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Section 1: Project description and aims




1.1 An introduction to New Horizons

New Horizons is a mental health & emotional wellbeing Charity based in RCT, Merthyr and
Bridgend - Cwm Taf Morgannwg. The organisation has been active for over 30 years with a
mission to ‘project the positive image of people suffering mental health problems through
challenging discrimination by means of education, outreach work, information and support
services’. Projects and services include:

e Free Recovery Courses covering topics including: Managing Anxiety, Anger
Management, Mental Health Awareness and Resilience Skills

e Befriending and signposting services (phone and online)

e Social, leisure and sporting activities including: self-harm peer support, walking
groups, men’s groups, creative writing groups and arts and craft boxes

1.2 The New Horizons Recovery College

New Horizons has been delivering the Cwm Taf Morgannwg Recovery College for over 10
years, offering a range of psychoeducational Agored Accredited courses, as well as
non-accredited courses, aimed at equipping those with lived experience of mental health
issues with the knowledge to build a toolbox of various coping strategies to manage and live
well with their mental health. The courses are also open to those who are carers, family
members, friends and professionals — As the more people who learn and expand their
knowledge, the better they can understand and support the person with their mental
wellbeing.



New Horizons Mental Health Recovery College has been funded for its duration by Cwm Taf
Morgannwg University Health Board to offer services throughout Bridgend, Merthyr Tydfil
and Rhondda-Cynon-Taf communities. In June 2025 the organisation held a ten year
anniversary celebration event, at which many of the photos in this document were taken.

Partnership working with Adult Learning Wales means that New Horizons can offer a myriad
of courses to local communities. Also, the organisation works in partnership with many
health, community and housing groups who understand and engage with the needs of these
communities.

Section 2: Evaluation methodology

2.1 Purpose of evaluation

The purpose of the Most Significant Change (MSC) evaluation was:

e To provide opportunities for New Horizons staff, trustees, volunteers, participants and
partners to learn from the project, reflecting on the lessons learnt and the implications
for future delivery.

e To provide evidence of the impact and importance of the Recovery College during the
ten years that it has been running.

The intention has been to use the MSC approach to provide ‘deeper’ knowledge, capturing
the complexity of students’ experiences, to sit alongside quantitative data that demonstrates
the breadth and scale of the impact of the programme on participants’ mental health and
wellbeing.

2.2 Evaluation method - an introduction to Most Significant Change (MSC)

MSC is a qualitative, story based method of evaluation that seeks to understand the impact
made by the project from the perspective of multiple stake holders. It provides opportunities
to reflect on these ‘stories of change’ in order to gain as much learning as possible from
experiences of the project. The process included the following stages:

e The evaluation consultant arranged meetings with, and collected ‘stories of change’
from, 6 project participants. These included 5 Recovery College students and 1 tutor.
Prompt questions were used including the following:

o Could you tell us a little bit about yourself and what life was like before you
got involved in the Recovery College?
o0 Over the last year, what good or bad changes have come about as a result of
your involvement in the Recovery College?

Which one of these changes is the most significant to you and why?

Regarding this change - what was it like before?

What is it like now?

What do you think made the changes come about?

If you were to tell other people about New Horizons, what would you say?

What title would you give your story?
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e As far as possible, story-tellers were encouraged to speak freely, with the evaluation
consultant using prompts when necessary. Consent to use each story was discussed
and obtained and audio recordings were made of the conversations.

e Stories were transcribed and edited by the evaluation consultant, before being sent
to story-tellers for comment and approval. Coral Al was used to analyse and draw out
key themes shared across the stories.

e A panel of the following 5 people was convened to read and reflect on the stories of
change: =

o Janet Whiteman — Director of New Horizons
o Tracy Thomas — Deputy Director of New
Horizons & Recovery College Lead
o Candice Black — Lived Experience Volunteer
& Creative Artist/Author
o CliIr Victoria Dunn of Aberdare (RCT CBC)
o Caitlin Doolan- CTM UHB Planning Lead of
Mental Health & Learning Disabilities
The group met for three hours on Thursday 13th
November. Each story was read in turn, with 15
minutes after each for panel members to reflect on
and discuss the story using the following prompt
questions:
o What have you learnt? — What insights has the story given you into how the
project has impacted on the storyteller and/or on their community?
o What did you feel? — What were your emotions during and after reading the
story?
o What, if any, insights has this person’s story provided in order to help inform
current or future project activities?

e Panel members were asked to select one story each which was considered to be the
‘most significant’ in terms of impact and learning for the organisation. These were
discussed further, with participants finally highlighting three stories for their particular
impact and significance .

e The panel discussions were recorded and Coral Al was used to identify and structure
the key learning (which is summarised in detail in section 3).

2.3 Other project data

Other data has been collected alongside the MSC evaluation. Recovery College students
are asked to complete a Warwick-Edinburgh well-being self-assessment at the beginning
and end of each course. This is built on a 14-item scale which has been developed to
measure well-being in the general population. Items on the scale include ‘Feeling more
optimistic’, ‘More energy to spare’, and ‘Feeling more confidence’. An increase in scores on
the items, and overall, indicates an increase in wellbeing.

