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Executive Summary
The restrictions and isolation regulations put in place due to
the Covid-19 pandemic have been particularly challenging for
families with autistic members and the majority of those that
we support do not understand why their lives are being
impacted. They are struggling to cope with the social isolation
and changes to their normal daily routines / activities, which
they find extremely upsetting and many are suffering from
very high levels of anxiety and stress. More than ever, they
have needed access to specialist trained support to cope with
and get through this difficult time.
During the periods of lockdown, we had to cancel many of our
‘in person’ services for autistic people and their families in
order to reduce risks to our members and our staff. With the
help of emergency grant funding, our office staff have been
able to work from home in order to continue to provide vital
support by increasing and developing our phone, email, social
media and online services for autistic people in Bedfordshire.
They have the knowledge and expertise to work with these
vulnerable individuals and have been creative in ways to keep
them active and distracted from the current crisis and
uncertainty about the future.
Our objectives remain as they have always been, namely to:
• Reduce isolation and provide practical and emotional
support for autistic people and their families
• Improve confidence, self-esteem, communication, social
and life skills for autistic people.
• Reduce stress and improve coping abilities amongst parents
and carers
• Improve parent/carer knowledge about autism, which will
help them better support their autistic child and siblings.
We are tremendously proud of our team at Autism Bedfordshire, who continue to adapt our offer to meet
the significant demand for our services and support. Over the last year, we have facilitated and led more
sessions, through a blended offer of ‘in-person’ and online services, than ever in these unprecedented times
and we will continue to strive to prevent crisis and create new ways to serve and support autistic people
and their support networks across Bedfordshire and beyond.
Details of what we have achieved and the difference this has made to the lives of our members are outlined
in this report.

HEADLINE FIGURES
202
autistic children
and young
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33
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5
day parent
conference with
talks from
professionals and
subject specialists

SENSORY PLAY KITS
Thanks to funding from Bedfordshire
CCG, Bedford Borough, Luton Borough
and Central Bedfordshire Councils we
were able to provide Sensory Play Kits
to help support young people during
Covid-19.

758
“My son loved his
sensory pack.”

Sensory kits were sent out
between April 2020
and March 2021

“Brilliant idea during
lockdown.”

SOCIAL STORIES
We made Social Stories to help parents support their children during the
pandemic. Social stories are short descriptions of a particular situation,
event or activity, which include specific information about what to expect
in that situation and why. They can be themed around an individual’s
interests to make them more understandable and appealing.

33
Social Stories
were created
between April
and June

“Thank you so much for M’s Social Story.
She loves it. I honestly can’t thank you
enough for all the help, support and
contact over this difficult time.”

“It really made ‘going back to
school’ a little less bumpy
yesterday, so thank you!”

PERSONALISED RESOURCE PACKS
We produced personalised resources for families,
including activity packs, games and daily schedules.
Further resources are downloadable from our website.

148
packs have been sent out

HELPLINE SERVICE
We have continued to operate our Helpline service by phone and
email, and introduced a new weekly evening texting service plus
bespoke 1:1 phone support for those most vulnerable and at risk.

454
Helpline contacts dealt with
between April 2020 to March 2021
“I honestly can't thank you enough for
all help, support and contact over this
difficult time. You have gone above
and beyond expectations and I'm so
grateful to you and all at Autism Beds.
Thank you.”

“Thank you so much for
your help today.
I could cry at how kind
and helpful you have
been”

255
hours of support given

SOCIAL MEDIA
We set up a Children's Services Covid-19
Support Group for parents and carers to
support each other and share ideas,
resources, and top tips. Our dedicated
Children’s Services team monitor the
group and answer any queries or signpost
to further support.
“Thank you for continuing with your
efforts to make things more
manageable for families like mine, it is
much appreciated.”

753 Likes since
November 2020
1,509 followers

161
members
of our
Covid-19
support
group
Regrettably, in September 2020, we lost our
Facebook page, which had over 4,300 followers.
After a long three months of trying, we were finally
able to get a new Facebook page up and running.

472 followers

EVENING YOUTH CLUBS
‘WANTED FUN’
During the periods of lockdown, in place of our fortnightly face-to-face social groups for autistic
teenagers, we established weekly online chat room/Zoom sessions facilitated by our staff. Sessions
included quizzes, scavenger hunts, games, karaoke, escape rooms and competitions.

92
Zoom sessions
have been run

81
young people
enjoyed the
online sessions

226
“I just wanted to send a thank you to the team for keeping Wanted Fun
going through this craziness! S, and I’m sure everyone else, has really
enjoyed the Thursdays and looked forward to every session! Thank you all
for all the effort for the kids - it’s been absolutely brilliant!!!
You’re all superstars!!”

hours of support
were provided

After restrictions were eased, we were able to re-open our in-person
groups in the autumn term and again in March 2021, which was greatly
welcomed by our autistic young people and their families. We also ran
two bowling trips for our Central Bedfordshire groups.

