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25

4 Ibid
5 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
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Additional to the individualised one-to-one support the Autism Support Officer established strong
communication pathways with families/caregivers and local support services e.g. school personnel,
CDNT Autism Support.

Key areas of expanded support which emerged over the time period reviewed by the evaluation was
the provision of advocacy support with and on behalf of young people and their families as well as
home visitation and the creation of inclusion spaces and opportunities through social events/peer
activities e.g. during holiday times.

Key Areas of Support Provided: The Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service

The support process instigated by the Autism Support Officer focused on a set of supports that sought
to enable planned, tailored person-centred transitions, reduce anxiety, maintain learning, and ensure
development and/o continuity of reasonable adjustments. Eight areas of support were delivered by
the Autism Support Officer in the course of the service delivery:
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Key Areas of Support: The Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim

Evaluation Purpose

The primary aim of this formative evaluation was to ascertain the overall effectiveness, outcomes, or
impact of the Autism Support Service to inform accountability and future decisions including decisions
about continuation, scaling, funding and policy/practice change.

The evaluation was carried out at the end of a defined period of the Autism Support Service (June —
September 2025), after implementation had stabilised and outcomes could be observed.



In order to garner specific information and ensure that the direct voices and experiences of all
stakeholders were recorded two key questions sought to guide the evaluation process throughout:
Did the Autism Support Service intervention achieve its intended outcomes?
What is the overall value for stakeholders?
Primary data was gathered from a sample of 22 key informants including autistic young people,
parents/caregivers, education and support agencies in Counties Sligo and Leitrim who has direct
engagement with the Autism Support Service between May 2024 and June 2025.

Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Operating Policy Context

Despite national and international accords being clear about where children and young people with
disabilities are positioned in relation to education in regular school settings, day-to-day practices, lack
of resources and poor awareness of needs including those of autistic children and young people
followed in individual schools can still prevent full implementation of a rights-based approach.

The Houses of the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Autism published a report in June 2023. The report
emphasised the need to develop and mandate integrated transition plans for autistic young people
that synchronise educational, health and social services, with formal handover protocols between
child-centred and adult disability services.

The Autism Innovation Strategy (2024) found that autistic children and young people face variable
supports in early learning, schools, and further education and that these barriers include physical
inaccessibility, lack of specialist teaching resources, and insufficient transition planning into adult
services. It recommended embedding “autism-affirming curricula in early learning, primary, and post-
primary education, coupled with structured transition planning and supported pathways into further
and higher education”. The Strategy explicitly connects educational inclusion and effective transition
planning with better short and long-term outcomes for autistic children and young people.

The National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030 sets
a whole-of-government framework to implement the UN Convention on

Nati | H Righ . . . epege . . pe .
Smteqy {oe MBI the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, with specific pillars and

People 2025-2030

commitments addressing education, transitions, employment,
independent living, and accountability. While the strategy is framed
around disability rights broadly, it refers to targeted actions that are
directly relevant to autistic people, including personalised supports,
reasonable accommodations, and improvements to assessment and
planning processes that underpin effective transitions for autistic
children and young people. Consultation reports and stakeholder briefings
that informed the strategy highlighted autism-specific concerns such as
assessment delays and gaps in transition planning.

Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Stakeholders Experiences

A clear picture arising from the evaluation interviews with young people indicated the amount of
respite the weekly support session offered to them away from the added pressures presented at
school, including an increased demand for schoolwork, navigating their environment with few formal
supports, and overall, the social and practical demands of the neurotypical world increase, as one
young person stated:



“Meeting [Autism Support Officer] quiets my mind, negative thoughts pass gave me head space ...it
helped quite a bit”.

It was clear that for the young people engaged in the Autism Support Service that the peer group
events and activities were important to them. The groups/events were based around preferred
interests (gaming, sports, art etc), and supports to join in or follow along with and “want to go to”.
Observations suggest that the group development and social opportunities facilitated by the Autism
Support Service have developed a sense of belonging and has supported the young people engaged
in the service to identify the value they bring to the people around them.

Arising from the evaluation process the following impacts were apparent among the young people
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Overall, the young people who engaged with the evaluation process felt that that the Autism Support
Officer reduced risk of exclusion, anxiety, and decline in school attendance and attainment while
supporting continuity of learning and wellbeing.

Among the parents/caregivers interviewed there was a common view that the Autism Support Service
was a “lifesaver”. Parents spoke about what they felt that the Autism Support Officer “did for [young
person] and us as a family” by offering:

Ease and timely access to support.

Direction and information - “we were left (after diagnosis) without knowing who to turn to,
what to do, where to go [Autism Support Officer] changed all that”.

Individualised & tailored supports to their young people,

A “listening ear” and “leaving me with a feeling of being understood as a parent”.

Support to build coping and resilience in the family.

Access to peer groups - “He has friends now like-minded peers, feels accepted, chats to them
on the phone”.

Connection to the school and opportunity to “bring everyone together to support [young
person], [Autism Support Officer] connecting the dots”.

Parents/caregivers also verbalised that their young people can regress over the summer months with
increased sensory overload and increased behavioural problems in some cases. The summer
‘programme’ in particular was therefore very important for the young person and their families to
offset these challenges and parents/caregivers recommended that this ‘holiday’ should be expanded
and provision increased.



The common themes reflected by the ‘external’ support service providers interviewed the following
key elements:
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The common themes arising from the education providers interviewed during the evaluation process
indicated that the Autism Support Service:

B Provided a highly professional and expert guidance and support to school personnel through
the Autism Support Officer.

= Provision of weekly connection and contact with the student: “some have nowhere else to go,
not speak to anyone the whole day, the [Autism Support Officer makes a real difference to their
lives, they come to school, they want to come to school the day [Autism Support Officer] is
here”.

B Facilitated communication between student, parents and school.
Increased understanding of autism “trickling down to staff and how best to support students”/
“Worthwhile for students and staff who have a better understanding of the needs of the
student”.

B Accessed and liaised with key structures within the school e.g. pastoral care.

= Increased emotional regulation among the students engaging in the service.
Supported students’ social skills and career pathways.

Arising from the reflections of the key stakeholders, overall, the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service
supported local services, especially education providers, to move from viewing autism narrowly in
terms of deficits to a recognition of autistic ways of thinking and experiencing the world, with strengths
as well as challenges. Furthermore, the Autism Support Service offered a wrap-around, tailored and
consistent transition support to young people alongside a coordinated support for and between
educators, families, and other systems of support.

Impact & Challenges

Based on the evaluation findings the overall impact of the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim was
the development and delivery of planned, person-centred transition supports that improved readiness
for change, reduced anxiety, and increased the likelihood that autistic young people will sustain
participation in education and training.

Based on the evaluation findings the overall impact of the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim was
the development and delivery of planned, person-centred transition supports that improved readiness
for change, reduced anxiety, and increased the likelihood that autistic young people will sustain



participation in education and training. Furthermore, the evaluation results point to the Sligo Leitrim
Autism Support Service ability to address long established gaps in provision and unmet needs
experienced by autistic young people, their families, and other supporters (including services) whose
needs are not fully met under current provision.

The service has addressed within its current limited resources the service deficit where autistic young
people have a significant difficulty in accessing or retaining appropriate support compounded by
inconsistent, low-level and varying transition planning for autistic young people in Sligo/Leitrim
Considering the limited resources available to the service an unanticipated outcome of the Service is
its advocacy role in acting as a significant intermediary between the young person and service
providers including education providers.

In summary, the evaluation findings indicated the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service supported:
1. Educational Outcomes for Young People:

The service improved school engagement and retention through one-to-one support, established
routines, and facilitation of adjustments that maintained access to curriculum and reduced
absenteeism/avoidance and refusal resulting in more stable academic engagement and progression.
The supports provided bridged the post-primary school and further education and training
environments, including NLN, third level etc. By increasing awareness of autism amongst education
providers, particularly at post-primary level, the school environment was more tailored and supportive
to the needs of the majority of young people who engaged in the evaluation process.

2. Wellbeing and Mental Health:

The Autism Support Service reduced anxiety and emotional crisis through familiarisation, predictable
routines, and mental health and wellbeing supports and improved self-efficacy and confidence
amongst young people.

3. Social and Family:

A key impact of the service was the development of stronger social inclusion and peer integration
from structured peer supports, and facilitated peer groups. The impact of these facilitated connections
with and between young people has a wider impact on families by lowering family stress.

4. Advoacy and Joined-up Approach:

Families and external service providers agreed that the advocacy burden in families was significantly
reduced by the service through multi-agency coordination and clear information reducing the
navigation work for parents/caregivers but also the devised and promoted cross agency
communication and co-operation centred on the needs of the young person.

Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Challenges

Despite the substantial successes and positive outcomes there exists challenges to the Service. The
service is significantly under resourced despite the increasing demand in the population and needs of
autistic young people across Sligo/Leitrim and the funding is piecemeal “cobbled together from a few
support services” and has a limited timeframe (until March 2026). Despite collaboration and actions
with other support agencies, funding from the support agencies for the service remains absent,
beyond the existing funders.