New Horizons have commissioned an independent evaluator to analyse this data from
across the ten years the Recovery College has been running (2015-2025). This analysis is
presented in two reports (the first for the period 2015-2019 and the second for period
2020-2025) which can be viewed separately. These reports also provide an indication of
how many students have completed Recovery College courses and the age and gender of
students.

A summary of findings from these reports is provided in section 3.1 of this report and should
be viewed alongside the findings of the MSC research to demonstrate both the breadth and
depth of the impact of the programme.



Section 3: Key findings

The key findings in relation to the outcomes and impact of the project were as follows:
3.1 A summary of self-assessment and other project data

Based on the two independent reports highlighted in section 2.3, New Horizons Recovery
College has demonstrated a consistent, positive impact on student wellbeing, despite
volatility and challenges faced due to factors including the Covid pandemic.

The analysis from 2015-2019 shows that Recovery College courses were highly effective in
improving participant mental health. Students' average wellbeing scores, which were initially
well below the Welsh general population average, increased significantly after completing
courses to a level much closer to the national average. This positive change was observed
consistently across every term during this five-year period.

The more recent report, covering 2020-2025, focuses on operational metrics and highlights
fluctuating activity levels. Key indicators such as new enrolments and course completions
experienced a decline in 2023/24, followed by a strong recovery into 2025.

Across both reporting periods, the demographic profile of participants has remained
consistent, with attendees being predominantly female (approximately 65-75%).

Positive outcomes over the 10 years include:
e 253 Recovery College courses
3,144 enrolment forms received
1,366 students have gained an accreditation
2,839 hours were completed by students
6,075 attendances by students
5,071 attendances for peer support
8,474 attendances for soft skills

3.2 Key themes from the MSC stories
The following key themes have been identified from the six MSC stories:
3.2.1 Finding Connection and Community to Overcome Isolation

A central theme across all stories is the profound impact of connecting with like-minded
people in a non-judgmental setting. Participants, many of whom felt isolated by their
mental health struggles or life circumstances, found immense relief and validation in
realizing they were not alone. These connections often developed into genuine
friendships and a wider sense of community. In turn, this contributes to increased
neighborliness and social cohesion in local communities.

"I found that there were people who were going through their own things and that sort of
made me realise that | wasn't on my own... Every one of us was different but when we
were in that room, we would all get along. | don't think if we'd met outside that room, we
probably never would have even bothered to talk to each other. " - Jamie Evans
(Student)



"I could have people actually understand me and agree with me and then be like, ‘this is
how ['ve been feeling as well’. And I've had that connection each and every time I've
gone to a course... I'll see them on the street and I've always asked them, how are they?
It's like neighbourliness, isn't it? You feel connected in your community as well, and it
does help." - Andrea Hatch (Student)

"I met my best friend (through the Recovery College)." - Kara Smith

3.2.2 Building Confidence and Self-Worth

Many individuals arrived at the Recovery College with their confidence and self-worth at
a low ebb, feeling "terrified" or "worth less than anything." A significant outcome was the
gradual but transformative journey towards rebuilding self-esteem. This newfound
confidence enabled them to speak up, try new things, make friends, and see themselves
in a positive light for the first time. In some cases, improved mental health led to
self-reported improved physical health.

"The most significant change for me is the self confidence... I felt brave enough and
confident enough to stand up in front of a room full of people.” - Mark Barnes (Student)

3.2.3 Developing Practical Coping Skills and Resilience

The courses provided tangible tools, techniques, and information that empowered
individuals to manage their mental health and navigate life's challenges more effectively.
Participants learned practical skills they could refer back to, leading to greater resilience
and the ability to respond to difficult situations differently.

"It's taught me a lot about myself and helped me learn coping skills and techniques to
just handle life really... It's something that | can always go back to, with the information
sheets that are handed out and things." - Sarah Bulock (Student)

"I think it's (about) the resilience and the ability to bounce back, if that makes sense.
Even when hiccups did come or things did happen, because I'd had that experience of
sort of picking myself back up then it was easier to do it this time." - Jamie Evans
(Student)

3.2.4 The Importance of a Safe, Accessible, and Supportive Environment

The learning environment itself was crucial to the success of the participants. The
informal, relaxed, and non-clinical atmosphere, often centered around "a cup of tea,"
helped put people at ease, especially those with negative past experiences of formal
education. The accessibility of the courses (being free and without complex forms) and
the personal, consistent and adaptive support from staff were highlighted as key factors.

"It gives you a safe space. Somewhere you can go where you don’t have to deal with
your problems by yourself... And when you’re ready to talk, there are people to listen." -
Kara Smith (Student)

"We sit around the table with a cup of tea — it’s organised but informal. We always have
a laugh because laughter relaxes people, making them more receptive. I'm not out front
as a formal teacher — it’s a different way of teaching." - Jayne McAleer (Tutor)



“Tracy, she goes above and beyond... if | don't respond, she'll probably know I'm going
through a bad day. She won't be persistent. She'll just...sort of let you know she's
around." - Sarah Bulock (Student)

3.2.5 Fostering Personal Growth and Opening New Doors

For many, the Recovery College was a catalyst for profound personal growth and a
gateway to new opportunities that previously seemed impossible. It served as a "pivotal
moment" that opened up new worlds, whether through further education, volunteering, or
discovering new creative outlets and hobbies.

