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The Parenting Fund

Response from the National Autistic Society

The National Autistic Society (NAS) is the leading charity for people with autistic spectrum disorders in the UK. It has a membership of over 12,000, a network of 60 branches, and 60 affiliated organisations in the autism field. The NAS exists to champion the rights and interests of all people with autism and to ensure that they and their families receive quality services, appropriate to their needs. There are approximately 520,000 people with autistic spectrum disorders in the UK. The NAS welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Parenting Fund consultation.

The NAS welcomes the focus on supporting parents and carers that is prominent in many current Government initiatives, notably the Green Paper Every Child Matters. Evidence suggests that parents of children with autistic spectrum disorders benefit greatly from accessing parent support programmes.
 An efficacy study of 119 families participating in the NAS Earlybird parent support programme found that parents were became less stressed, developed their ability to communicate effectively with their children and perceived their children more positively.
 For older children, the NAS help! Programme is a 20-hour course of information support and advice for parents to address the range of issues they will be facing.

The Parenting Fund

The NAS welcomes the allocation of £25 million over three years to develop parenting support services in England. 

· Priorities for support

The NAS notes that parents of children with behavioural difficulties or anti-social behaviour will be prioritised for support. It is vital that those administering the fund should recognise the behavioural implications of autistic spectrum disorders, and the need for parents to be supported to manage their child’s behaviour. As parents of children with mental health problems are explicitly mentioned, we feel that parents of children with autistic spectrum disorders should also be prioritised for support.

· Types of provision

The consultation lists the following types of provision:

· Helplines

· Parenting workshops (which take place ‘from time to time’)

· Parenting support groups

· Home visiting

The NAS itself provides an Autism Helpline that receives around 2000 calls every month from parents. Our branches also function as parent support groups and may host occasional parenting workshops. However, the consultation ignores ongoing specialist parent support schemes such as Earlybird and help!, and also volunteer befriending services, which the NAS operates both face-to-face and over the telephone. It is important that the administrators of the fund consider the full range of potential types of provision when considering funding applications.

· Universal support
The NAS supports the suggestion that funding should be used to expand the capacity of helpline services. Another form of universal support for parents is the internet, and funding could be directed towards websites targeted at particular groups of parents, including the opportunity for online chat and message boards to provide peer support.

· Groups who receive less access at present

The demand for the NAS help! Programme confirms the assertion in the consultation that parents of older children have previously been poorly served by many parent support services. The nature of autism as an ‘invisible disability’ has meant that it remains  

poorly understood and has until recently been considered a rare disorder. Therefore parents of children on the autistic spectrum could generally be considered to have had less access to 

post-diagnostic support services than other parents. This has been confirmed by overwhelmingly positive feedback from parents who have attended help! programmes –  they have felt really understood for the first time and been given information that they require to adequately support their children.

· A concentrated approach

The NAS supports the concept of geographical concentration of funding, so long as it is designed to develop models that can be rolled out nationally. It would be unfortunate if the Parenting Fund replicated the experience of many parents of children with autistic spectrum disorders who find that access to services is dependent on geographical location.

· Workforce and infrastructure
The key objective in the Manifesto adopted by the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Autism is training. Without an understanding of autism and its implication for parents, professionals are highly unlikely to be able to provide effective parent support services. A tiered approach to training in autism should be included within the workforce and infrastructure proposals resulting from the Parenting Fund.

For further information, please contact:

Steve Broach, Head of Policy and Campaigns, National Autistic Society, 393 City Road, London EC1V 1NG

sbroach@nas.org.uk
020 7903 3565

� See for instance Sofronoff K. & Farbotko M., The effectiveness of parent management training to increase self-efficacy in parents of children with Asperger syndrome, Autism, 2002, Vol. 6(3), pp. 271-286


� Study available from the Earlybird Centre, email � HYPERLINK "mailto:earlybird@nas.org.uk" ��earlybird@nas.org.uk��
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