In addition, the multi-layered complex needs presented by young people requires increased work force
resources. As previously raised support is being delivered across 2 counties by one Autism Support
Officer who can only address needs in targeted pockets of the service area, diminishing young people
access and right to transition supports.

During the evaluation process it was apparent from all stakeholders’ experience that there remains a
noteworthy gap in awareness and specific training among some educators across Sligo/Leitrim that
require awareness raising and training to support the needs of autistic children and young people.
Among the sample of educators interviewed it was apparent that for some the Autism Support Service
was viewed simply as another service to support the business of education, rather than a support to
enhance autistic young people’s school experience and progress their transition through the various
school stages, further education training and work. The limited resources of the service, as it is
currently resourced, does not allow for the knowledge, understanding and adjustments (or time to
address this resistance) to accommodate the needs of autistic young people to be fully embedded in
the school systems across Sligo Leitrim.

The service operates in a local environment of inconsistent, low-level and varying transition planning
for autistic young people. Young people and their families face challenges navigating complex life
domains and accessing post-diagnostic support - “we felt abandoned we didn’t know where to go...
[Autism Support Worker] was a life saver” (Parent).

It is apparent from the evaluation findings that the service is uniquely placed to identify and address
areas where support services have failed to meet the needs of autistic young people, attend to
the concerns of families and service providers and address the barriers that exist in practice which
negatively impact on the lives of autistic young people and their families across Sligo and Leitrim.

The outstanding challenge for the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim remains the impact of its
under resourcing including by services who “refer to and use the service” (service provider). The
indicative costs per year to sustain and expand the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim potentially
will total €125,000 (inclusive of salary, administration costs and including programme/activity costs)
which is significantly lower than even the lowest estimated cost of a residential placement and/or
young people’s inactivity in education, training and employment.

Recommendations

The following recommendations arise from the evaluation process and especially from the reflections
of the sample of young people, their families, their schools and those external support services who
engaged with the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service.

Recommendation 1:

Continue and upscale the Autism Support Service to deliver consistent, evidence-based transition
supports that reduces anxiety, sustains engagement, and improves education, training, and
employment outcomes for autistic young people.

Ensure equitable access to the Autism Support Project for young people in both counties by engaging
funding for 2 Autism Support Officers Sligo (1) Leitrim (2) through multi-annual and ring-fenced
budgets.

10



Recommendation 2:

Strengthen multi-agency coordination across education, health, and employment services to enable
seamless pathways into post-school options.

Improve access to support for autistic young people with multi-layered support needs by expanding
responsibilities of the Autism Support Officers role with the support of CYPSC to include coordinating
relationships and communication through the establishment of a quarterly communication forum to

plan, review and sustain improved autism awareness, training and communication.

Recommendation 3:

Provide neurodiversity-inclusive teaching practices
through explicit training at local level to bolster
educators’ sensitivity, information, knowledge and
strategies to support the inclusion of autistic young
people in the classroom and the wider school/training
community.

“Consider where
autistic young
people are seated
in the classroom to
reduce sensory over

Recommendation
from Service
Provider: Build
schools awareness
and understanding

The Autism Support Officer(s) should provide ; S .
stimulation of autism.

(determined by level of funding) short, focused

modules on sensory adjustments, communication

supports, executive-function scaffolds, and

school/training/employment adjustments drawn from

national guidance and best practice
Recommendation 4:

In order to continue guidance to the Autism Support Service from the lived-experience of young
people and their families, an annual meeting facilitated by CYPSC should be established including
autistic young people, families, education and health leads etc. to ensure co-production and
opportunities to enhance the model of support created by the Autism Support Service.

Recommendation 5:

Establish self-directed parent/caregiver peer support networks to reduce isolation, coordinate family
contact to discuss and learn strategies and receive supports in advocacy.

Devise and deliver blended parent workshops e.g. supporting routines, managing anxiety, and
navigating AON/referral pathways, transition planning and self-advocacy, social communication and
peer-interaction practice, executive-function supports (organisation, timetabling, homework skills);
workplace and college readiness (interviews, travel, workplace adjustments).

11



1. Introduction

Autism is a neurodevelopmental difference that is
present from birth and throughout the lifespan. Autistic Interpretation of Terms

young people show a mix of distinctive strengths and Neurodiversity approaches understand
autism to be part of the natural human
variation, coming with unique strengths
and challenges for each individual. As a
representative of the autism community

challenges that vary widely between individuals that
impact on their school, family, community and social
lives. Additionally for some Autistic young people co-

occurring diagnosis of physical or development in Ireland, the aslam organisation
conditions or learning disability can also impact (www.aslam.ie) promotes the use of
negatively throughout their lives. identity-first language when referring to
individuals on the spectrum as ‘Autistic’
While transitions between the different life stages are rather than as person-first (i.e. ‘person
important for all young people, transition stages are with Autism’). This evaluation report is
particularly critical determinants of autistic young framed from a similar neurodiversity

perspective. Throughout this report,
identity first language (e.g. autistic
young person) and not person-first
language (e.g. young person with

people’s long-term social, emotional, and academic
outcomes. Autistic young people commonly experience
poorer school and post-school outcomes than their non-

autistic peers, with gaps evident in academic attainment, autism), following the majority
school engagement, mental health, and transitions into preference of the autism community
further education or employment®. and representative organisations such

ENENEINE
The National Council for Special Education cites

international and Irish reviews that find weak transition

planning, inconsistent supports between settings, and

poor coordination with adult services lead to lower rates of further education, training, and stable
employment for autistic young people compared with peers’.

In 2023, through its own consultation process consultation process Sligo and Leitrim Children and
Young People’s Services Committee (CYPSC) identified that poor transition supports existed. CYPSC
commissioned research to ascertain the level of need for transition supports to education, training
and/or employment for autistic young people. The research resulted in the development of a business
case for the establishment of a transition support service for autistic young people:

“to support autistic young people to access the same life opportunities (educational/social/work)
available to their non-disabled counterparts. These supports will be primarily delivered with the
individual school or in the inclusive community of choice, and/or outreach rather than a segregated
centre”,

The principal action proposed in the business case was to provide “a central point of contact to support
autistic young people” enabled by a designated transition support facilitator to “engage the full
involvement of the young person and their families in early transition planning” and coordinate across
local services and maintain consistent strategies.

® www.dcu.ie
7 www.ncse.ie
8 Transition Supports for Young People with Autism in Sligo & Leitrim Business Case (2023)
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A key action of the proposed transition support service outlined in the business case was the inclusion
of a ‘quality of life’ focus that is often overlooked “though it is critical for good mental health and
independence”.

This vision and service came to fruition in May 2024 on foot of significant collective planning and
resource gathering by CYPSC Sligo Leitrim and the Home Youth Liaison Service (HYLS) with some
financial support from the Atlantic Technological University (ATU) in Sligo. As part of the HYLS an
Autism Support Officer was employed with the specific purpose of supporting autistic young people:

“to achieve their individual goals and navigate any challenges that they may have so to not only
improve their social and academic outcomes but also make a meaningful difference in their lives”®

1.1. Evaluation Purpose

The primary aim of this formative evaluation was to ascertain the overall effectiveness, outcomes, or
impact of the Autism Support Service to inform accountability and future decisions including decisions
about continuation, scaling, funding and policy/practice change. In order to meet this aim and
determine whether the Sligo Leitrim Autism Service achieved its planned and person-centred aim the
evaluation focus sought to:

Capture young person, family, school personnel and other stakeholders’ experiences of the
Autism Support Service model.

Provide insights into specific aspects of the Autism Support Project for Sligo/Leitrim.

Provide information about what is working well and where there are challenges.

Measure the service’s outcomes and impact to date including on school adjustment,
attendance, engagement.

Estimate resource use and value for money to inform local and national commissioners in
respect to the sustainability and potential scale-up of the Autism Support Project.

Make recommendations in respect to the next steps in the further development of this model
of support for Autistic Young People across Sligo & Leitrim.

The evaluation was carried out at the end of a defined period of the Autism Support Service (June
2025), after implementation had stabilised and outcomes could be observed. In order to garner
specific information and ensure that the direct voices and experiences of all stakeholders were
recorded two key questions sought to guide the evaluation process throughout:

Did the Autism Support Service intervention achieve its intended outcomes?

What is the overall value for stakeholders?

1.2. Methodology

To achieve the stated aim of the evaluation a mixed methods evaluation process was deployed.

A brief of review of the operating policy environment was undertaken. Primary data was gathered
from a sample of 22 key informants including autistic young people, parents/care givers, education
and support agencies in Counties Sligo and Leitrim who has direct engagement with the Autism
Support Service between May 2024 and June 2025. Consultation took place through semi-structured
interview both in person, by phone and on-line (MS Teams & Zoom).

9 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
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Data sets were integrated at the time of analysis and the ethical rights of participants upheld at all
stages of the evaluation process. Data was then analysed thematically.
Figure 1 below states the key informants involved in the evaluation process.