"In the last two years, I've grown more than | have the previous 63... Other doors start
opening up when you feel good in yourself. Like, | just started writing poetry." - Mark
Barnes (Student)

"It was such a pivotal moment. It sort of made me realise that there were things worth
doing... Opens up a world for you, doesn't it?" - Jamie Evans (Student)

3.2.6 The Power of Giving Back and Reciprocity

A powerful cycle of support emerges where individuals who have benefited from the
college use their own experiences to help others. This act of "giving back"—whether
through formal volunteering, becoming a trustee at New Horizons, supporting family, or
simply supporting fellow students in class—not only benefits new learners but also
reinforces the individual's own recovery and sense of purpose.

"I volunteer with this bereavement group... | thought about it for about 10 seconds and |
said ‘I know where grief took me. Almost to the end of a rope’. If | can prevent one
person doing that. That's all | need."” - Mark Barnes (Student)

"The way | help them, they are now helping me. I like seeing that. I'm a firm believer that
the way you treat someone is how they’re going to treat you." - Kara Smith (Student)

3.3 Key learning from the MSC panel

The conversations amongst the panel led to deeper insights into the key themes identified in
section 3.2, enabling identification of some of the causal factors related to positive outcomes
and student experiences. The following lessons emerged:

3.3.1 Personal Transformation and Empowerment

A central theme identified by the panel was the profound and multi-faceted personal
transformation experienced by individuals. This went beyond simply managing symptoms
to fundamentally changing their sense of self and outlook on life. One panel member
captured the scale of this change when discussing stories like Mark's, noting his journey
from "rock bottom, homelessness... you can't imagine having to live in a car" to a place
of stability and confidence.

o Building Resilience and Coping Skills: The stories consistently showed that the
Recovery College equips people with practical resources to navigate life's



challenges. As one participant noted, the stories highlight "the resilience skills, the
coping mechanisms, the tools that it's a stepping stone". In Jamie's story, the skills
he learned helped him "bounce back" from subsequent traumas like a car accident.
Sarah also identified "the coping techniques" as the most significant change for her.
Increased Self-Worth and Confidence: Panel participants repeatedly identified a
significant boost in self-awareness, self-worth and confidence as a core outcome.
Understanding themselves better led to new ways of coping with mental health
difficulties. Andrea’s story was highlighted as a powerful example of someone who,
after 35 years, could finally "say something positive about myself'. Mark's story
also emphasized that "the most significant change for me is the self confidence,"
which in turn enabled him to build friendships and feel happy.

Finding Purpose and Hope: The college was instrumental in helping people find a
new sense of purpose. For Jamie, it made him "realise that there were things worth
doing" outside of drugs. The panel discussed the power of this changed direction
and identified the ‘shadow story’ - "that sense of what could have been... with the
drugs and the direction he was going, that just felt like a contrast to how things
have actually turned out for him". For Mark, it opened doors to volunteering and
writing poetry, giving him new direction and boosting his wellbeing in his 60s.

3.3.2 The Power of Connection and Community

The social aspect of the college was identified as being just as, if not more, important
than the formal course content.

Reducing Isolation and Creating a Safe Space: The college provides a vital
antidote to the isolation that often accompanies mental health struggles. A panelist
observed, "l think we live in a society that's, you know, very isolated... if you can
come here and meet people that have been through similar things, you don't feel so
alone then, do you?" Kara described it as a "trustworthy space" where "you don't
have to deal with your problems by yourself".

Forging Meaningful Relationships: The college is a catalyst for significant
friendships and support networks. A panel member noted that this was a common
theme, where "people have made really good friendships... that are really quite
profound... that are going to probably go on for years and create this whole other
support". Kara met her "best friend" there, and Mark developed a family-like bond
with another participant from a different culture, who adopted him as her
"granddad". New Horizons are constantly building, sustaining and reinforcing a
community of people who look after each other.

3.3.3 The Unique and Effective New Horizons Approach

The discussion highlighted several key elements of the college's model that contribute to
its success.

Accessibility and Flexibility: The ease of access, with minimal bureaucracy and
no "forms to fill in," was highlighted as a crucial feature that removes barriers. A
participant emphasized how important this is, because "sometimes it's a big thing to
make that step to say you need help. And then if there's like, a barrier there, you
can think, ‘well, | haven’t got any more energy to do this™. The tutor Jayne's story
illustrated how courses are adapted to the learners, with one panelist describing it
as a "person centred, relationship centred sort of approach where you... adapt how
you might... deliver a course based on the people there" rather than using an "off
the shelf" curriculum.



A unique Tutor/Student relationship: The tutor-student relationship in the
Recovery College is unique because it moves away from a traditional, hierarchical
model towards one of equality, mutual learning, and shared vulnerability. Unlike
conventional teachers or health professionals, tutors intentionally share their own
experiences of struggle, which helps build trust and creates a safe space for
students to be open. This approach fosters a more "open and honest and sort of
equal" relationship, which the panel felt is markedly different from the sometimes
distant, professional dynamics found in other settings.

A Long-Term "Anchor": New Horizons provides long-term, consistent support.
Participants noted that it acts as an "anchor," a reliable place people can return to.
The facilitator remarked on Jamie's story specifically, saying, "clearly it's a really
important part of his recovery... it's still operating as an anchor even though he's not
geographically or in any way attached to it".

