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Shortly after I joined Optalis in March 2020, we were thrust into the pandemic. Life for 
all of us changed significantly, as did the way we delivered our services. I was blown 
away by the way our people responded and adapted to this unprecedented challenge.

It’s only been in recent months that I’ve been able to see Optalis in a different light. As 
the pandemic and the restrictions have eased, it has been great to see our services 
being restored to their full potential. The warmth and creativity of our people, the clear 
and visible culture of teamwork, and the breadth and quality of the support we provide 
to our customers.

I’m very much looking forward to this year’s Award Ceremony, as it will be the first 
time since 2019 that we have been able to bring colleagues from across our services 
together again in celebration. At Optalis, recognising outstanding staff achievements 
and innovation is one of our priorities. The STAR Awards are a brilliant opportunity to 
do just that.

This year, we’ve also made it a top priority to focus more intently on the company’s 
guiding principles, or Core Values. Our shortlisted candidates and winners represent 
the best of our shared values and show what can be accomplished when those values 
are fully embraced and acted upon daily.

I have thoroughly enjoyed reading every nomination and learning more about the 
exceptional people of Optalis. The dedication and commitment of our colleagues 
never ceases to impress me. I am grateful and proud to have this opportunity to 
recognise our people for what they do, to celebrate their achievements and to thank 
them through our annual awards.

Congratulations and my personal thanks to all of you.

David Birch

Chief Executive Officer

Introduction
Every year, the Optalis Star Awards provides an opportunity 
to shine a light on the teams and individuals who have gone 
the extra mile to deliver services. The Awards also provide 
inspiration for all of us to continue to make a lasting and positive 
difference to the lives of the people we support.

The STAR Awards were introduced in 2016. However, due to 
the pandemic, this is the first time we have been able to bring 
people together to celebrate our colleagues’ hard work and 
achievements since 2019. Making this year’s Awards Ceremony 
extra special.

The Award Ceremony allow us to take a moment to recognise 
the excellent work of our colleagues, many of whom work 
tirelessly under the radar, making improvements for the people 
we support, so it’s important for us to say thank you.

Winners for each of this year’s categories were selected by our 
team of judges, formed from the Optalis Staff Forum. A range of 
colleagues from across the organisation, who bring a collection 
of diverse insights and experiences to the process. This mix of 
people helps to ensure the outcome is fair and robust. Judging 
is always a tough job, as the quality of nominations is always 
great.

We know that the winners and short-listed candidates who 
are celebrated here are by no means the only ones that have 
made a difference this year. Being below the radar we might 
have missed some excellent work or found an application that 
didn’t show the whole breadth of excellent work someone does. 
We are therefore very thankful for all the people who work for 
Optalis, often making extraordinary commitments in providing 
exceptional care to our customers and each other.

David

David Hare, Chairman, Optalis Limited

Foreword
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Our Core 
Values

Customer 
Service

Respect

Communication

Enjoyable and 
Rewarding

Continuous 
Development 

Transparency 
and Integrity

These nominations 
in this brochure are 
a reduced version of 
the full nominations 
received for the 
purposes of this 
publication. 



This award is given 
to a colleague who 
has consistently 
ensured two-way 
communication 
with our customers 
and staff, providing 
clear, accurate 
information and 
much more than 
this – the ability to 
work in challenging 
situations, 
exhibiting 
empathy, 
respect and a 
sense of humour!

Becky Pearce
Community Social Work 
Team 
Becky is a new colleague in Optalis 
and joined the LAP team in August 
2021. Since then, she has been a great 
advocate for the team - promoting 
good communications and team work 
to support her customers. When new 
members of staff join, she spends time 
and effort to make them feel welcome 
and supported. A fantastic team member 
of LAP!

Becky is outstanding in her customer 
service, always polite and courteous to 
clients and peers, listening to needs and 
responding appropriately to give the 
best service possible in a timely manner. 
She goes above and beyond for the 
client and will offer help to other team 
members when needed.

Communication Award

Jade Carroll - Woodley and Earley Learning Disability Day Services 
(Community Lives) 
Jade makes the effort to get to know each customer. She encourages them to be as 
independent as possible, utilising every tool available to involve them – using key words, 
being attentive to eye pointing, offering items of reference, listening and repeating the 
customer’s words to ensure they have understood each other. Every day I see her thinking of 
the customers’ wellbeing, catching up on their news and raising any issues with senior staff to 
better support the customers.

Customers choose Jade to talk to when worried because of her calm, approachable and caring 
nature. She has a sense of humour and will share a joke with customers, seeing their individual 
personalities. She knows how to get the best out of someone.

Jade is a rising star - even though I’ve been with the company over 10 years, I learn from her in 
the way she supports and conducts herself.

Kim Davis 
Westmead Service (Community Lives) 
Kim is open, friendly and empathetic whilst remaining 
professional and knowledgeable – always making time for 
those under her care. Her passion for learning disability and 
determination to improve lives is tireless. She leads by example 
with open, transparent communication at every level; an active 
and encouraging listener, able to multi-task and adapt as 
required.