Service
Education Providers
Parents / Providers (5) (4) Project

Young People : .
(5), Caregivers (6) (Sligo 4/ (Disability, Personnel (2)

Leitrim 1) Youth, Family
Support)

Figure 1: Autism Support Service: Key informants

1.3. Description of the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service

The Autism Support Service supports young people between 14 - 21 years in 8 post-primary schools
and 3 education and training services across Sligo and Leitrim. Referrals to the Autism Support Service
came from a range of “external organisations and services including the Children’s Disability Network
Team (CDNT), Occupational Therapists, Fordige, teachers, parents and on one occasion a self-
referral”’®. Reflecting the fact that many of the participants were already involved with external
agencies collaborative actions with the referrers before, during and after a young person’s engagement
in the service was necessary and fully embraced by the service:

“Several key areas of support were identified by those making the referrals and were subsequently

provided to address the student’s needs”*..

Figure 2 below outlines the project support process led and implemented by one Home Youth Liaison
Officer specially for young autistic people (hereafter referred to at Autism Support Officer) and centred
around a “weekly one to one support session “.

y
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Figure 2: Autism Support Service Process. Source: Sligo Leitrim HYLS Autism Support Service (2025)

10 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
1 jbid
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Additional to the individualised one-to-one support, the Autism Support Officer established strong
communication pathways with families/caregivers and local support services e.g. school personnel,
CDNT Autism Support. Key areas of expanded support which emerged over the time period reviewed
by the evaluation was the provision of advocacy support with and on behalf of young people and their
families as well as home visitation and the creation of inclusion spaces and opportunities through
social events/peer activities e.g. during holiday times.

1.4. Demographics: Sligo Leitrim (Health Region: HSE West and North West)

In order to set the context for the proposed service the following brief profile of Counties Sligo and
Leitrim provides the most recent population and disability data available and gives a sense of the
demographic features that influence the need for a transition support service in the counties.

Sligo Leitrim has a total of 114,459 persons and 28,618 families living in private households!2.

There are 22,198 persons aged 0-14 years, 7,472 aged 15 — 19 years and 6,035 aged 20-24 years,
indicating that young people 0 — 14 years accounts for 31.99% of the area’s population. In respect to
the level of disability, 22.9%*3 of the population of Sligo Leitrim has a disability (any). The HSE’s own
profile of the population of the area notes that:

“The IHA region ranks number 4 highest out of 20 regarding the percentage of males with a disability,
while it ranks number 2 highest out of 4 IHAs in its Health Region. This IHA ranks number 3 highest
out of 20 regarding the percentage of females with a disability, while it ranks number 3 highest out of
4 IHAs in its Health Region”**

The following table indicates the growth in the number of special classes by county and academic year,
providing an overview of the increased level of demand for supports for disabled children across the
area.

Academic 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26

Year

Sligo 25 29 32 36
Leitrim 21 27 31 34

Total 46 56 63 70

Table 1: Sligo Leitrim Number of Special Classes 2022 — 2026
Source: Special Educational Needs — Tuesday, 10 Jun 2025 — Parliamentary Questions (34th Ddil) — Houses of the Oireachtas

1.5. Demographics: The Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service

As figure 3 below outlines during the period reviewed, there were 36 autistic young people listed as
‘active’ and receiving a range of (but not limited to) “academic, social, emotional, practical,
communication and behavioural supports”*®. Additionally, support to 7 young people cases were
closed as their needs were made.

12 IHA Health Profile HSE Sligo Leitrim (Health Region: HSE West and North West)
13 ibid

14 ibid

15 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
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Fig 3: Number of Participants
May 2024 - June 2025

Active Closed

The majority of young people participating in the service were male (70%). As figure 4 demonstrates
the majority of young people engaged in the service peaked at key stages of transition in their school
lives specifically second year to third year (9) and transfer to Leaving Certificate/further education and
training/school leaving (9).

Fig. 4: Participants Age by Sex

- g 1
12 yrs 13 yrs 14 yrs 15 yrs 16 yrs 17 yrs 18 yrs 19 yes

M mF

In reviewing the Autism Support Service documentation and one to one consultation with young
people and their families the common presenting issues to the service arose from causes such as
changes in routine, sensory environment, unclear expectations, and poor strategies between
significant phases of change and settings.

Presenting issues included:

Attendance problems, rising absenteeism, or school avoidance/refusal linked to stress and
negative past and current experiences - “32% frequently avoid school”*®.

Heightened risk of low mood, anxiety (“80% of young people”*’), depression, negative self-
image and reduced wellbeing during and after transition periods.

Increased anxiety and anticipatory worry about new routines, teachers, and social
expectations.

Sensory overload triggered by school buildings, noisy corridors and classrooms and changing
timetables.

16 HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
17 ibid
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Social withdrawal, difficulty joining peer groups, and misunderstandings in informal social
interactions.
Emotional dysregulation leading to ‘meltdowns’ or ‘shutdowns’ when overwhelmed by
change or unpredictability.
Behavioural presentations interpreted as non-compliance when they reflect communication
or sensory needs.
Inconsistent academic performance and challenges with generalising learning across teachers
and subjects.
Executive-function difficulties (organisation, planning, time-management) that impact
moving between classes and meeting new academic demands.

Furthermore, service documentation noted that “32% are known (of young people) to have a co-

existing diagnosis of ADHD, Dyspraxia or Dyscalculia”,

In respect to the geographical location of the young people and their families engaging in the project
figure 5 below indicates that the majority of support sites and young people in receipt of support was
centralised in Sligo due to limited resource availability namely one Autism Support Officer available to
the service and the wide geographical service area.

Fig. 5: Service Delivery:
By Number of Participants & Location

Location Pending %
Leitrim 1 5
Sligo 10 37

Service Delivery: Location by County Number of Participants

Service Delivery: Location by County Location

The following figure 6 demonstrates the type of facilities in which the Autism Support Service operates.
The young person’s current school (73%) accounted for the most frequent site for the Autism Support
Service person-centred support.

Figure 6: Service Delivery by Type of Facility

Community National
Training Learning
Centre —— Network

9% '
Further
Education &
Training
Centre

Post Primary 9%

School
73%

18 Ibid
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The type and amount of school support that young people received varied widely. Some was engaged
in inclusion spaces in mainstream classes with or without teaching assistant support while others
learned in a wholly autism learning space.

In addition to the weekly support sessions with the young person in the post primary school/further
education and training/training centre the Autism Support Service complemented these sessions and
outreached to:

Young people’s home and in family settings to align school strategies with family routines and
involve parents/caregivers in planning and monitoring, and

Community settings to prepare for wider life transitions such as college, training, workplaces,
and travel around the local area using real-world exposure and supported experience.
Multi-agency settings where disability support, mental health and social supports to
coordinate and facilitate communication with and between agencies.

Receiving school to familiarise the young person with a new building, staff, timetable, and
routines through phased visits, escorted tours - “[Autism Support Officer] doing a tour with N
on[sic] the new school” (parent).

1.6. Prevalence of Autism

Autism is regarded as a developmental disability which influences how a person communicates with
and relates to other people and how they make sense of the world. It is also regarded as a spectrum
condition, as it affects people in different ways and to varying degrees.

Determining the prevalence of autism in Ireland remains problematic. The Houses of the Oireachtas
Report on Autism (2023) states:

“One of the challenges facing planners is determining the prevalence of autism. Presently a figure of
1.55% is being used but the true figure appears to be higher. In other services including Northern
Ireland a figure of 3% is being quoted”** .

“The HSE estimate that 3.5% of children require specialist input from a multidisciplinary team and

another 0.5% require services from a single discipline therapist”?°.

Other official estimates on autism prevalence in Ireland were gathered by the National Council for
Special Education (NCSE) (2022), which collects data on the number of children who require teaching
support. It indicates there was a prevalence rate of 3.4% among schoolchildren, a significant change
from the previous estimate of just under 1.6 per cent four years earlier.

In March 2025 media outlets in Ireland widely reported Department of Education figures suggesting
that as many as one in 20 schoolchildren in Ireland may be autistic or have similar developmental
problems.

19 Houses of the Oireachtas Report on Autism (June 14, 2023)
20 Houses of the Oireachtas Report on Autism (June 14, 2023)
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A statement by the Minister for Education in April 2025 reflected the increased need on the ground in
schools and communities for support, especially for autistic children and young people:

“The Department projects that about four special classes, typically with six students per class, will be
needed in every second-level school to keep pace with demand. There are currently over 28,000
children attending special education classes in mainstream schools and special schools across the
country, up from 17,000 in 2019. To provide more capacity in these schools, | am committed to
providing up to 400 new special classes and 300 additional special school places, comprising of
2,700 special education class and special school placements for the coming school year”.

I am pleased to confirm that 369 of these classes have now been sanctioned by the National Council
for Special Education (NCSE)... The NCSE is working closely with these schools to ensure that the
classes are in place for the coming school year. The majority of these places will be for autistic

children”?.

It must be noted that while additional classroom places and support personnel are a welcome support,
such statement by Government demonstrate a limited holistic view of the needs of autistic children
and young people. There remains an underlining assuming that increased capacity can fully alleviate
the crisis in transition supports for children and young people across the various stages of their
education and transfer to adult services, further education, training or employment.