Acting as a "Stepping Stone™": The college effectively serves as a launchpad for
other opportunities. For Andrea, it was seen as "a stepping stone... from rock
bottom to where she is today". This was also seen in how it helps people move
forward, with a panelist stating, "it's nice when you see those stepping stones to
people, you know, gaining qualifications or going back into employment, making
that difference in their lives".

Using digital technology to provide a ‘hybrid’ approach: Reservations were
initially expressed regarding the delivery of sessions online, with tutor, Jayne,
voicing concerns that participants may experience them as an “invasion” into their
homes. In fact, when online sessions became a necessity due to the Covid
pandemic, students felt relaxed and said “it was lovely having you in my home”,
particularly those who were afraid to leave the house. Since then, New Horizons
has developed a ‘hybrid model’, capitalising on the benefits of face-to-face
gatherings but also the value of online opportunities in providing “easier steps”
towards engagement (by removing the significant barrier of walking into a room full
of strangers). One participant praised New Horizons for managing its hybrid model
well, noting that the organization is "really conscious about the strengths and
weaknesses of each of those models."

Providing moments of recognition and celebration:

New Horizons recognises and embraces
the significance of enabling students to
celebrate their achievements, and the role
this plays in boosting confidence and
validating their personal growth. For
example, Jamie felt "really proud" to
receive an Adult Learner of the Year
award, which was a significant moment for
him. These acts of public recognition serve
as powerful markers in a person's recovery
journey, creating a celebratory moment
where they and their community can
acknowledge their success and progress.

Ll " {

3.3.4 Wider Systemic Insights and Lessons

The conversation also provided broader insights into the mental health support system.

Filling a Gap Left by Statutory Services: The college's non-medical, preventative
model was seen as filling a critical gap. One panelist shared her "personal opinion"
that "New Horizons as a charity is... picking up a lot of the necessary work around
people's recovery that primary care are not able to do". In addition, students
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“In June this year was Recovery College's 10
year anniversary, and | was asked by Tracy if |
would do a speech. Either they could read it out
or | could do it online. | said, no, I'll come there.
I felt brave enough and confident enough to
stand up in front of a room full of people. | had it
all written out. And | read about three or four
lines and I just put the notepad down and
everything then comes. I just went for it. And on
that particular day | was 150 days smoke free.
Yeah. But everyone in the room started

shared experiences of being supported to confront and start to resolve underlying
causal factors related to their mental health, in contrast to previous ‘treatment’ for
symptoms through, for example, prescription of antidepressants.

The Importance of Effective Partnerships: The panel noted that from the
student's perspective, effective partnership work makes the support system feel
seamless. Sarah’s experience of seeing various services as "all kind of under the
same umbrella" was highlighted, with a panel participant stating, "that strikes me as
quite an indication of effective partnership work". Another added, "there shouldn't
really be a need for people to understand those organisational boundaries". These
partnerships allow the New Horizons team to provide appropriate advice and
information and to refer students on to a range of crucial support.

The Need for Better Awareness: A key lesson was the need for greater
awareness of the Recovery College. One participant recommended New Horizons
“interact more with primary care services to make them more aware that this
exists... It's just a shame maybe more people don't get to know about it". This was
echoed by Sarah's powerful closing statement in her story: "Every community
needs it".

clapping and | was like, in my head it's going, ‘they're all clapping for me’. Yeah. For
what I've achieved, what I've done. And all of a sudden | stand up another foot taller.” -
Mark Barnes (Student)

Section 4: Conclusions, recommendations and next steps

This evaluation concludes that the Recovery College has a profound and multi-faceted
positive impact on its students. Key conclusions drawn from the panel's analysis include:

Personal Transformation and Empowerment: The college is highly effective at
facilitating significant personal growth. It helps students build self-worth, confidence,
resilience, and practical coping skills, enabling them to navigate life's challenges
more effectively.

The Power of Community: The social aspect of the college is as crucial as the formal
course content. By creating a safe, non-judgmental space, it reduces isolation and
helps participants forge meaningful friendships and support networks, making them
feel they are not alone.

A Unique and Effective Approach: The success of the New Horizons model lies in its
accessibility (minimal bureaucracy), flexibility (adapting courses to learners), and its
role as a long-term, reliable "anchor" that people can return to for support.
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e Filling a Systemic Gap: The report concludes that New Horizons' non-medical,
preventative model fills a critical gap in mental health support that statutory primary
care services are often unable to provide.

The following recommendations are made in response to the evaluation:

e Increase Awareness and Partnerships: There is a clear need to improve awareness
of the Recovery College among potential referrers. It is recommended that New
Horizons "interact more with primary care services to make them more aware that
this exists," as it is a shame that more people don't know about it.

e Preserve the Core Model: Given the effectiveness of the college's approach, it is
implicitly recommended to maintain its key features: its ease of access,
person-centered flexibility, informal atmosphere, and long-term support structure.

e Acknowledge the Need: The panel highlighted the student statement, "Every
community needs it," suggesting a recommendation to advocate for and explore the
expansion of this type of service to meet wider community needs.

