
      

 
 

 
Northumberland IASS:  

Service delivery during the Covid-19 pandemic 
 

Context 
 
The Northumberland IASS has been fully operational throughout the Covid-19 pandemic. Staff have worked 
from home with service landlines diverted to work mobiles. New ways of working have been adopted to 
meet the challenges presented. Information, advice and support were provided mainly by phone and email 
as face-to-face casework was not possible. The number and nature of referrals to the service were different 
during the lockdown periods as some of the educational issues the service is contacted about were not 
applicable while CYP were not in school. During the first lockdown period the service information bulletin 
was temporarily replaced by interim emails with useful links and information to assist families during the 
lockdown, including with home educating their children. The service focused on several key areas, including 
the way it uses technology and the development of a communication and marketing strategy to inform 
future practice.  
 

The enhanced use of technology in response to Covid-19 challenges 
 
Technology has played a key role with continuing to provide a high quality and responsive service during the 
pandemic. For example, staff have been able to attend online meetings with service users and stakeholders 
in a range of contexts, and to attend online training. Staff have been able to build their knowledge, skills and 
confidence with the use of communication and collaboration software, including Microsoft Teams, Google 
Meet and Hangouts, and Zoom. The service Facebook page was officially launched in January 2021.  
 
During the first lockdown the service worked closely with Calmer Therapy, a local not-for-profit support 
group for families of CYP with SEND, to obtain parental views around their child’s return to school following 
the lockdown. This included the parent’s concerns, their child’s concerns, what they felt a good return to 
school would look like and what would help their child return to school. The feedback was collated into a 
report that was shared with the SEND Strategic Board, school SENCOs and CYPS (Children and Young People 
Service) professionals. 

The links with Calmer Therapy also led to a Northumberland Disability Youth Forum being established in 
October 2020. This arose from a CYP peer group called Calmer Buddies identifying that the group would like 
to have their views heard in a more formal way. Membership of the Forum is open to all CYP aged 11-25 
who have additional needs, disabilities or mental health needs.  It is facilitated by Calmer Therapy and 
supported by the IASS. This support has included helping the Forum to apply for funding through ‘The Key’ 
to allow them to do a fun activity once lockdown is over. This will hopefully also lead to other funding 
applications for different projects the Forum is involved with. 

Although the pandemic has prevented face-to-face meetings, the Forum has been meeting online each week 
since the second lockdown and has still managed to work towards several activities. Forum members were 
consulted during a recent LA SEND Peer Review through a Zoom session. This meant they were able to use 
the chat facility to share their views about the questions asked.  There were several attendees with 



significant social anxiety, and it was felt these CYP would not have taken part to the same extent if they had 
been required to meet face to face with the peer reviewers. 

 

Raising awareness of the IASS using IASP funding 
 
One of the main priorities identified by the service users and key stakeholders was the need to raise 
awareness of IASS and its remit with potential service users and key stakeholders, including through social 
media. A major piece of work during the pandemic, supported by IASP funding, was the co-production of a 
Communication and Marketing Strategy and the development of social media presence. This area of work 
tied in with the increased use of technology by the service. For example, focus groups and consultation 
meetings with key partners were all held virtually. 

 
How the funding was used 
 
The funding was used to part-fund the employment of an administrator who provided back-office support 
to free up time for the service manager and IASS officer to focus on this area of work. It was also used to 
purchase ‘Biteable’ video maker software to take forward the suggestion from the co-production focus 
groups to produce short video clips to promote the service.  

The difference this work has made  
 
The co-production process provided useful feedback and fresh perspectives on how the service could 
improve overall marketing. It served as a reminder of the importance of keeping up to date with the 
different ways that services users and stakeholders prefer to communicate and receive information. The 
work coincided with the initial Covid-19 lockdown and early recovery period which was a time when 
services, educational settings and families were embracing new ways of communicating with each other, 
mainly using technology.  
 
The process also helped with building relationships with service users and key stakeholders, both through 
the co-production process, and subsequent communication and marketing activities. Northumberland has a 
new Parent Carer Forum and it provided the opportunity for IASS to work closely with them and introduce 
them to the other SEND partners. This has led to useful conversations about how to work effectively 
together. The service has also worked with the Forum to co-produce service promotional leaflets for 
different audiences. 

There has been an increase in signposting of CYP, parents and practitioners to the service by the partners it 
worked with during the co-production process. The importance of continually publicising the service through 
a range of networks and platforms was emphasised and has led to the development of an annual 
communication and marketing calendar to plan for activities throughout the year.  The service Facebook 
page has been well-received and has led to increased service reach and engagement. The ‘Biteable’ software 
the service invested in has proved to be a fun and appealing way of providing information. Future service 
development plans include adding to the range of video clips that it has already produced.  

The Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown has been an extremely challenging time for families and stakeholders 
and has required the service to embrace new and different ways of working in response to this change in 
circumstances. All service staff are hopeful that the knowledge and skills they have gained during this time, 
particularly through the work with its partners described in this report and the increased use of technology, 
can be used to inform and improve upon service delivery moving forward. 
 
 



Contact details  

Alison Bravey 
Northumberland Information, Advice and Support Service Manager 
alison.bravey@northumberland.gov.uk 
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