However, such statements from policy and decision makers supports the recognition that there has
been the significant rise in demand for school places reflecting the increase in autism diagnoses and
the rising number of children and young people referred for special classes or school placements. Most
experts put the rise in autism prevalence rates down to increased awareness, better diagnosis and
widening of assessment boundaries for autism. Asperger’s syndrome, for example, was removed as a
diagnosis in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders in 2013 and has been integrated
into a broader diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder.

With regard to the Sligo Leitrim area by applying a prevalence rate of 3% to the Sligo Leitrim child and
young population of 35,705 (0-24 years) would suggest that in the region of 1,071 autistic children and
young people may reside in the service area (one in 33 children/young people). However, considering
the limited measurement of the prevalence of autism nationally, this 3% estimate may well be a
conservative estimate.

1.7. The Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Key Areas of Support Provided:

The support process instigated by the Autism Support Officer focused on a set of supports that sought
to enable planned, tailored person-centred transitions, reduce anxiety, maintain learning, and ensure
development and/o continuity of reasonable adjustments (Appendix 1: Information Leaflet).

Figure 7 identifies 8 areas of support delivered by the Autism Support Officer in the course of the
service delivery:

21 https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-education/press-releases/minister-mcentee-and-minister-moynihan-
mark-world-autism-awareness-day
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Fig: 7: Key Areas of Support: The Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim

The following table provides an overview of the support devised and delivered by the Autism Support

service.
Area of Support Description of Support
Academic 5 Helping students to organise their schoolwork.

B Manage existing/new or developing timetables.

1 Develop study plans and homework schedules.

B Prepare for general and state exams.

B Organising various accommodations within the school.

B Onward referrals to relevant further educational or training avenues,
or services such as grinds available in the locality.

u  Offering guidance on possible further education, training, or careers.

B Preparation for college and grant applications.

Social B Providing a safe place to discuss their feelings and/or challenges.

B Facilitating social interactions with peers and/or groups that have
similar interests. i.e. Fordige, local drama and art groups.

= Assistance in developing coping strategies to manage anxiety and
difficulties surrounding social interactions.

= Providing guidance on maintaining various friendships, including
resolutions for possible or arising conflict.

Emotional = Being a point of contact and actively listening to students worries and
concerns

= Providing a safe space, guidance, solutions, and strategies on how
navigate emotional dysregulation and anxiety to help them avoid
feeling overwhelmed.

= Acknowledging their emotions without judgement.

B Helping young people to recognise their feelings and emotions.

5 Connecting them to mental health services such as CAMHS or Post
Diagnostic Workshops etc.

B Providing reassurance during difficult times and ensuring they focus
on positive aspects of their lives by utilising positive psychology
exercises.

B Facilitating smooth transitions.

Practical B Assisting with and developing on the young person’s organisational

skills. For instance, study timetables, homework, extra-curricular
activities etc.
= Helping with and develop upon existing independent living skills.
= Supporting transitions which are part of the young person’s goals.
= Providing guidance on how to navigate everyday challenges and
breaking them down into manageable steps
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Behavioural Developing social stories to provide guidance on identifying and
understanding various social norms/boundaries in different social
settings.

Developing and encouraging positive coping mechanisms and
strategies for managing anxiety or stress.

Developing and encouraging alternative and more positive methods
for expressing anger and frustration.

Developing and encouraging positive coping mechanisms and
strategies for managing difficult relationships.

Encourage the use of sensory items such as fidget poppers, noise-
cancelling/music headphones, stress balls etc.

Communication Building on their self-esteem so that they feel more confident in
themselves and their ability to communicate with different people in
different settings. (Role Play)

Helping them understand the various types of communication such as
non-verbal cues or tone in conversations. (Social stories/ Role Play)
Encouraging autonomy and accountability, but also advocating for
their needs within the school/further education setting when they
are unable to do so themselves.

Providing and discovering other ways/tools/methods for young
person to effectively communicate and express themselves (e.g.,
visual aids, art, writing).

Communicating with the relevant teachers to ensure that students
receive appropriate accommodations and resources.

Consulting with teachers and other educators about the creation or
implementation of an Individualised Education (IEP) or behaviour
management plan.

Encouraging and enabling involvement within the community.
Assisting with the development of interview skills.

Community Identify community events, such as youth or other activity groups,
Integration & volunteering opportunities, or local hobby clubs.
Social Inclusion Encouraging and support their attendance and engagement.

Identifying any potential challenges such as crowded areas or loud
environments and identifying/suggesting tools/strategies that help.

Family, External Encouraging positive communication between the young person and
Organisations & their family.
Advocacy Identifying if they have a support system and if not establishing one.

Assisting the young person with understanding/exercising their rights.
Connecting the young person with any relevant services or providing
onward referrals to any relevant services external to HYLS.
Health & Promoting and encouraging exercise, healthy sleep patterns, hygiene.
Wellbeing Guidance on healthy eating habits and meals which considered any
food aversions.
Addressing any issues surrounding personal hygiene with sensitivity
and providing guidance on a good personal hygiene routine.
Encouraging mindfulness and coping strategies such as deep
breathing, meditation or journaling.
Encouraging a healthy balance between education/training and rest.
Table 2: Description of 8 Area of Support
Source: HYLS Autism Support Project Annual Review 2024/25
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2. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Policy Context

The following section provides a brief overview of the policy context in which the Sligo Leitrim Autism
Support Service is operating. The segment presents a select number of government reflections and
policy documents to provide a snapshot of how policy is evolving to include and progress transition
supports for autistic children and young people.

Influenced by international developments and underpinned by human rights-based principles notable
Irish policy and legislative shifts have occurred in respect disabled people including autistic children
and young people.

The Convention on the Rights of the Child?? created obligations for the rights of all children, including
disabled children and young people.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)? provides a strong
and legally binding framework to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education provision and
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. In 2018, Ireland ratified the convention marking a
significant step towards ensuring equal access to inclusive, quality and free education for children with
disabilities. The UNCRPD Article 7 affirms that children with disabilities are entitled to equal
consideration in all human rights areas that are accorded to their non-disabled peers. The right of all
children with disabilities to education is emphasised in Article 24. This Article guarantees that children
are not to be excluded from free and compulsory primary or secondary education on the basis of
disability. Furthermore, reasonable accommodation of the individual's requirements is to be provided
and that support required, within the general education system, to facilitate their effective education
is to be put into place.

However, while national and international accords are clear about where children and young people
with disabilities are positioned in relation to education in regular school settings, day-to-day practices,
lack of resources and poor awareness of needs including those of autistic children and young people
followed in individual schools can still prevent full implementation of a rights-based approach.

2.1. National Policy Positions on Autism and Transition Supports

The Joint Committee on Autism published a report (June 2023) making 109 recommendations aimed
at improved cross-departmental collaboration, joined-up services, accessible information, and
stronger engagement with autistic people and families.

Key findings highlighted urgent problems with delays in assessment of need, poor access to supports
and services, gaps in education inclusion, and insufficient employment supports, based on extensive
evidence gathering including public and private hearings and direct engagement with autistic
advocates and families. Measures, if implemented in full and in tandem, aim to close the “gaps and
cliffs” in support that currently jeopardise the successful move from child-centred to adult-oriented
services for autistic young people in Ireland.

22 United Nations. (1989). Convention on the Rights of the Child.

23 United Nations. (2006). Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
https.//www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convention_accessible_pdf.pdf.
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The report also presented a picture of the challenges facing autistic people and their supporters,
including:

Autistic people have poorer health outcomes with most medical conditions being more
common. They have a life expectancy which is 16-30 years lower than the general population.
As many as 20-40% of autistic people have epilepsy compared with the 1% background rate.
Autism is associated with a 7-fold increased risk of suicide.

One of the problems for autistic people is communicating with and accessing healthcare
services.

Autism increases the likelihood of homelessness.

The underlying factors are unemployment, social isolation, poor skills, discrimination, and
difficulty in dealing with bureaucracy.

The report emphasised the need to develop and mandate integrated transition plans for autistic young
people that synchronise educational, health and social services, with formal handover protocols
between child-centred and adult disability services. The Committee found that:

Autistic young people experience disjointed transitions across services especially when moving
from child-centred HSE supports (Children’s Disability Network Teams) into adult disability and
mental health services with no formal handover protocols or single point of contact to guide
families through the change.

There is no statutory requirement for a coordinated, multi-agency transition plan. As a result,
schools, health services, employment supports, and social protection operate in silos, leaving
families to cobble together their own pathway to further education, training, or adult day and
residential services.

The report also emphasised that transition planning is highly variable by region and school;
where plans do exist, they often focus solely on educational progression without addressing
health, social, or employment needs.

Published in August 2024 the Autism Innovation Strategy found that autistic children and young
people face variable supports in early learning, schools, and further education and that these barriers
include physical inaccessibility, lack of specialist teaching resources, and insufficient transition planning
into adult services.

