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Ralph Phillips - Peer Supporter, Hopewood Park 

 I have only been working as a Peer Supporter for a few weeks, and 

so far it has been an amazing experience. I have managed to 

communicate and engage well with most of the patients. I run a 

weekly Wellness and Recovery Action Plan group, supporting service 

users to take more control of their lives and focus on recovery. 

Similarly, I run a Living with Psychosis group. This involves sharing 

our experiences in a safe and confidential group, covering areas 

such as stigma and coping strategies.  

On top of this, I facilitate a poetry group, which has been well 

received. With the pandemic, this is quite a challenging time to be 

working. However, I have felt safe and supported on the ward in 

which I work. We have been provided with the appropriate PPE, and 

given clear instruction regarding the prevention of infection. I feel 

lucky and honoured to have gained this position in the NHS.  

        

Recently, many new Peer Supporters have started within the Trust and 

some have returned to work following a period of time away.  Similarly, the 

Patient and Carer Involvement Team has had some new team members 

start, and some seconded positions become permanent posts within the 

team.  

In this update, we wanted to share some of the experiences of those new in 

their posts.  Many of our new Peer Supporters in the Trust as well as new 

members of the Involvement Team have kindly shared their experiences of  

not only adapting to the changes brought with COVID-19 and ‘lockdown’ but 

also the change of starting something new during these difficult times.   



Starting a new job….whoever you are, regardless of experience – the thought of starting a 

new job can provoke anxiety in even the hardiest of people.  Add into the mix, returning from 

maternity leave and leaving a precious bundle of joy for the first time in over a year.  Oh, and 

a pandemic as a result of Coronavirus.   

I had come to terms with returning from maternity leave and had even begun to consider the 

positives.  I would be Claire (not Mum, Mum, Mum) again and could have (perhaps!) adult 

conversations.  The week before starting work, as a nation we were advised to practise 

social distancing and keep our households to ourselves, schools and nurseries had closed. 

What did this mean for me starting work?  What did it mean for childcare? I had emails flying 

back and forth about Trust Induction being cancelled, or maybe going ahead in small groups.  

I had emails telling me to turn up at the Ward, emails telling me to go to St Nicholas, emails 

telling me to go to St Georges.  The confusion was not anyone’s fault, but merely the result 

of the confusion and turmoil the world was in.  Confusion and turmoil seem rather apt to 

describe my feelings the weekend before my start date. 

Monday 23rd March. My start date.  The country was hours away from being placed on 

Lockdown – I arrived at my designated workplace for the day, only to find out that everyone 

was being sent to work from home.  Trust Induction had been cancelled and my Peer 

Support Induction would not be going ahead as planned either.  My Induction to the Peer 

Supporter role was completed via PowerPoint and the telephone with one eye on the baby 

monitor, childcare plans having gone out of the window when placed on lockdown.  This was 

not the first impression I wanted to be giving to my new colleagues!  Anxiety spiralled – 

fuelled by my own thoughts and worries, what would people think of me? That I couldn’t 

even manage to organise childcare? What is my role?  What could I do without training?  For 

all my brain was going into overdrive - any contact I was having with colleagues was positive 

and reassuring….after all, current circumstances are entirely unprecedented. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fast forward six weeks and I am getting settled on the ward.  I have met service users and 

my colleagues and my anxiety has plateaued.  Everyone I have met has been welcoming 

and friendly, whilst fighting their own demons or managing their own anxieties around life at 

the moment.  This certainly has not been the start of a new job that I envisaged, but it has 

given me lots of opportunities to have meaningful conversations with service users and staff 

alike, a chance to share anxieties and learn from other people, and most of all, an 

opportunity to continue to build my resilience.  

Claire Everett - Peer Supporter, Ferndene 



I joined CNTW as a Peer Supporter during the COVID-19 

outbreak so I have only known the role in this capacity. One 

thing that is apparent is the sense of frustration amongst some 

service users due to having limited leave time. We are unable 

to do many group activities and unable to support patients 

anywhere significant away from the ward.  