Next steps for the Recovery College:

e New Horizons continues to pursue innovation and best practice by partnering with
TEND to deliver Stress Control and Mindfulness courses using VR headsets. This
project has been selected as a Bevan Exemplar project (2024-2025) and is
scheduled to be showcased at the Senedd in January 2026.

“Anyone who is worried or nervous about doing these things, just absolutely jump on in.
Yeah, | think it's the best thing we can ever do. | think it makes a big impact for people who
do suffer and, yeah, I think it's important for things like this to happen. Every community
needs it.” - Sarah Bulock (Student)
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Section 5: Appendix - The MSC stories

Story 1: Andrea Hatch - ‘Finding your self-worth’

My name is Andrea Hatch. I'm 35 years old and life before the Recovery College was very
difficult. | had just left my ex-husband. He was cheating on me and he made me out to be a
bad mother and it just compounded then. There’s countless times I've wanted to end it all.

| can't remember what my first Recovery College was, I've done so many, but it helped me
understand a little bit of how | was and why | was the way | was. So it's helped me a lot, and
| don't think | would be here without it.

How | found my way to Horizons? It was my ex-boyfriend. He was coming here first. | had
another mental breakdown. And he said: “You're gonna have to come here. You're gonna
need help’ And then one of the Recovery Colleges was ‘Managing Anxiety’ and Natalie, who
used to work here, said, ‘go on this course, it might actually really help you’. And that was
it...pretty much every other course | could grab my hands on then.

| used to be very in on myself. | would never talk, I'd be quiet. But since the Recovery
College, I'm a bit more outspoken, a bit more louder. We had an away day two days ago,
and you could feel the difference. | sat there, talked, | interacted with people and | think the
Recovery College was a big thing on that because it got me to realise that | am okay the way
| am and there are going to be people that will actually listen to me the way | am. It's getting
to the point now where | can say ‘yes, I'm okay. Yes, | can actually get up and do things’.

| can definitely respond to things differently now. If | know certain things would have normally
riled me up, | breathe, yeah. And go ‘no, | don't need to say anything. I'm okay’. I's like
anything you practise don't you? In time, it becomes a bit more second nature.

(At the college) | could actually say what | was thinking and not have people look at me like
I'm batshit crazy. And then | could have people actually understand me and agree with me
and then be like, ‘this is how I've been feeling as well’. And I've had that connection each
and every time I've gone to a course. Every time I've been able to connect with at least one
or two people in the courses. | may not have kept in contact with them, but I'll see them on
the street and I've always asked them, how are they? It's like neighbourliness, isn't it? You
feel connected in your community as well, and it does help.

It's also then led me to become a volunteer and | volunteer as much as | can in the centre
itself. We've got arts and crafts on a Monday and I'll help with setting up. If I'm on a course,
then | tend to help the other students. If some of them are hard of writing or hard of hearing,
I'll either sit next to them or I'll go around the table if they need my help.

I'd say my self-worth is the most significant change for me. | felt so belittled when | was in
school or when | was married that | wouldn't feel like | was worth anything, worth less than
anything. And it was a horrible feeling and | wouldn't wish it on anybody. But coming here
and having the affirmation you needed to see the fact you are worth it meant the world to
me. It's taken me a long time to actually believe it. Now | know I'm worth people's energy.

13



I'm not going to be a drain on their situation or their time or money or things like that. | can
put myself forward and actually contribute.

I'm very shocked I've been able to say (all this). | used to find it very difficult to talk about
myself. For me to be able to say all that about myself in positive ways, I'd say that's one of
the biggest things I've ever done. In the last 35 years I've never been able to say something
positive about myself at all.
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Story 2: Jamie Evans - ‘New Horizons gave me a new lease of life!’

How long ago was it? Seven, eight years, maybe less, maybe more. I'd been out of work for
quite a while. I'd had a massive flare up in my Crohn's disease, which had sort of cut me off
from my friends, made me quite isolated. | wasn't eating, | wasn't going out of the house. I'd
lost like eight stone. | then started using drugs...l don't know why. It was suggested to me
that there was a psychology course starting in the daytime. So | thought ‘that'll be something
to keep me busy’. So | went along to the first session and they started from there, really. So |
signed up for another one and then another one. | started doing about five or six different
courses and that's where it kicked off, really.

| found that there were people who were going through their own things and that sort of
made me realise that | wasn't on my own. Everyone was quite open about their struggles. It
was just as much for the social aspect of it as it was for the sort of learning aspect, if not
more, to be honest. And the fact that it was free as well was a massive thing. There weren't
forms to fill in, like when you go to council run courses, there's all these forms or this funding
or you have to pay or blah, blah, blah. Like that wasn't even brought up or mentioned.

That first Introduction to Psychology course | did. | went into this room and | think there were
like eight or nine of us. Every one of us was different but when we were in that room, we
would all get along. | don't think if we'd met outside that room, we probably never would have
even bothered to talk to each other. You just talk to people and you learn more about people
and you come to realise ‘oh, I'm not so alone in this, actually’.

The most significant thing for me was probably the social, the sort of coming out of my shell
thing. Like if it wasn't for that then | would never have dreamed of going to college. So it sort
of opened me up to the possibilities of everything really. Whereas before | started going to
the courses | would have been worried about walking into the room, | wouldn't have left the
house. | would have found a reason or an excuse to put it off. Casting my mind back to how |
was feeling - | know | was feeling really isolated and lonely and really introverted.

