
 
 

 
 

 

 

Westminster IASS: Creating a SEND Parents group for 
communities that are hard to reach 

 

The context that your service is working in 
The IASS expanding its inclusivity and reaching out to the hard-to-reach Bangladeshi community who 
were not accessing the service although representing a large community within the borough. 

 The issue that was identified to be tackled using IASP funding 
Westminster is a diverse multi-cultural borough; Bengali language was the third most widely spoken 
language in Westminster after English and Arabic. However, this was not reflected in the IASS data in 
terms of who is using the service or service reach. This was also the case for the local Parent Carer Forum, 
‘Make it Happen’ where the largest representation was the Arabic speaking community. As the 
longstanding IASS manager is Bengali speaking, it was surprising to realise this particular community was 
not accessing the service, as language would definitely not be a barrier. 

 

How the funding was used 
Westminster IASS used the funding to recruit a 0.5 case worker which would allow the IASS Manager to 
be released from casework and dedicate time to research how to effectively engage with the Bangladeshi 
community.  Knowing what the service wanted to do did not mean it was sure the best way to go about it 
or how they would be received. Initially it explored making links with local community organisations such 
as Marylebone Bangladeshi Society, however, it was soon realised they were no longer representing all 
the local Bangladeshi community and were in fact mainly the elders of the community, meaning they 
were less likely to have much interest or input regarding SEND related matters. 
 
The research continued with other local Bangladeshi voluntary organisations with discussions focussing on 
how they reached out to and engaged with their community. Many individual Bengali parents were also 
spoken to about what they would find beneficial or would like to see from the LA, CCG and IASS. This 
included exploring why although language was not a barrier to many, why they were not making use of 
many SEND services widely available to them. The feedback came back that they were not keen on joining 
the Parent Carer forum because it widely represented the Arabic speaking community and they felt they 
had different concerns or cultural needs to them. With that in mind, it was decided that a Bangladeshi 
SEND mothers’ support group, as a sub-group to the main parent carer forum, would draw Bengali 
participants in. Some of the funding was used for promotional resources to help launch these new 
targeted group sessions (minimum 3 sessions spread across each term) and organise a special launch for 
the first welcome session including cultural foods and traditions to help break the ice with many mothers 
(of SEND CYP) when meeting others for the first time.  The group was open to females/mothers only, as it 
was discovered they were not comfortable to discuss or open-up about their struggles if men were 
present. The group has now been running successfully for 1 year since its launch. 



The difference made (i.e. the impact of your work and how your 
service/service users have benefitted) 
The efforts to reach out to the Bangladeshi community went well despite the pandemic hitting soon after 
the first session was held, attended by 17 women. This session carefully explored what they wanted to 
get out of the group and what they would like to see happen. The outcome of these discussions came up 
with the following requirements: training on specific topics, discussion time for personal issues and 
struggles, and also to discuss collective concerns in order to try and influence local policy or service offers 
that affect them. Further group sessions had to be delivered virtually which initially included training and 
supporting parents through the video communication process via Zoom. Since then, the support group 
has grown larger with 40% being new members and 60% existing members. 

 

Reflecting on the issues raised and discussed in the support group over the past year during the pandemic, 
the group expanded into a multi-purpose group, that involved gaining their views of the Local Offer, LA SEN 
services, IASS, CCG and what it was like being parents of vulnerable children in a BAME community, many 
of whom were shielding, adding further to their feelings of isolation. The support group became their main 
source of human contact outside of their home and family. They were able to use the platform to discuss 
the effects the lockdown was having on their own emotional well-being as well as their children’s mental 
health. Despite other local services being available to tackle the issues they face, the Bengali mothers 
expressed being more comfortable using the IAS group as the platform to air their views as it also provided 
them with the feeling of being supported and understood. 

 

Although many did not present with serious language barriers, many did however, have difficulty 
articulating their children’s needs to professionals. They were able to describe the needs on a basic level 
but unable to go deeper and be specific in terms of the impact their needs have on the child’s daily life 
activities and on their family.  This resulted in poor communication or understanding when discussing their 
child with professionals who do not probe, rephrase or break questions down or provide examples that 
might enable them to relate more easily and help them convey what they wish to say. They were also 
unfamiliar with the typical wording and key terminologies often used in SEND matters by professionals. 
Discussions with the group also highlighted a lack of support available at the initial stages of being 
informed their child has SEND and needing support or counselling to manage their feelings on gaining such 
news.  Collectively they agreed they didn’t receive or deal with the news well. This in turn created a barrier 
to them reaching out to professionals to seek or communicate regarding the help their child needs. IASS 
have provided this feedback to the LA and CCG to consider for future SEND strategy planning. 

 
The development of this group came at an opportune time for this community. They were able to gain 
support with improved understanding of SEND matters and find out what else was available from IASS and 
other services such as how IASS could offer EHCP advice and guidance alongside offering a safe space 
where they could talk through and navigate life in the pandemic.  Discussions also included home 
schooling, their fears and concerns with safety and bereavement during such challenging times, with 
people they felt shared a mutual understanding and could relate to them.  As well as listening and 
facilitating the group, the IASS had to explain what it could offer e.g. appropriate interventions and/or 
support alongside conveying its core values and strategic functions in the hope others within the 
community will benefit via word of mouth when they hear the positive experiences from connecting with 
Westminster IASS, not only on a personal level but as a way to bring about change and affect policy. 

 
 
Contact details 
Rahmin Chowdhury 
IASS Manager SEN & Disability Westminster 
Direct line: 07816216154 
Direct email: rchowdhury@westminster.gov.uk 
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