Kim ‘steered the ship’ through the pandemic – with strong, 
frequent and clear channels of communication. She ensured 
colleagues felt supported and taken care of - working with them 
to prioritise the health and safety of the environment, customers 
and colleagues. She has been so open and transparent and 
extremely generous with her time. Kim took on board the ever-
changing Covid 19 Guidance, cascading her knowledge and 
offering support with risk assessments. Kim has had constant 
engagement with her team - her reassurance, guidance, 
leadership and support has been nothing short of amazing.
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Gillian Jones 
Community Social Work Team 
Gillian is a great communicator, applying her 
background in customer care and excellent 
customer service skills to her current role. 
Her friendly and approachable demeanour 
instantly puts people at ease. She maintains 
good communication with the people she 
supports, making sure they’re always informed 
and is a good listener, ensuring individuals’ 
wishes are known and understood.

She is supportive of new staff and always 
willing to help team members. She has good 
negotiating and reasoning skills and the ability 
to help people consider different perspectives 
- which has helped them move towards 
beneficial solutions.

A good net-worker with good knowledge 
of community services, Gillian draws on 
local knowledge to assist people – such as 
arranging Christmas dinner and activities for a 
man with no family able to support and using 
her partnership working skills to support a 
couple trying to manage their debts.

The Training Team
Ruth Walsh, Shani Houghton, Viv Crump
Over the last two years the team have had to push themselves 
in completely new directions - in the world of digital learning, 
designing and delivering courses. With many restrictions in 
place, they have had to think ‘outside the box’ to ensure staff 
can develop and evidence their knowledge and skills without 
attending a classroom.

They have had to ensure courses stay on track and core 
information is delivered and understood, whilst empathising 
with the front-line staff and what the services have 
been going through.

The team have also been working 
hard to design and implement 
new courses such as Team 
Teach behaviour training and 
communication training. Along 
with updating and delivering 
the mandatory training set.

By training staff in the right way 
and designing and delivering 
engaging training, the team 
are making sure staff have 
the right skills to support our 
customers in the best way.



Respect Award

This award is for 
the colleague 
or colleagues 
who have shown 
compassion 
and the ability to 
understand a 
person’s needs 
beyond words, 
maintain their 
dignity at all times 
and treat them 
with the greatest of 
sensitivity.

Carol Kleiren 
Independent Living Service, 
Fosters
Carol always approaches her role with 
respect and integrity to all clients. She is 
always professional and has such a vast 
knowledge of the job that even her peers 
can look up to and admire her. Respect 
and independence is always carried out in 
a person centred way.

Melissa Keane 
Westmead Service 
(Community Lives) 
Melissa always endeavours to do her 
best by the customers at Westmead - for 
example, one of our service users needed 
support regarding overcrowding; his 
severe health conditions were imploding 
into depression and his family were at 
their wits end. Melissa stepped in and 
contacted social services who met with 
her. She explained her concerns and this 
led to the social worker seeing how she 
could help this gentleman and his family - 
they are now waiting to move very shortly. 
The wellbeing of this gentleman and 
his family has vastly improved thanks to 
Melissa’s intervention. 

She will always do her best to resolve 
issues, making things happen by 
contacting physiotherapists and any 
relevant organisations and people that 
may be able to help. 

At the same time she will always respect 
customers’ wishes and dignity. She is 
person centred and will go the extra mile 
for customers and staff alike.

Sharon Nelson
Finance Team
This person is the backbone and rudder of the good ship Trinity 
Court and is always here.

I hear others echo, ‘Ask Sharon’. If she doesn’t know how it works, 
or is not able to fix it, she will always look for a solution. 

She is not just knowledgeable about her own work role 
and responsibilities but very helpful to others who require 
information company wide. She always gives people time and 
assistance to answer their enquiries. She is very polite, courteous 
and respectful, concerned for peoples’ welfare and will support 
colleagues where possible.

Sharon shows compassion to her colleagues, also the ability to 
understand a person’s needs beyond words, always maintaining 
their dignity and treating them with the greatest sensitivity. She 
respects the equality, diversity and dignity of all customers 
and colleagues in the workplace, even with small thoughts of 
kindness, a cuppa or a good wellbeing chat.

Paula Guinea 
Wokingham Day Service 
(Community Lives) 
Paula is a senior activity support organiser with 
a wealth of knowledge and experience. 

Her care and support for our customers 
is always first class. One example of her 
outstanding care, in relation to the dignity and 
respect demonstrated to a customer, led to 
the following compliment from the parent:

‘Paula was very kind about my son’s 
incontinence in the car yesterday on the way 
back from his day out with Paula. She came to 
my door to tell me before getting him out of 
the car…she didn’t want to talk about it in front 
of him, so he didn’t feel any shame, which I 
was so pleased about as he is sensitive.’

Paula is such a valued staff member, who 
regularly demonstrates the core values within 
her work. 
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Jane Bartlett 
Registered Services
Jane pro-actively proposed and ensured that 
all registered managers set up twice weekly 
meetings and worked together to manage 
Covid19 within the whole of Optalis services. 