The Autism Innovation Strategy that sets short-term, cross-government actions to improve
understanding, accommodation, and services for autistic people, with specific measures for children
and young people across education, health, and transition pathways. It recommended embedding
“autism-affirming curricula in early learning, primary, and post-primary education, coupled with
structured transition planning and supported pathways into further and higher education”. The
Strategy explicitly connects educational inclusion and effective transition planning with better short
and long-term outcomes for autistic children and young people, including:

Targeted actions for schools to improve reasonable accommodations, staff understanding of
autism, and supports that enable inclusive learning environments for autistic pupils.
Transition supports emphasised through commitments to improve assessment pathways,
handovers between settings, and planning for post-school pathways to reduce discontinuities
in supports.
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The Strategy complements the National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People

and other disability policy work by focusing on autism-specific barriers while sitting
within wider disability and education reform commitments. Hlational Human Rights

Strategy for Disabled
People 2025-2030

The National Human Rights Strategy for Disabled People 2025-2030 sets a
whole-of-government framework to implement the UN Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities, with specific pillars and commitments addressing
education, transitions, employment, independent living, and accountability.

The strategy contains an Inclusive Learning and Education pillar with explicit

commitments on inclusive education, a named Transitions commitment, and

actions to support continuity of learning and access to supports across life stages. These commitments
require coordinated planning between education, health, and social services to ensure disabled
children and young people experience supported moves between early years, primary, post-primary,
and post-school settings.

While the strategy is framed around disability rights broadly, it refers to targeted actions that are
directly relevant to autistic people, including personalised supports, reasonable accommodations, and
improvements to assessment and planning processes that underpin effective transitions for autistic
children and young people. Consultation reports and stakeholder briefings that informed the strategy
highlighted autism-specific concerns such as assessment delays and gaps in transition planning.

The Strategy emphasises co-production with disabled people, requirement for regular monitoring, and
cross-departmental accountability mechanisms to track progress on commitments (including
transitions), with expectations that autistic people and representative organisations will have
meaningful roles in oversight and delivery.

Practically, the Strategy strengthens the policy basis for person-centred transition planning, timely
assessment (AON), multi-agency coordination, and resourced reasonable adjustments in schools
and post-school pathways all of which align with evidence-based transition supports recommended
in NCSE and Joint Committee reports. A concrete cross government action plan is due to be published
in November 2025.
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3. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Reflections & Outcomes

The following section of the report seeks to present the outcomes of the evaluation process utilising
the directs voices of young people, their families/caregivers, education providers and other support
services and their reflection on their experiences and outcomes of engaging with the Autism Support
Service for Sligo Leitrim.

3.1. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: The Young Person’s Experience & Perspective

Adolescence can be a particularly vulnerable time for autistic young people. They may have a greater
sense of the fact that they are “different” to others. They may feel acutely aware that they experience
the world differently to their peers. During the evaluation process young people spoke about how
“exhausting” it can be trying to communicate and fit in socially especially if they have been excluded
at school.

A clear picture arising from the evaluation interviews with young people indicated the amount of
respite the weekly support session offered to them away from the added pressures presented at
school, including an increased demand for schoolwork, navigating their environment with few formal
supports, and overall, the social and practical demands of the neurotypical world increase, as one
young person stated:

“Meeting [Autism Support Officer] quiets my mind, negative thoughts pass gave me head space ...it
helped quite a bit”.

During the adolescent years, autistic young people usually have a greater sense of what they might be
‘missing out’ on. Feeling left out or being socially rejected by peers can have huge consequences for
ones’ wellbeing and sense of self. It is generally during this time that bullying, exclusion accelerates,
and autistic teens can experience some ostracism. Peer support is of the utmost importance during
the teenage years. Perhaps it is only other autistic young people who can provide true empathy, insight
and understanding on what it is like to be an autistic young person.

As much as parents/caregivers may be trying their best with the knowledge they possess peer support
can have a far greater impact than parental support. Peer support also offers autistic young people the
opportunity to feel a sense of identity, belonging and that “/’m are not alone” (Young Person).

It was clear that for the young people engaged in the Autism Support Service that the peer group
events and activities were important to them. The groups/events were based around preferred
interests (gaming, sports, art etc), and supports to join in or follow along with and “want to go to”:

“He can’t meet (with the evaluator) because that’s the same time as Fordige (club) and he says he is
going to that!”

Observations suggests that the group development and social opportunities facilitated by the Autism
Support Service have developed a sense of belonging and it has supported them to identify the
value they bring to the people around them:

Young Person: “I liked yesterday we were on the zip line...with the others.

Interviewer: Are you going meet up again? “Yes!” (said with a beaming smile)”.
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Arising from the evaluation process the following impacts were apparent among the young people
interviewed:

Valued by young people: All those interviewed stated that the Autism Support Officer made “things
better for them”.

Trusted Support: In particular the cohort of young people who participated in this evaluation process
spoke about their school experiences, engagement and mental health and wellbeing describing feeling
misunderstood, isolated, and anxious at school, and reported sensory and social challenges that
reduced their engagement and increased the risk of immediate and potentially long-term mental-
health and wellbeing difficulties. It was clear from the young people’s reflections that the Autism
Support Officer was seen as understanding their needs and providing support with life skills,
independence - (“This summer travelled to ****, bit stressed at the start then went on my own... my
confidence is definitely gone up”), education and progression pathways e.g. further education and
training but most significantly their mental health and wellbeing.

“Not a lot more people to talk to, it helps to talk to [Autism Support Officer] | feel better, less
anxious”.

Improved attendance: Early indications suggest the support improved transition outcomes for the
young people engaged in the service, especially in the area of improved school attendance:

“Mly attendance (at school) has gone up”,
“Education wise my attendance has gone up”

Dedicated tailored consistent support to meet individual transition needs which offset inconsistent
transition planning experienced by Autistic Young People.

“I’'m OK going to school now...I know when | am meeting [Autism Support Officer]”.

“I’'ve an interest in art work...pencil [Autism Support Officer] is helping me with portfolio...for
collage”.

Promoted a co-ordinated and connected approach to navigating support by bringing meaningful and
key supports into the young people’s lives. Mismatched expectations can result in poor communication
and a breakdown of the transition process. Reflections by young people suggests that the Autism
Support Officer ensured effective collective communication between all stakeholders that
counteracted some of the anxiety and distress they had experienced. The Autism Support Service
helped improve “relationships” with school personnel supporting a welcome sense of security and
belonging within the school environment.

Significantly improved life for autistic young people, with all young people stating the service was
“helpful”, fostered trust and provided essential skills such as goal setting. Academic performance can
be compromised during the time it takes for young people to adjust to a changing school environment
be it a new classroom - where they are positioned in a classroom, new teacher, new curricula etc. -
further compounding the initial problems experienced in the new environment. The young people
interviewed all clearly said that the Autism Support Officer helped them to adapt to the educational
environment.
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Overall, the young people who engaged with the evaluation process felt that that the Autism Support
Officer reduced risk of exclusion, anxiety, and decline in school attendance and attainment while
supporting continuity of learning and wellbeing.

3.2. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Parents/Caregivers Experiences & Outcomes

Among the parents/caregivers interviewed there was a common view that the Autism Support Service
was a “lifesaver”. Parents spoke about what they felt that the Autism Support Officer “did for [young
person] and us as a family” by offering:

Ease and timely access to support.

Direction and information - “we were left (after diagnosis) without knowing who to turn to,
what to do, where to go [Autism Support Officer] changed all that”.

Individualised & tailored supports to their young people,

A “listening ear” and “leaving me with a feeling of being understood as a parent”.

Support to build coping and resilience in the family.

Access to peer groups - “He has friends now like-minded peers, feels accepted, chats to them
on the phone”.

Connection to the school and opportunity to “bring everyone together to support [young
person], [Autism Support Officer] connecting the dots”.

Parents and caregivers spoke about the range of challenges they faced before engagement with the
Autism Support Service. Young people during their teenage years may exhibit challenging behaviour,
experience intensified emotions, rapid mood changes, may respond inappropriately to social cues, be
unable to perform skills needed for independence. For autistic adolescents, this appears to be
exaggerated. The cohort of parents/caregivers interviewed during the evaluation process spoke about
an increase in challenging behaviour, or behaviour that was difficult to manage. At home they talked
about seeing their young person letting their emotions out in extreme ways and seeing an increase in
“meltdowns” and “shutdowns”. Often for an autistic young person, home is the place they have space
to or feel safe enough to do so. Understanding that challenging behaviour or emotional outbursts are
a form of communication is perhaps not always “understood by the school or in the home (service
provider)”. For autistic young people, these outbursts may be more meaningful than verbal language.

One parent speaks of their young person during which they were self-harming and presented as
suicidal on “more than one time...we understand with the [Autism Support Officer’s] help that they
were trying to communicate they were having a difficult time in school”. Another parent indicated that
“trying to understand what is being communicated through these ‘meltdowns’ help you shape your
response to them”.

