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THIFF FORUM MEETING: SEND
Location: Online  
Date: Monday 13 October 2025
Time: 6-8p

THIFF held an online meeting around the SEND offer in Tower Hamlets, and how faith groups can  support this vital work.  We were pleased to be joined by Jenny Miller, manager of the Family Information Advice and Support Service (SENDIASS)

SENDIASS

The session provided an in-depth overview of the Special Educational Needs and Disability Information, Advice and Support Service (SENDIASS) in Tower Hamlets, outlining how the service supports children, young people, and families navigating the SEND system.

The presentation explained that SENDIASS is a statutory service required in every local authority, offering free, confidential and impartial advice to parents of children aged 0–25 and to young people aged 16–25. Although funded by the local authority and health services, the service operates at arm’s length to maintain independence while working in partnership with education, health and social care.

Purpose and Role of the Service
The session emphasised that SENDIASS exists to empower parents and young people by providing accurate information and guidance, enabling them to make informed decisions and advocate for themselves. A core aim is to reduce dependency on professionals by building confidence, knowledge and self-advocacy skills.

Levels of Support Explained
The presentation outlined the four levels of support offered:

Level one provides general information through a busy advice line and online resources, supporting families to understand processes, rights and available services.

Level two offers more tailored advice, including one-to-one support delivered by phone, virtually or face-to-face, helping families prepare for meetings, reviews and decision-making.

Level three involves time-limited practical support, such as attending meetings, helping with letters, forms, and appeals, and supporting communication with professionals.
Level four covers complex casework, including mediation and tribunal support, where demand has increased significantly in recent years.
The session highlighted rising demand for the service, with call volumes, active casework and formal mediation all increasing, reflecting the high prevalence of SEND in Tower Hamlets and the pressures faced by families.
Accessibility and Inclusion
A key theme was accessibility. SENDIASS provides support for families with language needs, including Bengali speakers and wider language support through parent ambassadors. The service also works directly with young people, particularly post-16, respecting their legal rights to consent and supporting them to take greater ownership of decisions as they move into adulthood.
Participation, Co-production and Community Work
The session also explored SENDIASS’s wider role beyond individual advice. Current work includes leading the development of a participation and co-production charter to strengthen collaboration between parents, young people and professionals in designing services.
Other initiatives discussed included:
· The SEND Parent Ambassador programme, where parents with lived experience support and inform other families
· Partnerships with Family Hubs to deliver workshops and outreach
· A young people’s forum, providing a platform for young people with additional needs to influence practice and policy
· The development of a post-16 mentoring programme, offering trained mentors to support young people with employment, confidence and social development
Questions and Discussion
The session concluded with an invitation for questions, reinforcing the importance of awareness, early engagement, and signposting families to SENDIASS as a first point of contact. Emphasis was placed on managing expectations around response times due to demand, while reassuring attendees that all enquiries are followed up.
Family Hubs 
What Family Hubs and Children & Family Centres Are:
· Family Hubs are an expanded, modern version of the former Sure Start centres.
· They support children from conception to age 19, and up to 25 for young people with SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities).
· They operate as one‑stop shops, offering information, advice, and guidance through knowledgeable staff.
· The borough has 12 Children & Family Centres and 4 Family Hubs, each serving local communities and working closely with health, education, and voluntary sector partners.
Rising SEND Needs
· SEND needs continue to increase annually.
· As of 2024, 12.24% of pupils in the borough (around 9,000 children) require SEND support.
Three Main Strands of Support Offered
1. Activities and Workshops
· A mix of universal (open to all) and targeted groups, mainly for under‑fives.
· Includes stay-and-play sessions, speech and language–focused groups, and online parenting courses (e.g., Understanding Autism, Understanding Emotions).
· Strong emphasis on early identification through partnership with early intervention teams and children’s therapy services.
· Developmental checks (e.g., 18‑month and 2‑year checks) are carried out in centres to help identify children needing additional support.
2. Community Support
· Regular SEND coffee mornings across all four localities, offering peer support and emotional reassurance—especially valuable during the diagnostic process.
· Additional groups include:
· Access groups for children with hearing impairment
· British Sign Language sessions
· “Ready, Steady, Go” groups
· A monthly Down Syndrome group
3. Extra Help and One‑to‑One Support
· Inclusive SEND play sessions during school holidays.
· Support for early learning and funded two‑year‑old places.
· Parent training opportunities.
· One‑to‑one family support, including signposting for:
· Debt advice
· Counselling
· Specialist services tailored to individual family needs
Partnership Working
· Family Hubs collaborate with a wide range of partners, including:
· Health services
· Social prescribers
· Voluntary organisations
· Working Well Trust
· Read Easy
· Autism Hub
· Talking Therapies
· SENDIASS (Jenny’s team)
Case Studies
Yasin
· Recently moved to Tower Hamlets; father of a child with SEND.
· Accessed Family Hub support to find the right school and services.
· His child now attends a specialist school.
· Yasin became a volunteer and now runs healthy cookery sessions.
· Received employment support and is now self‑employed in catering.
Abigail
· Parent of twins, one with SEND; experienced depression due to lack of support.
· Through Family Hubs, accessed emotional support, Talking Therapies, and guidance on schooling and feeding.
· Received employment support and is now working.
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