Although, service users are accepting and understanding of the situation, I am looking 

forward to being able to take people out further afield other than the escorted 30 minute 

walk around the grounds - although this is still a good opportunity to get to know the 

service users I am working with. 

 My name is Andrew and I recently re-joined the NHS as a Peer 

Supporter, working on a Psychiatric Intensive Care Unit at Hopewood 

Park, after initially working in the community in the same role years 

ago. It is a role that is both challenging and rewarding in equal 

measures, and can move between the two in the blink of an eye.  My 

community role involved working with service users at a different point 

in their recovery.  There is a contrast between the two roles in that 

working on a PICU involves working with people often in crisis. 

 

The patients on the ward, who may have 

been isolated from the Covid-19 pandemic 

often exist outside of recent events. At times 

maintaining calm can be challenging, as we 

try and explain why family can’t visit, or leave 

outside of the ground can’t be arranged. I 

empathise with the patients who experience 

these feelings, and I think all of us are driven 

to help patients on the path of recovery, 

simply so they can regain a sense of self and 

togetherness. 

 

The point of the Peer Supporter role is not to assist with recovery so that the patient can 

stop being an inconvenience to society, but to assist with recovery so that those affected 

can lead valued and positive lives, and maybe one day show a little love to someone who 

is struggling as they once were. 

Mark Dixon - Peer Supporter, St. Nicholas Hospital 

Andrew Pullen - Peer Supporter, Hopewood Park 



Faye and Carol - Involvement Facilitators 

Myself and Carol are new to the Involvement 

team –starting as the new Patient and Carer 

Involvement Facilitators for North Cumbria. Our 

first official day was the 6
th
 of April so right at the 

forefront of when lockdown started and 

everything was very much up in the air. As we 

already worked for the Trust we have been      

required to work in our old job roles at the same 

time – which has been testing in itself, especially when not having a natural endings and 

goodbyes with our old teams and colleagues.  

 Returning to work during the Covid-19 pandemic has been a strange 

experience. The anxieties around returning, along with the complete 

change in how services are being operated has been challenging to get 

my head around. As I have been absent for a number of months, there 

has been a lot of catching up to do in regards to those I am supporting, 

therefore a large portion of my time has been spent reading notes.  

Covid-19 has certainly affected the support my clients receive from mental health services, 

as the majority of contact is via telephone support. This can be challenging for some who 

have anxieties around using the phone, and my clients have mentioned that they miss face-

to-face contact, as they find that more beneficial. The pandemic has been especially hard for 

my clients who are having to shield for 12 weeks due to their physical health conditions. 

They have reported feeling very lonely and isolated, therefore I have arranged regular 

telephone contact and encourage them to connect with family and friends as much as 

possible. I also check they have enough food, and can arrange to deliver food parcels if this 

is needed. My role has changed to more of a remote one which has been a strange 

adjustment, but the priority will always be the wellbeing of my clients, and I will look forward 

to the day when we can re-start face-to-face contact.   

It’s been really strange having to adapt to new ways of working, especially getting to know 

and bond with our new colleagues virtually – Suddenly very much missing and longing for 

every day normal face to face human contact,  really appreciating how much we actually rely 

on body language to interact and communicate. Like a lot of people we have missed being 

able to work alongside our new colleagues and have had go through the highs and lows of 

quickly learning to use more technological resources such as Microsoft Teams and Skype. 

Despite all of this, the team have made really good efforts to stay connected and support 

each other through these difficult times. As these new ways of working are starting to feel like 

the norm I feel hopeful that we can take away the best bits, but also hold on to the 

appreciation for the small things we used to take for granted, like sitting in a room with 

someone. 

Faye Atkinson Carol Desborough 

Lauren Parkinson - Peer Supporter, Newcastle West CTT 



Dawn Willis - Involvement Facilitator 

Ashton and Chris - Involvement Coordinators 

I started with CNTW in September 2019 on a 12 month secondment in 

the Patient and Care Involvement Team. 