To articulate the impact of the Autism Support Service on the lives of families and their young people
in meeting and coping with their individual challenges, the following vignettes are presented:
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A’s Story:

A went to school without a diagnosis of autism. Initially seen as very nervous and anxious.
The school’s vice principle raised concerns about A displaying sensory overload and sought to evaluate
what was the best way to support A. It was a horrendous time. At one point A spoke about ending
their life. In the end we had a diagnosis and clear challenges for A are smell and sound. A is now
medicated but, in that time, CAMHs never took him on. A struggled in the autism unit and A was not
comfortable in the environment. School refusal became an issue. We also experience bereavements
which had a further negative impact on A. At this stage [Autism Support Officer] provided support.

Over those 8 months there has been an improvement in attendance.

A looks forward to the day that [Autism Support Officer] is in the school. A appreciates that the support
conversation is confidential. This is important to A. A understands if there is any risk to him or concerns
that we will be told.

What has changed since the service started working with A? The service has helped him better adjust
to the classroom environment and participates in class. He participates in PE. While he struggled to
go on a school outing, he came around and went. That would not have happened before the service
and his talks with [Autism Support Officer].

Support for A has been a combined effort between [Autism Support Officer] and the school. The whole
work of the service and school has been lifechanging for A. The moment [Autism Support Officer]
came in A changed with more conversation...A didn’t talk a lot before that. The moment [Autism
Support Officer] went in there, A changed...more chat and talk about things.

[Autism Support Officer] really reached out to A and came to the house and was there during the
summer holidays. The result is that their confidence has grown and meeting peers during the summer
(facilitated by the service) has made a real difference to A.

The difference for A? A feels:
“It’s ok to feel how I feel, ok to take part and leave if | need to”.

What impacts the child impacts the house. The service has helped A’s siblings, who before the service
would see A in school hiding in the toilets, this impacted their own mental health and wellbeing. The
service has helped the whole house.

For us as parents it has lightened our load, we were so alone, we were not sure where we were going,
how to support A. The smaller things are as big as the bigger things. Asking for a bottle of Fanta in a
shop, going into a place like a toy shop that for A has too much colour, too much noise was all difficult.
That has changed, A is now looking forward to going back to school, the confidence he feels is so much
better. He sees [Autism Support Officer] and the service as a safe haven.

We would love to see more time given in the school to A but also others. It’s a lifetime of battles, it’s
so lovely and refreshing to know there are battles that you don’t have to fight, that you and your child
isn’t just a number or a name. [Autism Support Officer] provides that security, guidance and advocacy
for A that impacts on all our lives and knowing that A is safe and confident in school now, it’s amazing
considering where A was before [Autism Support Officer].
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N’s Story

N displayed negative behaviours and emotional regulation problems. N was suspended from primary
school. N went to youth support group but didn’t like it, too many other young people, noisy, shouting,
N just gave up. In school again, N was very unhappy at school. N had no friendship group and was
bullied, retaliated and was suspended again. As a parent | didn’t know where to go, no one could help.

[Autism Support Officer] was understanding and listening, N knows that they “are being seen
(visible)”. No one ever sat down to talk to N before [Autism Support Officer]. N feels safe talking to
[Autism Support Officer] | am so thankful and grateful for this. N told [Autism Support Officer] about
the bullying and [Autism Support Officer] talked to the school and teachers.

N had no friends...played with siblings and their friends, never invited to a birthday party all through
the years. The group activities changed that and | see N with friends of his own that are more like N.
The friend’s N has made at the service’s groups talk about what N is interested in, with one friend its
dinosaurs with another its Star Wars.

Without the [Autism Support Officer] N would not be in school and we would not know what to do, it
has made all the difference to our lives.

E’s Story

The school environment was very negative. E was very much on the sidelines. E was very compliant
in school but there was no other child in the unit towards the end. The school actively encouraged E
to leave school at 16 years was told that “You know you can leave school at 16”. Other things impacted
such as the TY class got a sweatshirt, while E didn’t. E wanted to join the choir and was told no SNA
available at lunchtime. Left out of class photos because the SNA didn’t bring E, left out of the TY ball
and was told that it was not organised by the school, but got no help to ensure E could attend. E was
devastated. E was told by a teacher that saw a bag E was carrying that “that was for babies”.
Academically the SNA prepared Home Economics work for junior cert that wasn’t E’s work.

Oftentimes | would leave E in school and by the time | had turned around | would get the call that E
was upset and to come and get her.

E had regressed to being nearly a toddler. When [Autism Support Officer] came into our lives E was in
school experiencing deep anxiety and self-harming. E had regressed to being nearly a toddler
(repeated). | didn’t realise how bad it was in school, | was traumatising my child by sending E into
school. The service helped me see that it would be best to withdraw E from school...since before
Christmas. [Autism Support Officer] has supported E since and preparing E for NLN in September,
supporting and building confidence and independence again. E will walk independently with [Autism
Support Officer], go to the counter and will pay. E knows that they can leave a situation if E becomes
overwhelmed and that E is able to come back. | feel that | can let E go a bit, less protective now and |
am not waiting at the gate. | am getting used to the letting go process, now that E is more settled. E
attended the Debs in the summer that was very important as a form of closure for E.

Without [Autism Support Officer] | don’t know where E would be, now E is looking forward to NLN,
know some others attending and is happy.
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A number of key recommendations were presented by parents/caregivers based on their experience
of the Autism Support Service are as follows:

“Continue the service Its irreplaceable, invaluable and so so needed”.

More time to be given to the young person - “I think longer one to one sessions or maybe twice
a week would really help especially as each young person moves through the system...”.

“Love to have more activities during the summer”.

Increase social events to further support the sense of belonging and “connection the kids have
with each other”.

Establish workshops and peer group for parents - “what is there is more for small kids...It would
help towards sharing information/experience and provide support for each other”.

It was recognised that their young people can regress over the summer months with increased sensory
overload and increased behavioural problems in some cases. The summer ‘programme’ in particular
was very important for the young person and the families to offset these challenges and they
recommended that this should be expanded and provision increased.

3.3. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Service Provider Experience & Perspective

The common themes reflected by the ‘external’ support service providers interviewed included the
following:

Value and trust the service, expertise and additional resource for the young person: “Having linked
with [Autism Support Officer] over the last year we have shared resources and approach we are on
the same page for the young person, and we are aware of what each other does”.

“Autism is on the table at every meeting, its impacting on school attendance, avoidance...because of
the lack of understanding we see teachers burnt out not managing classrooms with little support, the
impact is massive. This service (Autism Support Service) is addressing this...it is truly valued by
services as well as parents, and schools...but can only do a certain amount, how can one person cover
all of Sligo and Leitrim and the level of need amongst children and young people with autism”.

Person-centred ‘life changing’ tailored support: “Having [Autism Support Officer] to input information
about the young person, what he/she is feeling, supporting them to get up in the morning, get to
school, lessen that sense of overwhelming anxiety, worry, loneliness they are experiencing that is
invaluable to us as a service, to the young person, their family and the school”.

Autism Support Officer: Service providers emphasised the effective approach developed by the
Autism Support Officer and “how she models trust, some families don’t want to acknowledge that their
child is autistic, some young people themselves want to mask it...she is guided by the young person and
meetings them where they are at and supports them with all that added complexity, that expertise is
very special”.

Advocacy Presence in the School: [Autism Support Officer] presence in the school is “like an extended
arm for our service and to advocate for the young person”.

Support to Parents/Families: “Families feel that they have been left behind, maybe discharged from
CDNT or don’t meet the threshold for CAMHs, they have no one to help them navigate the system, the
service is that bridge between the young person, the family, the services/supports... it is really the one
service doing that”.
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“The relief to parents...it’s an amazing service...the relief it gives to parents, impacts on the child and
the whole household”.

Negotiates in achieving a holistic view of the needs of the Young Person: “[Autism Support Officer]
see the whole situation...one case was young person with severe anxiety, the school didn’t get the
sensory side of things for the young person, just saw them as well able academically, [Autism Support
Officer] worked with the school to support the school to understand the need to accommodate the
young person’s needs...it changed for the young person but there is still a lot of work to be done with
the school”.

A service provider involved in family support outlined how they and the Autism Support Officer worked
collectively to support a young person:

“It’s a unique service, that has been needed for quite some time... the service is a fantastic
connection for us as a service...it really reduced the amount of crisis driven contact needed with the
young person and the family, the calmness in the household and the growth in confidence in the
young person is brillant”.

A number of key recommendations were presented by ‘external’ service providers based on their
experience of the Autism Support Service included:

Meeting the Support Threshold: A key theme arising from the interview with service providers was
the need to meet the needs of young people “who simply do not reach the threshold, are seen as
having low support needs but emotionally and socially are struggling, and there is a high risk of the
needs accelerating if support is not put in place. The Service is reaching these kids and it needs to be
resourced and expanded to other schools”.

Multi-agency Coordination: The continuation and expansion of the Autism Support Service would
support the continuation, efficient and effective multi-agency co-operation and co-ordination that has
been established “[the Autism Support Officer] provides a link, a bridge with and between services,
this was the missing link”.