I've had a bit of a hiccup (in recent years), a bit of a bump in the road. (Soon) after | signed
up to go to college in the September of 2018 | was in a car crash that left me with quite bad
PTSD and anxiety. | finished my college course and | still finished top of the class and | still,
you know, | still go on with things. But I'm having counselling now. It's taken up until now. So,
like, seven years. And only now I'm starting to sort of get over that anxiety and the PTSD.
But even when | was anxious about stuff, | still found that | remembered things I'd learned in
psychology or the things like opening up to people and taking part in things that are stuck
with me. So I've still been trying, I've still been having a go. | think it's (about) the resilience
and the ability to bounce back, if that makes sense. Even when hiccups did come or things
did happen, because I'd had that experience of sort of picking myself back up then it was
easier to do it this time.

(During Covid) | had to isolate on my own because | got Crohn's disease and | was on

medication that made my immunity really bad. It was just a bit hard, a little bit traumatic. (But
during that time) they contacted me to say that they'd nominated me for an (Adult Learner of
the Year) award. | was really proud of that. Like, | was really chuffed because | never thought
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I would be nominated for something like that. So that really picked up my lockdown, to be
honest. I've still got the award over there.

It was such an important point for me in my life that if | hadn't discovered New Horizons at
that time, | don't even know if I'd be here now because | probably would have gone back on
the drugs. It was such a pivotal moment. It sort of made me realise that there were things
worth doing. Yeah. Outside of drugs, you know, there were reasons to live. Opens up a world
for you, doesn't it?
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Story 3: Jayne McAleer - ‘Joy’

So, | work as a tutor for Adult Learning Wales and | started doing some wellbeing courses for
New Horizons predating the Recovery College. | mean - it was to get people back into work,
but also it was important for us to get people back into their communities. You know, for
some people it was getting them out of their house or maybe even getting them out of their
bedroom. It is about people making connections and being part of a community, whatever
that community is. I've probably been working for New Horizons for 14 years.

| think it was very important for me as a tutor, not only that they had the content — the
content of the courses was important because we were giving them accredited courses
which was good for their sense of accomplishment and achievement. But for me one of the
major things was to get them to socialise, and for them to meet like-minded people. And it
was really lovely actually. You can see the relief in people when they started talking. They
go, ‘Yes, that's exactly what | feel. That's what | think.” | mean you can see people's
shoulders are above their ears coming in and then you can just start to see them relax. And
the friendships that have been made in the classes have been a real joy actually.

We sit around the table with a cup of tea — it’s organised but informal. We always have a
laugh because laughter relaxes people, making them more receptive. I’'m not out front as a
formal teacher — it’s a different way of teaching. Many people bring baggage from school,
so | make it relaxed. | adapt the course to suit each class because you can’t pop it out of a
mould. We ask learners what they’d like to do next — it’s learner-led, and New Horizons
offers other activities like creative writing groups.

One of the problems we do have sometimes is that for Adult Learning Wales we need
numbers (of attendees) in order to make it financially viable. We started doing things
alongside the Recovery College like the Hapi Project which was lottery funded. We just did
small classes. So sometimes there's only three people but those three people needed that
connection. That gave people confidence then to come onto the Adult Learning Wales
courses. So it was a really good stepping stone.

It's an absolute joy, to be honest, because what we've seen is people coming in absolutely
terrified — literally shaking. Perhaps for the first session they don't even make eye contact.
And then by the end of the session you can see them relaxing. They come the following
session and then they start sharing in little groups, and then before you know it they share in
the main group and you can't stop them talking. So the self-esteem, the confidence just
keeps building week on week.

What I've always said to people is that...nothing you've ever gone through is wasted
because it's brought you to where you are now and you're actually going to be able to
support and help people because your story is going to be very relevant to other people.
They often talk about how their own journey and recovery has helped them help other
people. One of the things | teach is that when we do things for other people, it actually helps
our mental health and wellbeing. For me, seeing people change, finding themselves again —
it's been very good for my wellbeing.
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| share my story with them because | think all of our stories are important and inspire others.
| never ask them to do something I’'m not prepared to talk about myself. | won’t self-disclose
anything too personal, but I'll share times when | wasn’t confident and how | transferred
confidence from one situation to another.

I've stayed in touch with people who've been through the courses. That’s one of the nice
things about being with New Horizons for a long period — you get relationships that sustain
over time. We had the celebration of the Recovery College’s ten years — it was lovely to see
people | hadn’t seen for a while, even attending a social event which for them before would
have been impossible. They were standing at the front talking about the Recovery College
and the impact it had on them — it's wonderful.

Then Covid hit and we quickly started doing things online. | thought ‘are people going to feel
that there's an invasion in their home?’ People were actually saying, ‘it's lovely having you in
my home. It feels relaxed because I'm afraid to go out’. So even now, five and a half years
later, 60% of my work is online. People come because they may not feel confident to come
into class. In the first session people might not put their cameras on. It gives you those little
easier steps before walking into a room doesn’t it?
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Story 4: Sarah Bulock - ‘Catch 22’

| grew up, moved to Bridgend around year five or six in primary school. Family life at home
was a bit difficult. My first job was in Domino's. Started off in hospitality and then | just kind of
followed that route. But then that led me down the route of alcoholism and different things. |
move around a lot with a job. I've kind of suffered with mental health for years and not really
known the root cause of it. | think it was three, four years ago. It kind of came to a head and
it was just like | couldn't... | saw the same path repeating itself and | was, ‘I can't keep doing
this’.