25

67

419

in-person
sessions

young people
attended

hours of
support

Between January and March 2021, we launched an art course and a quiz course, both delivered via Zoom.

6

6

29

162

art
sessions

quiz
sessions

autistic young
people attended

hours of
support

Family Support and Activity
Groups "Loads of Autistic Fun”
During the first lockdown, we had to cancel our face-to-face sessions of L.O.A.F. in order to reduce
risks to our members and our staff. In September, we were able to re-open our ‘Loads of Autistic Fun’
groups in Bedford and Luton, followed by our Biggleswade and Leighton Buzzard groups in October.
We restricted places to 6 - 8 families, depending on what the venue could accommodate within the
government safety regulations. To support as many families as possible, we split the normal 3-hour
sessions into two shorter sessions. We have continued to run sessions through to March 2021.
“L.O.A.F. has been such an amazing thing for L and us as a family.
L has gained so much confidence from going to L.O.A.F. and has started
attending other things now. He has just started at a Wednesday club and
a dance club at his school. We cannot believe he is able to access things
that he could not before. We have learnt a lot from L.O.A.F. about how
to make things more accessible to him and how to support him better.”

“It’s a very welcome break at
the weekend where my autistic
child is happy and I get to talk to
parents with similar challenges.”

46

75

81

33

sessions
were run

families

autistic
children

siblings

395

hours of support were provided

The activities are carefully planned and tailored to the abilities and
interests of the children and aim to help build their confidence and selfesteem, as well as developing their social, communication and life skills.
They have included arts and crafts, cooking/food preparation, sensory
activities, toys and games, and plenty of outdoor play.
“I’m not sure if the staff at
LOAF fully appreciate that
because of the time and
effort they give to our
children, an invaluable
support network has
developed amongst the
parents whereby we can
share support, ideas and
information with each
other - and for that we will
be eternally grateful.”

“It is such a lovely group,
where my son can actually go
and feel free to play and be
himself without judgement this is priceless.”

SUMMER ACTIVITIES
Following the easing of restrictions, we were delighted to be able to run an adapted
programme of summer activities to support autistic children and young people and
provide short breaks for their families. All staff received additional Covid-19 and PPE
training and were provided with appropriate PPE equipment. Between 20th July and
7th August, 3 schemes ran in Bedford and 4 in Luton. Each scheme is specifically
designed to cater for the different needs, interests, ages and abilities of the children:
•
•
•

39
days of
activities

Junior Schemes: 1:1 support for autistic 3-9 year olds, including those with learning difficulties
Holiday Clubs: 1:1 support for autistic young people aged 10-17 with learning difficulties
Summer Fun: for 10-17 year olds with Asperger Syndrome or low support needs

80
autistic children and young
people were supported

..."he can go there & be himself, the staff just get him & are
incredibly approachable, genuinely caring and kind. This year
it has helped him no end with alleviating some of his anxieties
- he didn't leave the house for over 3 months during
lockdown and summer scheme has given him back some of
his confidence to leave the house again."

Whilst we couldn’t organise any trips out this year, we were able to
arrange some exciting visiting entertainment. For the younger children,
this included Ark Farm, Wycomb Pastures Petting Farm and Reptile
World. Onsite we provided Covid-safe individual personalised learning
boxes and activity areas, sensory play, giant outside games and film
projections. For the Summer Fun groups, we had Rubik’s Cube
workshops, Abacas Netball, Cricket East and a Macdonalds delivery!
Other activities included cooking, dance, quizzes, picnics, sports, films,
crafts, spaghetti & marshmallow challenge, orienteering and ping pong.

976
hours of short
breaks were
enjoyed by the
families

"You need to know that this is not just a summer scheme, it is a lifeline
for many families. The impact is far reaching and not always possible to
quantify. It seems like a short break but as parents, we can breathe for a
while for a few hours in each day we get, we don't have to worry about
that child. He is having fun and I am not on the edge expecting a phone
call to come and pick him up because he is with people who get him and
are not fazed by him. You can't put a price on that."

FAMILY FARM DAYS
Later in the summer we ran 2 farm days at Animal Edge where families and their children could
spend 1½ hours in allotted timeslots, enjoying time with the animals. In October, we arranged a
another day out at the farm. In total, 31 families attended.

49

32

27

47

parents

autistic children

siblings

hours of support

“Thank you so much for organising the
trip to Animal Edge farm. My child really
enjoyed himself with the freedom of it not
being crowded and space to be away from
people when he needed a break. I got to
speak to a mum who was going through
similar things to myself and we have been
able to swap contact details to meet up."
"It was good, I liked that the chickens and ducks were walking around with us. I would love to go again."

SPORTING ACTIVITIES
In October, in partnership with the
Bedford Blues Foundation & Blues
Community, we organised an 8 week long
Rugby and Multisports course for autistic
young people aged 10 to 17 years. We
also organised a 6 week long tennis course
at the Riverside Tennis Club in Bedford.
The uptake for these sporting activities was very encouraging and, although both courses had to
be cut short due to the second lockdown, the young people who attended enjoyed the
opportunity of partaking in activities that were safe, uncrowded and autism-friendly.
In February 2021, we organised 4 online tennis sessions which 4 young people attended.