An opportunity for the role of Patient and Carer Involvement Facilitator, 

in the Central Locality (Newcastle/Gateshead) became available as a 

permanent position in March 2020. Having worked in the team for 6 

months I gained an insight into how important service user and carer 

involvement is, additionally I became passionate that this be 

meaningful involvement and appreciated how the voices of service users and carers coming 

together with staff can shape services and result in an enhanced patient experience.  

Another remit of the role is the development and wellbeing support of the Peer Support staff. 

Getting to know each and every Peer Supporter in the Central Locality over recent months 

resulted in a great admiration for them, the uniqueness of the role, sharing their lived 

experience to support recovery and wellbeing and offering hope to all.  Of course I was going 

to apply to be a part of this! 

As from March 23rd the Involvement Team were instructed to work from home, therefore my 

interview was held via Microsoft Teams, (anyone that knows me, knows I despise being in 

front of a camera but during these strange times that has become the norm, nonetheless 

additional anxiety). I got the call to offer me the job, which of course I accepted!   

Moving forward I am looking to further develop in my role, albeit a bit overwhelmed at the 

hugeness of it! Additionally I am looking forward to being able to get out and about meeting 
service users, patients, carers and staff face to face and continue our commitment to work 
together to offer effective and meaningful involvement.  

I started with the Involvement Team on a secondment at the beginning 

of February 2020.   Looking back, it’s strange to think that due to 

lockdown, I have spent more time in this role working from home than I 

have in the office at St. Georges Park.  Adjusting to work life during 

COVID-19 was initially quite difficult, and it was especially difficult to 

have to postpone some of the planned events and meetings such as 

the Recovery College Celebration Event as well as the Service User 

and Carer reference group.  This however did not take away from my enjoyment of the role, 

and when earlier this month the opportunity came to apply for the role as a permanent 

position, I was eager to do so.   

I was thrilled when I was offered a position and I now look forward to working alongside 

Ashton as an Involvement Coordinator within the Involvement Team.    



Peer Supporter Inductions 

Continuing on from our recruitment drive in December 2019, the Patient and Carer 

Involvement Team held our first specialist Peer Supporter Induction for three of our new 

Peer Supporters at the beginning of March.  The induction was co-facilitated with current 

Peer Supporters as well as a Talk First presentation from Paul Sams and feedback from the 

day was extremely positive.   

Following on from this, the Involvement Team had looked forward to running further 

specialist inductions as more Peer Supporters came into post, however as ‘lockdown’ and 

social distancing came into effect, meeting face to face to facilitate the inductions was no 

longer possible, and as such the team had to adapt and develop the induction to take place 

over Skype and Microsoft Teams.   

New Peer Supporters were also provided with Peer 

Supporter Induction Handbooks, developed by the 

Involvement Team and were also given the opportunity to 

shadow other Peers.   

After having been seconded into the role of Involvement Coordinator for 
over 2 years, I am delighted to now be in this role on a permanent basis.  

 

There have been lots of changes to the Involvement Team during my time 
in the post, but I must say lockdown has been the most strange and hard-
est change yet. As like so many others, the adjustment from working in a 
busy office, full of life, to working from my kitchen by myself, has been the 

hardest part. However, thankfully our valuable work has continued and I am so grateful to 
have been able to stay in touch with our Reference Group attendees and Involvement Bank 
Members during these hard times. I can’t wait until we can all meet again. 

 

I am so excited to have Chris join me in our now joint role and I am looking forward to working 
together to help make services better and to develop our role further!  



My name is Darren and I am 42 years old.  I have lived a life full of ups and downs.  In 2014 I 

lost my mum.  I was a single dad bringing my 3 boys up.  I started to fall apart inside but kept 

a mask on that everything was ok.  I had a successful business in the building trade.  I 

became a broken man and made a choice that would spiral my life out of control.  I took 

heroin on my own.  It gave me a warm glow.  Within a week I was addicted.  I kept it a secret 

but before long I started smoking crack cocaine.  This became a very expensive habit; some 

days spending £1000 a day.  This went on for 12 months in which time I lost all my money, 

my belongings and my children went to stay with their grandparents.  I was living in pure 

misery.  I was trapped.  My life was yet to get much worse.   