How | found the recovery college was. Basically | went into hospital and then | was put into
the crisis team. They put me in touch with somebody called Darren, an Employment officer.
He said, ‘| don't feel like that's the place you're in right now’ and gave me a support worker
called Carly. She referred me into New Horizons for courses and that's where | met Tracy.

| think it really helped to get back on my feet. | keep doing cycles, that | kind of come in, do a
course, do a bit better for a few months and then have a dip again. But then Tracy, she goes
above and beyond because (she will) message just to check in. To let me know, like, there's
more Courses coming up if I'd be interested or anything. | feel like she knows me well
enough now. So if | don't respond, she'll probably know I'm going through a bad day. She
won't be persistent. She'll just...sort of let you know she's around.

| always knew something was wrong when | was younger. | went to the doctors, they said,
you know, ‘just anxiety disorder and you're depressed and you want antidepressants’, things
like that. | thought it was over something else and then it wasn't until coming into having a
support worker in ARC. So | did the Confidence Building course. I've recently been
diagnosed with ADHD as well, so | done the ADHD Awareness course. And then I've been
under other courses with Arc, like EOSG. But yeah, it's all kind of under the same umbrella
for me, | guess.

It's taught me a lot about myself and helped me learn coping skills and techniques to just
handle life really. And then also, meeting new people as well. That you maybe wouldn't come
across in my usual circumstances. It's been kind of, look at how other people live and be
more empathetic towards people's circumstances and things. You learn more about other
people and about yourself as well in light of other people's stories.

The most significant change for me has definitely (been) the coping techniques. It's
something that | can always go back to, with the information sheets that are handed out and
things. Keep them in a folder and it's always something | can refer back to. And also, | am in
contact with Tracy and | come to you with a question, she may not always have the answers,
but she can signpost me in directions as well.

(When) the ADHD awareness course came up | felt that was so useful and knowledgeable. |
learned a lot from that. It kind of gave me a bit of an inspiration to go off and research myself
then and know which websites to use there. Cos | feel like there's too much information out
there on the Internet. Being in touch with New Horizons was very useful because they give
you the right information or can point you in the right direction for the right information.
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I've learned more coping mechanisms that really do help, but then I've also got more
connections with people to reach out in the future as well and | think that's really positive and
really helpful. if people don't know how to help you with a particular thing, they know other
people. | think the communication as well helps because | really struggle with phone calls
and things. So they adapt to needs as well. So whether that's email or texting or what, they'll
adapt to how you can communicate

Through New Horizons | found an ADHD support group, we meet up every month. This is
not part of New Horizons, this is external. But they help you find your way to it. We've got a
group chat and whenever any of us go to some sort of new neurodiverse thing or any event
that we think will help others, we post information. | posted all the New Horizon things and
people have found it really useful.

Anyone who is worried or nervous about doing these things, just absolutely jump on in.
Yeah, | think it's the best thing we can ever do. | think it makes a big impact for people who
do suffer and, yeah, | think it's important for things like this to happen. Every community
needs it.
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Story 5: Kara Smith - ‘My light in the dark’

| was referred to the recovery college through the Job Centre for stress management
because | was applying for jobs and | was having panic attacks all the time. That was the
first time | heard about New Horizons and the Recovery College. | knew | had mental health
issues, but | didn't know there was help out there for it. I'd just left university, my grandfather
had passed away and | was a non-official carer for my Grandmother, so obviously that
factored into my stress levels as well. So the Job centre were like ‘we need you to start
applying for jobs’. And it didn't go their way then. It went the opposite. They're like, ‘okay, we
need to get you help now’. So then they told me about here.

There’s not really much to my life before | got involved with New Horizons. | was a learner.
I’d done school, college, uni. And that was my life then — really was learning. And that’s what
| thought, like, getting a job would be, again, something new to learn. | guess that’s when |
realised that the actual thing | needed to learn was to look after my mental health. So this
was an opportunity to kind of discover that.

I met my best friend (through the Recovery College). | don’t really have any bad experiences
with the centre. | was disappointed when it closed for Covid. | understood why. It kind of took
that safety net that | had. | can’t really say (that was a) bad experience, though, because it
made me realise that | was depending too much on it.

| have dependency issues. | am overly dependent on being independent at times, but also
dependent on others as well. So in the three years | was here, it gave me the skills | needed,
but it also opened up other realisations for me. It was more than (just the practical learning),
really. Yes, | was learning through the courses, | was learning skills to help deal with my
problems. But coming here was making me realise that | isolate a lot, | stay at home a lot. It
was a case of learning to depend on myself — yes, | can do it. But it was also needing
someone to say to me, ‘Yeah, you can do it’. Stopping coming here made me realise that |
don’t always need that validation or reassurance from someone else. | know | can do it, so
do it.