3.4. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Education Providers Experience & Perspective

The common themes arising from the education providers interview during the evaluation process
indicated that the Autism Support Service:

Provided a highly professional and expert guidance and support to school personnel through
the Autism Support Officer.

Provision of weekly connection and contact with the student: “some have nowhere else to go,
not speak to anyone the whole day, the [Autism Support Officer makes a real difference to their
lives, they come to school, they want to come to school the day [Autism Support Officer] is
here”.

Facilitated communication between student, parents and school.

Increased understanding of autism “trickling down to staff and how best to support students”/
“Worthwhile for students and staff who have a better understanding of the needs of the
student”.

Accessed and liaised with key structures within the school — e.g. pastoral care.

Increased regulation among the students engaging in the service.
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Supported students’ social skills and career pathways.

A number of key recommendations were presented by education providers based on their
experience of the Autism Support Services are as follows:

Increase provision: “1/2 day in the school Is not enough”/ “One service worker isn’t enough
considering the level of need”.

Increase focus on first years and establish an induction ‘programme’ e.g. “arrange to meet a
morning over the summer”.

Develop opportunities for small group development in school environment.

Increase participation and integration into the wider school community e.g. pastoral care team
meeting on a more consistent basis, School Completion Programme (SCP) around friendship
etc.

Provide weekly documented updates “to support and help populate the students file”.

Arising from the reflections of the key stakeholders, overall, the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service
supported local services, especially education providers, to move from viewing autism narrowly in
terms of deficits to a recognition of autistic ways of thinking and experiencing the world, with strengths
as well as challenges.

Moreover, the Autism Support Service offered a wrap-around, tailored and consistent transition
support to young people alongside a coordinated support for and between educators, families, and
other systems of support.
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4. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Impact & Challenges

This chapter of the report draws on the evaluation evidence to provide an overview of the impact of
the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service. It also refers to the significant challenges facing the service’s
sustainability and potential to expand its reach to the increasing number of young people seeking
autism supports across Sligo and Leitrim.

Based on the evaluation findings the overall impact of the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim was
the development and delivery of planned, person-centred transition supports that improved readiness
for change, reduced anxiety, and increased the likelihood that autistic young people will sustain
participation in education and training. The evaluation results also point to the Sligo Leitrim Autism
Support Service ability to address long established gaps in provision and unmet needs experienced by
autistic young people, their families, and other supporters (including services) whose needs are not
fully met under current provision.

The service has addressed within its current limited resources the service deficit where autistic young
people have a significant difficulty in accessing or retaining appropriate support compounded by
inconsistent, low-level and varying transition planning for autistic young people in Sligo/Leitrim
Considering the limited resources available to the service an unanticipated outcome of the Service is
its advocacy role in acting as a significant intermediary between the young person and service
providers including education providers.

In summary, the evaluation findings indicated the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service supported:

1. Educational Outcomes for Young People: The service improved school engagement and retention
through one-to-one support, established routines, and facilitation of adjustments that maintained
access to curriculum and reduced absenteeism/avoidance and refusal resulting in more stable
academic engagement and progression. The supports provided bridged the post-primary school and
further education and training environments, including NLN, third level etc. By increasing awareness
of autism amongst education providers, particularly at post-primary level, the school environment was
more tailored and supportive to the needs of the majority of young people who engaged in the
evaluation process.

2. Wellbeing and Mental Health: The Autism Support Service reduced anxiety and emotional crisis
through familiarisation, predictable routines, and mental health and wellbeing supports and improved
self-efficacy and confidence amongst young people.

3. Social and Family: A key impact of the service was the development of stronger social inclusion and
peer integration from structured peer supports, and facilitated peer groups. The impact of these
facilitated connections with and between young people has a wider impact on families by lowering
family stress.

4. Advoacy and Joined-up Approach: Families and external service providers agreed that the advocacy
burden in families was significantly reduced by the service through multi-agency coordination and
clear information reducing the navigation work for parents/caregivers but also the devised and
promoted cross agency communication and co-operation centred on the needs of the young person.
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4.1. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Success Factors

Based on the success indicators identified through the evaluation process a number of factors have
contributed to the success of the Autism Support Service including:

B Person centred planning and co-created plans with the young person and their family school
environment and external service providers.

B Consistent information and communication centred around one point of contact.
Monitoring, follow-up and rapid response including regular check-ins and escalation of
pathways to re-establish supports quickly if difficulties arise.

= Defined caseloads and protected Autism Support Officer time so coordination is reliable and
young people and families receive timely responses.

= Clear pathways and referral criteria so transitions are planned early and supports are not ad
hoc.

Finally arising from all stakeholders’ reflections during the evaluation process, the most significant
contributor to the success of the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim was the Autism Support
Officer.

The Autism Support Officer

Promotes advocacy and capacity building

with receiving settings, in particular the
school settings, delivering concise

briefings and autism awareness raising
to staff to ensure reasonable

adjustments and more comfortable and

sensitive responses are enacted.

*Provides a single point of contact
coordinating family, educators, health
and social services reducing
fragmentation of approach and
response to the needs of young people.

N \

4.2. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Challenges

Despite the substantial successes and positive outcomes there exists challenges to the Service. The
service is significantly under resourced despite the increasing demand in the population and needs of
autistic young people across Sligo/Leitrim and the funding is piecemeal “cobbled together from a few
support services” and has a limited timeframe (until March 2026). Despite collaboration and actions
with other support agencies, funding from the support agencies for the service remains absent,
beyond the existing funders.

In addition, the multi-layered complex needs presented by young people requires increased work
force resources. As previously raised support is being delivered across 2 counties by one Autism
Support Officer who can only address needs in targeted pockets of the service area, diminishing young
people access and right to transition supports.

During the evaluation process, it was apparent from all stakeholders’ experience that there remains a
noteworthy gap in awareness and specific training among some educators across Sligo/Leitrim that
require awareness raising and training to support the needs of autistic children and young people.
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Among the sample of educators interviewed it was apparent that for some the Autism Support Service
was viewed simply as another service to support the business of education, rather that a support to
enhance autistic young people’s school experience and progress their transition through the various
school stages, further education training and work. As one service provider articulated “Do schools
really understand autism — do they really know it at all?”.

Also, it was evident from the evaluation interviews that some education providers are struggled to
accommodate autistic young people within the school environment. However, the limited resources
of the service, as it is currently resourced, does not allow for the knowledge, understanding and
adjustments (or time to address this resistance) to accommodate the needs of autistic young people
to be fully embedded in the school systems across Sligo Leitrim.

35



5. Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Conclusion & Recommendations

The combination of person-centred planning, strong multi-agency coordination, and a reliable single
point of contact (Autism Support Officer) to ensure continuity of supports into education, training, or
employment are the core planks of the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service.

The service operates in a local environment of inconsistent, low-level and varying transition planning
for autistic young people. Young people and their families face challenges navigating complex life
domains and accessing post-diagnostic support - “we felt abandoned we didn’t know where to go...
[Autism Support Worker] was a life saver” (Parent).

It is apparent from the evaluation findings that the service is uniquely placed to identify and address
areas where support services have failed to meet the needs of autistic young people, attend to
the concerns of families and service providers and address the barriers that exist in practice which
negatively impact on the lives of autistic young people and their families across Sligo and Leitrim.

The outstanding challenge for the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim remains the impact of its
under resourcing including by services who “refer to and use the service” (service provider).

Under-resourcing the Autism Support Service reduces its ability to deliver the roll-out of planned,
person-centred transition supports to the wider Sligo Leitrim area, increasing the risk of poorer short
and long-term outcomes for autistic young people. In the period May 2024 to June 2025, the service
provided intense support that clearly impacted on young people, their families and service/education
providers. The ability of the Autism Support Officer with the support of HYLS to deliver such a quality
support service to 43 young people within the narrow resource provision available is a credit to the
Officer and the HYLS service. However, as it stands the service will cease to operate in March 2026
due to lack of funding. Therefore, the continuation of support to the current cohort of young people
engaging with the service will end and the potential to meet the ever-increasing demand for support
will remain unmet. This will impact on young people’s wellbeing and mental health with increased
anxiety, emotional dysregulation, and higher risk of school avoidance/refusal when familiarisation,
predictable routines, and the service’s one to one tailored supports are unavailable. Considering the
positive reflections of young people and their families in respect to the emerging peer groups without
the service there will be reduced opportunities for peer integration and social skill development
without structured peer supports and coached introductions.

The withdrawal of the service will also impact on young people’s learning, attainment and school
engagement manifesting in greater disruption to continuity of learning, inconsistent access to
reasonable adjustments, and falling attainment when evidence-informed classroom and
executive-function supports are limited.

Considering the Autism Support Service’s positive impact on improving engagement in school amongst
the sample of young people who participated in the evaluation, withdrawal of the service will see a
return to higher rates of absenteeism and exclusion because some schools lack capacity to implement
person-centred, sustained, individualised transition plans.

Beyond the young person the absence of the Autism Support Service will see families experience
increased stress, greater time spent advocating for supports, and higher emotional burden when the
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Autism Support Service supports are absent or inconsistent. Additionally, it will reduce access to early
interventions that prevent escalation into crisis for young people.

