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Northumberland: IASS adjustments to service delivery during 
the Covid 19-lockdown 

The context 
Northumberland is home to 316,000 people and covers a land area of 5,013km2. 97% of its area is 
classed as rural and the county is sparsely populated with 63 people per km2. Half of the population 
live in 3% of urban land found in the south east of the county. The geography and demographics of 
Northumberland have always presented a challenge to equitable and efficient IAS service delivery.  

The Covid 19 lockdown has enabled the service to explore new ways of working that it may never have 
previously considered, mainly around the use of technology. Both confidence and skills have grown 
with the use of communication and collaboration software, including Microsoft Teams, Google Meet 
and Hangouts, and Zoom. Technology has played a key role in providing a responsive service during 
the pandemic enabling the service to continue to “meet” with service users and key stakeholders in a 
virtual environment. Post-lockdown, consideration will be given to what has been learned to inform 
service delivery moving forward.  

The benefits of the increased use of technology during lockdown has been shown in the way the 
service works with CYP, who tend to be more familiar and comfortable within the digital world. One 
example is how a child participated in virtual meetings in a way that she had never managed 
previously i.e. face to face, as outlined in the following case study. 

The story 
Cassie is a 14-year-old girl who moved to Northumberland with her parents and brother just over a 
year ago. Cassie has an EHCP and her parents contacted the IASS prior to the family’s move to discuss 
her SEN and possible school placement. On-going support had been provided through phone and 
email information and advice, and attendance at meetings in school. Cassie is aware that IASS can also 
provide direct support to her, but she prefers it to be through her parents. Her parents will often put 
the phone on speaker during conversations with the service so that Cassie can hear what is discussed 
and feel included. 

Cassie’s SEN are complex and identifying a suitable school placement for her proved challenging. A 
flexible and tailored package of support at a maintained special school was agreed and put in place. 
Getting the right type and level of provision to match Cassie’s needs has been an on-going process, 
and there have been several meetings at the school to plan and review support arrangements. Cassie 
has always contributed her views, and these have been shared by her parents but she has found it too 
daunting to attend the meetings in person. She has a diagnosis of ASD, with associated social 
communication difficulties, and has self-confidence and self-esteem issues, particularly with regards to 
her appearance. She finds it difficult being in the spotlight, especially with other people looking at her, 
and tends to freeze in these situations.  

Cassie’s latest annual review meeting was held during the Covid 19 lockdown using the Google Meet 
App. Her parents contacted the service prior to the meeting to talk through what would be discussed. 
They shared that Cassie had adapted well to home schooling and that the school had been very 
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supportive, keeping in regular touch by phone, on-line and through dropping work off at the family 
home. The service discussed with the parents how important it was for Cassie to feel part of the 
review meeting and queried whether she would be happy to attend if she could sit next to her parents 
but out of camera shot. That way she could see and hear everything that was going on and contribute 
when she felt able to, without being seen by anyone other than her parents. She could also leave the 
meeting discreetly if she felt uncomfortable at any stage. When her parents broached this with Cassie, 
she confirmed she would be willing to give it a try. Her parents and the school ensured that Cassie felt 
fully prepared for the meeting, covering what would be discussed and who would attend, and 
supported her with preparing her views.  

The outcome 
Attending her review meeting proved an extremely positive and empowering experience for Cassie. 
She felt well supported sitting on the sofa next to her parents in the comfort of her own home. She 
was able to see anyone she hadn’t previously met (including IASS staff) and put a face to the name. 
Rather than relying on her parents or the school to convey to her what had been discussed at a 
meeting she hadn’t attended, as was the usual case, Cassie was there to hear everything and 
contribute at first hand. She could answer questions and provide her views for the different areas of 
discussion about her progress and support arrangements. She was able to correct her parents or 
school staff if she felt that they weren’t conveying accurately how she experienced things. Cassie had 
grown in confidence so much as the meeting progressed that she even joined her parents briefly on 
camera to say hello to everyone.  

Cassie’s parents contacted the service following the meeting to say how pleased they were with the 
way it had gone, especially that Cassie had been able to participate fully. She had talked to them about 
the meeting in a very positive way afterwards and seemed really pleased that she had attended and 
been able to share her views.  

Next steps as a service will be to look at how to use these experiences of different ways that 
technology has been used during the Covid 19 lockdown, to develop and improve the digital offer to 
service users, particularly around the participation of CYP and ensuring their views, wishes and feelings 
are heard. This will enable us to broaden the service offer and the range of ways in which it engages 
with service users, alongside improving service reach and efficiencies.  
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