Using a certain someone as an example... This person, she’s a great person, she’s a great
artist, but she had zero confidence in herself and her skills. She would always be like, ‘Oh, |
can’t do this.’ I'm like, ‘Why can’t you do that?’ She’d give an excuse and | go ‘l don’t see a
problem with that, so do it. If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out, but at least you tried’
and now | see her posting all her art over social media. I'll be anyone’s cheerleader, but it's
not my decision what they choose. I'm aware | can encourage them, but | can’t force them.

| haven’t been involved in New Horizons since before lockdown. | went away and became a
full-time carer. My grandmother became the centre of my world, yeah? We were obviously
isolated because we lived together. So when everything started opening back up, | couldn’t
focus on myself because | had to focus on that. So | did kind of lose a few skills from what |
learned, but | also transferred them to looking after someone else. My nan’s passed away
now. Coming back to the centre has given me that sense of purpose. My grandmother was
buried in January and | was here a week later.
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How | see myself and other people is the most significant change for me. Currently I'm
struggling with self-confidence, right. So seeing how | treated and helped others when | was
confident is now how they treat me. The way | help them, they are now helping me. | like
seeing that. I'm a firm believer that the way you treat someone is how they’re going to treat
you. Before Recovery College | didn’t have friends | trusted as much as the one | met there.

| would say (Recovery College) opens your world up. It invites you to meet new people. It
invites you to talk about what’s bothering you. So, like, a trustworthy space. It gives you a
safe space. Somewhere you can go where you don'’t have to deal with your problems by
yourself. You can come and go to it and not deal with your problems at all. Yeah. But you
still walk away with skills to help you. And when you’re ready to talk, there are people to
listen.
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Story 6: Mark Barnes - ‘Rise from the ashes’

I'll be 66 in December. | moved to Wales 20 odd years ago. | came down to see my sister for
a weekend and never went back. Two years ago my wife decided she didn't have any
feelings for me and basically threw me out. | was 63 years old, sleeping in a Ford Fiesta.
And | hit rock bottom there. I've had emotional problems, mental health problems in the past.
Yeah. Which were more to do with grief and childhood trauma. After she kicked me out, my
weight dropped to just over seven stone. | was suicidal. That was the only way | could see
to get out, stop what was going on in my head.

While | was waiting for a flat to come available my housing officer put me in touch with a
woman called Stephanie at Beacon who said, ‘we've got anger management groups that are
being run by New Horizons Recovery College’. And | thought, ‘I've dealt with my anger but
it's not going to hurt to just top it up’, if you like. That was the first course that | went on. And
then after that was the Dealing with Anxiety, which was the big one for me. Tremendous.
Yeah.

When | started the anxiety course everything started falling into place, if you like. It was so
helpful, that particular one to start with. | learned a lot about how people deal with anxiety
and | also learned probably even more about myself. In the last two years, I've grown more
than | have the previous 63.

Everything has opened up in the last couple of years for me. When | first moved into my flat,
which was April last year, the first thing | thought was, ‘I'm dreading living on my own’. Now
I'm not going to say that there aren’t days when | would like somebody to go home to, but
I've got friends that I've met on the courses. One lady in particular, we've become really good
friends. She's from a different culture. She's Filipino. But me being that much older, she's
adopted me as her grandad. | don't dread going home to an empty flat because I've got the
confidence to live on my own now.

The most significant change for me is the self confidence. Because I'm more confident in
myself, then | can make more friends. | said about my weight. Well, I'm now up to
nine-stone-six, which is the heaviest I've ever been in my life. When | say that to my friends
and family (they say) ‘well, you must be happy then’. Yeah, | am happy, and that wouldn't
have happened without the New Horizons courses. | mean, our mental health is connected
to our physical health. You can't have one without the other in some ways.

Also | volunteer with New Horizons. I'm a trustee. | volunteer with this bereavement group.
We will listen and we will point people in the right direction for whatever they're looking for.
Because a lot of the time people just want to sit down and say, ‘this happened. This is how |
feel about it'. I've learned to deal with that grief. The lady that runs (the group) said ‘why do
you want to volunteer?’ | thought about it for about 10 seconds and | said ‘| know where grief
took me. Almost to the end of a rope’. If | can prevent one person doing that. That's all |
need.

Other doors start opening up when you feel good in yourself. Like, | just started writing

poetry. I've never written a poem before in my life. | love poetry. And that then gives you
access to another group of people. It's in fact this Filipino lady, she started a part time job
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and she said ‘in my culture, the first wage we get, we buy family a present. And as | consider
you family’, she said, ‘I bought you a present’ and she bought me a leather bound journal.
And I'm not going to say I'm going to be the best poet ever. It's not really about that. Come in
here, write a few verses. Meet some more people. Different people. It's just boosting me up.
And you're boosting other people up.

In June this year was Recovery College's 10 year anniversary, and | was asked by Tracy if |
would do a speech. Either they could read it out or | could do it online. | said, no, I'll come
there. | felt brave enough and confident enough to stand up in front of a room full of people. |
had it all written out. And | read about three or four lines and | just put the notepad down and
everything then comes. | just went for it. And on that particular day | was 150 days smoke
free. Yeah. But everyone in the room started clapping and | was like, in my head it's going,
‘they're all clapping for me’. Yeah. For what I've achieved, what I've done. And all of a
sudden | stand up another foot taller.
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