The evaluation heard that service providers, including educators experience of consistent fragmented
and limited interagency communication. Without the Autism Support Service that emerging “bridge”
with and between services will be lost impacting on fidelity to evidence based and good practice that

has evolved over the period of time that the Autism Support Service has operated in Sligo and Leitrim.

Under-resourcing weakens the ability to sustain and scale-up a service. Currently the reach to County
Leitrim and rural parts of County Sligo are limited, diminishing young people’s opportunity to engage
with and flourish as the current young people engaged in the service are clearly achieving. Short-term
savings from under-resourcing are offset by increased costs downstream with increased specialist
re-referrals, mental-health interventions, lost school days, potential long-term social care needs and
poor employment, self-employment engagement.

In seeking to establish a clear ‘Value for Money’ case for the sustaining and expansion of the Autism
Support Service for Sligo Leitrim a comparison to the weekly cost of supporting a young person in
private residential care (depending on the provider, location, and level of need) shows that as of 2025,
the average weekly cost for private residential placements is estimated to be between €5,000 and
€7,000 per child per week, with some high-support or specialist placements exceeding €10,000 per
week. The Department of Disability, Children and Equality indicate that the average cost per individual
young person per year in detention costs €71,476.92%,

The question of Early School Leaving (ESL) and/or those Not In Employment Education or Training
(NEETs) must also be referred to in respect to value for money and effective use of financial resources.
For instance, in 2025, it is estimated that 80—-85% of autistic people in Ireland are unemployed or
underemployed?®®. While this figure includes adults, it strongly reflects the challenges faced by young
autistic people who are not in education, employment, or training.

The sample of young people involved in this evaluation indicated that they were at a risk of or were
NEETs prior to engagement on the Autism Support Service. Young people not in employment,
education or training (NEET) face increased poverty risk, social exclusion, labour market scarring and
adverse health consequences. The National Disability Authority (2019) indicated in “Studies have
shown that time spent NEET can have a detrimental effect on physical and mental health, and increase
the likelihood of unemployment, low 2 wages, or low quality of work later on in life. By age 21, young
people who have been NEET for six months or more are more likely than their peers to be unemployed,
earn less, receive no training, have a criminal record, suffer from poor health and depression (UK Social
Exclusion Unit, 1999, Gardner et al 2017, Sissons & Jones, 2012)"%.

Eurofound (2021) found that 10% of NEETs across the EU had a disability. Consequences of NEET for
young people include they are often under financial strain, leading to a greater risk of poverty, material

24 https://www.oireachtas.ie/Ddil Eireann Debate, Tuesday - 29 April 2025

% www.aslam.ie
26 https://nda.ie
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deprivation and housing insecurity?’?82°, NEET status can also lead to long term scarring associated
with economic inactivity and unemployment as well as diminished future earnings (Eurofound, 2012).
Even when a young person with NEET status finds employment there is an increased likelihood that
they will be working in a “low-status” occupation®.

A brief calculation of the cost of one young person aged 18 to 24 years who is in receipt of the age-
related rate of jobseeker’s allowance of €153.70 per week?3! suggests a cost of €23,977.20 over 3 years
(156 weeks). This does not include activation costs, justice, medical or mental health supports or loss
of tax revenue to the economy over three years.

Table 3 below outlines the indicative costs per year (for 3 consecutive years) to sustain sustaining and
expand the Autism Support Service for Sligo Leitrim potentially will total €125,000 (inclusive of salary,
administration costs and including programme/activity costs) which is significantly lower than even
the lowest estimated cost of a residential placement.

Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service: Service Cost per year for 3 consecutive years

Autism Support Officer®? (Sligo) (37 hours) €35,598.30 - €55,024.36
Autism Support Officer®? (Leitrim) (37 hours) €35,598.30 - €55,024.36
Employers PRSI (11.5%) €3,933.61 - £6,080.19

Recognised third level practice qualification (minimum Level 7 on the QQl) Social Care / Education
/ Social Work / Youth Work / Early Childhood Care /Education Or related discipline (Nursing,
Psychology, Early Years’ Education).
Table 3: Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service Indicative Costs per year (for 3 consecutive years)

This estimate is based on the assumption that the Autism Support Service remains as part of the HYLS
service. This would be a cost-effective positioning of the service as there has been substantial
resources and systems invested by the HYLS in the start-up and establishment of the service over the
last 18 months , as well as expertise, support and knowledge inputted to the roll out of the service.

To commence the service within another organisation would be inefficient and risk the loss of the
expertise, information and collective resourcing that has contributed to the service to date.

27 Eurofound. (2012). Young people not in employment, education or training (NEET): Characteristics, costs and
policy responses in Europe. Publications Office of the European Union.
https.//www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef publication/field_ef document/ef1202en.pdf

28 Eurofound. (2021). NEETs Young people not in employment, education or training: Trends and policy
responses. Publications Office of the European Union. https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications.

29 Figgou, L., Ragusa, G., & Leredde, A. (2021). Economic and social consequences of youth inactivity: Poverty,
deprivation and housing insecurity among NEETs. Journal of Youth Studies, 24(8), 1023-1042.

30 Feng, Z., Everington, D., Ralston, K., & Dibben, C. (2015). Do young people not in education, employment or
training (NEET) experience long-term occupational scarring? Scottish Longitudinal Study findings. Paper
presented at the Understanding Society Scientific Conference, 2015.

31 https://www.oireachtas.ie

32 Aligned to similar costs in implementing the Young Parents Support Programme a targeted

community-based support service for young parents in Ireland.

33 ibid
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Recommendations

The following recommendations arise from the evaluation process and especially from the reflections
of the sample of young people, their families, their schools and those external support services who
engaged with the Sligo Leitrim Autism Support Service.

Recommendation 1: Continue and upscale the Autism Support Service to deliver consistent,
evidence-based transition supports that reduces anxiety, sustains engagement, and improves
education, training, and employment outcomes for autistic young people.

Ensure equitable access to the Autism Support Project for young people in both counties by engaging
funding for 2 Autism Support Officers Sligo (1) Leitrim (2) through multi-annual and ring-fenced
budgets.

Recommendation 2: Strengthen multi-agency coordination across education, health, and employment
services to enable seamless pathways into post-school options.

Improve access to support for autistic young people with multi-layered support needs by expanding
responsibilities of the Autism Support Officers role with the support of CYPSC to include coordinating
relationships and communication through the establishment of a quarterly communication forum to
plan, review and sustain _improved autism

awareness, training and communication.

Recommendation 3: Provide neurodiversity-

inclusive teaching practices through explicit training “Consider where Recommendation
at local level to bolster educators’ sensitivity, autistic young from Service
information, knowledge and strategies to support .people o SR el Gl

) ] T . in the classroom to schools awareness
the inclusion of autistic young people in the reduce sensory over and understanding
classroom and the wider school/training stimulation” of autism.
community.

The Autism Support Officer(s) should provide

(determined by level of funding) short, focused

modules on sensory adjustments, communication supports, executive-function scaffolds, and
school/training/employment adjustments drawn from national guidance and best practice

Recommendation 4: In order to continue guidance to the Autism Support Service from the
lived-experience of young people and their families, an annual meeting facilitated by CYPSC should be
established including autistic young people, families, education and health leads etc. to ensure
co-production and opportunities to enhance the model of support created by the Autism Support
Service.

Recommendation 5: Establish self-directed parent/caregiver peer support networks to reduce
isolation, coordinate family contact to discuss and learn strategies and receive supports in advocacy.

Devise and deliver blended parent workshops e.g. supporting routines, managing anxiety, and
navigating AON/referral pathways, transition planning and self-advocacy, social communication and
peer-interaction practice, executive-function supports (organisation, timetabling, homework skills);
workplace and college readiness (interviews, travel, workplace adjustments).
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Appendix 1: Information Leaflet

Sligo Leitrim
Home Youth Liaison Service

S

Home Youth Liaison Officer

- Autism Support

< R
supporting young people di?gnosled \

with autism to achieve th.eur goals X
make a meaningful difference &
in their lives. |

and
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= Ho'me‘YouthWL'uaus' 'o'n'Ofﬁcer'
¢ Autusm Support

Universal referred system. NN

Weekly one to one support
tailored to each young persons
individual needs and aspirations

¢ 14 to 21years

-enhance personal and social development
- encourage integration into education and/or training
- assist young person with navigating challenges

Bridge gaps in services ¢

Linking in to further education and training
services:

- Community Training - Youthreach
Centre -MSLETB

- National Learning - ATU Access Course
Network

Onward referrals to appropriate services:

- Advocates for Personal Protection Training Services APPTS
- New Wave Workability Programme
- Employability Northwest

Home Youth Liaison Service

1st Floor, Castlewood Centre, Castle Street, Sligo, F91 KX05
Phone: 0719144441 Mobile: 083 3595420
Email: shirleymartin@homeyouthliaisonservice.ie
www.homeyouthliaisonservice.ie
Registered Charity Number: CHY15894 .
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