 

I started to inject heroin while smoking large amounts of crack 

cocaine and I became involved in organised crime to feed my 

raging habit.  I ended up in prison then got out thinking I was fixed.  

I was out 2 days before smoking crack cocaine and injecting 

heroin.  Over the next 12 months I became on the streets, 

shoplifting every day, front page of the newspaper, back to prison, 

overdosing, hepatitis, on the run from the police.  I was completely 

broken and didn’t want to live.  Ultimately I ended back in prison.  

This prison sentence was to be the end of that trapped life of 

addiction.  A prison officer saw me in the methadone que and 

shouted me over and asked “how have you ended up like this?”.   

 

He told me about a residential rehab the prison used to offer prisoners years earlier, a place 

called Betel.  I managed to get a phone interview with them and they agreed to let me go 

upon my release from prison.  I got the train from prison in Liverpool to Hexham and my 

journey began.   

The start of my journey was to withdraw from 30ml of methadone.  This was really hard but I 

had a desire to change.  As the weeks went by I found some HOPE in my life.  I was actually 

making a CHANGE in my life.  As the months went by I became stronger, working each day 

encouraging lads who were broken just like I was.  This was so rewarding.  As I became 

stronger I started to deal with my emotions and feelings of guilt, shame, grief, sadness and 

all the pain.  Little by little I started to deal with the roots of my issues.  I then got a VISION 

and a PLAN for my life.  I had decided I wanted to make a new start and reside in 

Northumberland.  I left Betel after 16 months in such a stronger and better place than when I 

went in, having a real big passion to help others in addiction. I got involved with different 

organisations with support work. 

My Journey From Addiction to Freedom 

Darren then... 

Darren McGregor - Peer Supporter 

Northumberland Recovery Partnership, Blythe 



I saw an opportunity for a job with CNTW for a Peer Supporter.  At first I thought I would not 

be good enough for the post, that my past would stop me from taking the opportunity of a 

new job in something I have a strong passion about.  I was encouraged to apply for the job 

so I did.  I was invited for an interview.   It was a group interview and a formal interview. I 

became anxious and doubted myself before the interview.  I told myself don’t be afraid “be 

yourself Darren”.  I did the interview.  The following day I was offered the job providing all the 

checks would be ok.  That was the start of December 2019.   

I started my new role with NRP (Northumberland Recovery Partnership) helping people in 

addiction.  To start this job in the middle of a pandemic is strange.  The management and my 

colleagues have been really supportive.  I am so excited for the future of my career and 

journey to support people helping them get free from addiction. 

 

I hope my story can encourage and inspire people in addiction 

and their families that it is possible to break free from addiction.  

I live a life now with a peace that I never had before. I have had 

restoration happen in my life, my children are so proud of me 

that I am now the good dad they deserve. I have a nice home, I 

drive again, and I have a lovely caring partner who is a nurse. I 

have a bright future. 

 

Never believe you cannot change - you can.  Challenge 

yourself to break free.  Never ever give in.  There is always 

hope.  Bless you all. 

Darren has immediately fit into the team. He’s already very well 

established as part of the team.  I observe Darren to be motivated and 

dedicated to our client group. He is constantly seeking new opportunities and 

keen to take on pieces of work.  He is an absolute pleasure to work with and 

an inspiration to both staff and service users already.  

Darren is a fantastic addition to the team.  We are very lucky to have him. 

Kaileigh Cartwright - Clinical Team Lead 

Chrissy Kurek - Community Clinical Manager 

Darren now 



Communication 

Our trust communications department 

want to hear from you and to share your 

positive stories in this difficult time.  If 

you’ve got a good story about how 

CNTW are responding to COVID-19, 

please share it using #NHSCovidHeroes 

and tag us - we’re Twitter, Instagram, 

Facebook and LinkedIn too! 