3
rugby
sessions

25

91

autistic young
people supported

hours of
support

8
tennis
sessions

" My son really enjoyed the experience - it was nice and quiet for him so nothing else to worry about."

PARENT TRAINING
Our parent training resumed in the Autumn term, delivered via Zoom. We ran workshops on First
Steps to Supporting a Child with Autism Spectrum Conditions for parents of newly diagnosed or
undiagnosed children, and further autism training sessions covering Autism and Behaviour, Anxiety
and Behaviour, Demand Avoidance, Sensory Processing, Teenagers and Autism, and Women, Girls
and Autism. We offered morning and evening sessions where possible to allow as many
parents/carers as possible to benefit.

5
two hour workshops run

144

8

parents / carers
attended training

Autism training
sessions delivered

“I really felt she [the
trainer] understood
the challenges.”

“Thank you again for the great training
and for giving your time to help
parents like us, we really appreciate it.”

CHILDREN’S SERVICES ONLINE CONFERENCE
Following the success of our 2019 conference, we arranged a week-long online conference for parents
and carers across Bedfordshire. Talks and workshops were scheduled throughout the day between
23rd and 27th November, delivered by professionals, subject-specialist trainers and autistic adults.

“Thank you for organising
such a super conference week.
I was able to attend many of
the lectures/workshops - all of
which has increased my
knowledge of autism and
given me greater confidence.”

“Incredible insight – thank
you so much! My
daughters will benefit so
much from your story.”

Topics included:
• Mindfulness
• Impact of Covid on mental health
• Laughter therapy
• Social Communication
• Autism, Behaviour and Anxiety
• ASD assessments
• The Asperger world
• Sleep
• Autism and girls
• Pathological Demand Avoidance
• Parent Carer Forums & advice services
• Toilet training
• Understanding the SEN process
• Teen Brain matters
• Eating difficulties
• Wellbeing

132

22

parents benefited

hours of training

TRAINING FOR PROFESSIONALS
We offer training to professional practitioners, mainstream services, schools and community groups
to develop understanding of autism across Bedfordshire. During the first lockdown, we had to suspend
our courses but were able to restart them, and rebook previously commissioned training, in the
Autumn term. Between September 2020 and March 2021 we ran the following courses:
“I found it helpful that
Mandy discussed her
own experiences as well
as providing knowledge
and information about
topic.”

Autism & Sensory
Processing
A half day workshop
on the relationship
between autism and
sensory processing

Autism in the
Classroom
A two part course for
professionals working in a
school environment who
work with autistic children
of all ages on a regular
basis

Autism and
Demand
Avoidance
A half day workshop
on how to prevent and
manage demand
avoidant behaviour

Autism and
Mental Health

“Really informative and able to
take resources that I can use with
children and families I work with.”

A half day course on
the mental health
conditions often
experienced by
autistic people

Autism and
Behaviour
A half day course on
the impact of autism
in managing behaviour
and how to support
individuals of all ages

Autism, Women
& Girls
A half day workshop
about the differences
often found in the
‘female’ or ‘internalised’
presentation of autism

“I found that the examples
given and the explanations
were fantastic!”

14

3

152

in-person courses
delivered

online courses
delivered

professionals
trained

How delegates rated our training:

69% Excellent

29% Very Good 2% Good

A FINAL WORD
Covid-19 has had a significant impact on our organisation in terms of both service provision and
income. The majority of our services are traditionally face-to-face, and we have had to adapt these in
order to continue to provide vital support to the autistic community during such uncertain times.
Our members, and others who had previously not reached out to us, are in need of emotional and
practical support more than ever and we are having to deal with an increased number of crisis
situations where we must provide remote interventions to prevent them escalating. For some
individuals, this involves regular phone calls or online meetings to check how well people are coping
and to provide some sort of constancy in their very disrupted routines.
Our guidance, support services and resources have been helping hundreds of people who are
struggling to get through each day, as evidenced by the feedback we have received. We are reaching
an exceptional number of people through these interventions and we desperately want to continue
to be there for those who need our support.
The emergency grant funding that we have secured has massively helped us to keep afloat during
these difficult times and we have managed to cover our costs this year. The future is still very
uncertain, but we have a robust and innovative senior team who are doing everything possible to
ensure that we not only get through this crisis but that we become stronger as a result of it. We have
developed online services that have reached new people and we will be able to continue these once
things start to return to normal. We have learned many lessons about how we can communicate with
the autistic community and will incorporate these into our services, going forwards.
We wholeheartedly thank all those who have supported us during this difficult time, whether that be
funders, venue providers, our technical support team, and those individuals and businesses who have
fundraised and donated to us – we could not have done it without you.

Thank You
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