@CNTWNHS 

@CNTW.NHS 

/CNTWNHS 

CNTW have added a new section to the Trust website setting out further information 

and advice relating to Coronavirus (COVID-19).  The page will be frequently updated 

as the situation with COVID-19 continues to develop.  For more information visit:   

www.cntw.nhs.uk/coronavirus 

Online Support 

CNTW, in partnership with Newcastle University, have developed the Northern 

Mental Health Support website which provides support, advice, resources and 

online information for everyone facing the challenge of social isolation as a result of 

COVID -19 (Coronavirus). The website contains advice on how to maintain your 

mental health, exercise, socialising (at a distance), dealing with financial problems 

as well as a section specifically on resources in the CNTW Trust footprint in the 

North East and Cumbria.  For more information visit: 

www.northernmentalhealth.org 

Chaplaincy 

Despite the current crisis, Chaplains continue to be available for patients and car-

ers.  Chaplains are available for a telephone or Skype chat as a listening ear or a 

place to ask difficult questions.  If people request it, they will also offer prayer.   

You can contact Chaplaincy by emailing chaplaincy@ntw.nhs.uk or by leaving a 

voicemail on the main chaplaincy phone - 0191 246 7282. 

http://www.cntw.nhs.uk/coronavirus
http://www.northernmentalhealth.org


Keeping Active 



Find more online at: 

thewordsearch.com 

Weekly Word Search 

Quick Quiz 

(answers at the end) 

1. Which UK punk group had a hit with London Calling? 

2. Who’s band was The Quarrymen? 

3. Who won the Eurovision song contest with ‘Save Your Kisses For Me’? 

4. Who starred as the Six Million Dollar Man? 

5. Who played The Fugitive? 

6. Who starred as Rock Balboa? 

7. Who has won the most Oscars? 

8. What was the first James Bond book? 

9. What kind of animal is a lurcher? 

10. What would you do with a maris piper? 

Zoo Animals 

thewordsearch.com


Colouring for Relaxation 



Cornflake Tart 

Ingredients: 

 320g ready-rolled shortcrust pastry 

 Plain flour, to dust 

 50g butter 

 125g golden syrup 

 25g light brown sugar 

 100g cornflakes 

 125g strawberry or raspberry jam 

 Custard, to serve 

1.  Heat the oven to 180C/160C fan/gas 4.  Unroll the pastry and briefly roll out on a lightly 

 floured work surface until it’s large enough to fit a 23cm loose-bottomed tart tin.  Use the 

 rolling pin to lift the pastry over the tin, then press into the corners and sides so the 

 excess pastry hangs over the rim.  Trim this away, leaving just a small amount of excess 

 hanging over the rim.   

Quiz Answers 

1. The Clash 

2. John Lennon’s 

3. Brotherhood of Man 

4. Lee Majors 

5. David Jason 

6. Sylvester Stallone 

7. Walt Disney 

8. Casino Royale 

9. Dog 

10. Eat it—it’s a potato 

Serves: 8-10   Prep: 20 mins  Cook: 40 mins 

2.  Line the pastry with baking parchment and fill will baking beans or uncooked rice.  Bake 

 for 15 mins.  Remove the parchment and the beans, then bake for another 5-10 mins 

 until just golden.  Remove from the oven tin and trim away any excess pastry from the 

 edges using a serrated knife.    

3.  Heat the butter, syrup and sugar in a small pan with a pinch  of salt, stirring frequently, 

 until melted and smooth.  Fold in the cornflakes to coat in the butter mixture. 

4.  Spoon the jam into the cooked pastry base, then level the surface.  Tip the cornflake 

 mixture over the jam and gently press down until all of the jam is covered with a layer of 

 the mixture.  Return the tart to the oven and bake for another 5 mins until the cornflakes 

 are golden and toasted.  Leave to cool until just warm before slicing and serving with 

 custard. 

https://www.bbcgoodfood.com/