I believe Jane is a person who deserves 
recognition and thanks from all registered 
managers. She constantly ensured that 
customers and staff felt supported at all times 
during Covid19 and delivered outstanding 
guidance and support to managers. 

Jane has an outstanding approach and 
demonstrated this by keeping all registered 
managers in meetings together to discuss 
day-to-day concerns and gave guidance to 
resolve their concerns in no time. 

Customer care, respect and all other 
Optalis values were met by Jane - support 
which she’s given to us during Covid19 and 
continues to give.



Sarah Finigan (2 nominations) 
Finance, Compliance and Governance
Sarah joined us with a huge remit and a lot of trades to 
perform. She is to be commended for her resilience and the 
time and patience given to all in each of the departments she 
manages.

She is a fantastic, dedicated leader giving her support and 
promotion of a transparent culture to colleagues and Optalis. 
Sarah displays openness and accountability and is dependable 
and diligent to her team. She keeps us informed of necessary 
changes and the team input required to drive Optalis forward.

Her communication skills are second to none, ensuring two-
way communication with colleagues and staff. She shows the 
ability to work in challenging situations, exhibiting empathy, 
respect and sense of humour. Sarah communicates clearly 
and accurately with all levels of management and staff and 
encourages good teamwork and motivation.

Transparency and 
Integrity Award

Janette Correa 
Community Social Work Team
Janette became a fully qualified social 
worker last year, completing her ‘Assessed 
and Supported Year in Employment’. 
Specialising in complex cases, she has a 
calm and measured approach - helpful 
when supporting complicated family 
dynamics. She deals with challenging 
situations, helps people with sometimes 
opposing views reach a consensus and 
constructively challenges decisions 
or existing ways of working to ensure 
customer needs. 

Empathetic and understanding, she 
develops good rapport and actively listens 
to customers. Working with two people 
recently, who started out dissatisfied 
with their service levels, she was able to 
turn their complaint into a compliment 
- testament to her ability to get best 
outcomes.

Fair, open and honest; she sets realistic 
expectations for individuals and as 
a creative problem solver looks for 
alternative solutions whilst balancing 
available resources. With good local 
knowledge, she gets the right people 
involved to maintain wellbeing and 
prevent people falling back into 
old behavioural patterns. Sound in 
professional judgment, diligent and 
dependable.

Sarah Corbyn 
Community Social Work Team - Front Door
Sarah has and continues to support and grow our team. Calm 
and supportive in a crisis and available for guidance and advice 
in challenging situations. She advocates for her team, ensuring 
our voices are heard. She will professionally challenge and stand 
up for what is right – benefiting her team and service users. Our 
team feels listened to, respected and supported and we are 
confident this will continue through the on-going changes. 

Sarah encourages and supports her team to continue their 
development. She is open and honest, ensures her team is 
updated and seeks their feedback to present on their behalf. 
She is approachable for advice or to raise concerns and if she 
doesn’t know the answer will find out and feedback.

Sarah is diligent when overseeing the work coming through 
duty and on our case-loads. When something hasn’t gone 
quite right she will review and communicate with the team so 
improvements can be made.

Nighat Ellahi 
Community Lives
As Ethnic Minorities Development Worker, 
Nighat supports family carers from BAME 
backgrounds. During the pandemic she found 
herself providing invaluable support at a time 
of crisis- making daily welfare check-in calls, 
offering emotional support and signposting, 
shopping and even cooking meals and 
dropping them on the doorstep of isolating 
families.

Initially, some people were still mixing 
families and others were afraid to go out. 
Working with community leaders and 
groups, Nighat spent time educating, raising 
awareness and tackling misinformation. She 
supported community members to take 
up the offer of the vaccine, dispelling false 
information and explaining its importance to 
the older generation where language was 
a barrier. For those dealing with the grief of 
losing someone, she offered an empathetic, 
listening ear.

Difficult conversations were made 
possible because of the open and trusting 
relationships Nighat has built up and the 
way messages were communicated. She 
understood cultural factors, was sensitive in 
the way she challenged, honest and upfront 
- people listened to and respected her. Her 
work kept people safe

The winner(s) of 
this award has 
shown fantastic 
dedication 
and empathy, 
inspiring 
confidence 
with their support, 
and promotion of 
a transparent 
culture at Optalis.
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This award is for 
an individual who 
has created an 
environment where 
customers and staff 
are thriving thanks 
to their positive 
and enthusiastic 
approach to 
their work and 
commitment to 
make a positive 
difference to their 
lives.

Enjoyable and Rewarding 
Award 

Beata Litner Sanneh 
The Birches - Extra Care
Beata is that colleague you can go to with any 
problem and know that it will be solved or at 
least something done about it. For example, a 
customer’s call was quite heavy on the one list 
whilst she was on maternity leave. She was able 
to spread the calls on to other care lists and 
rearrange the flat, with the customer’s permission, 
to make using the equipment easier. This made 
the workload lighter and the customer happier. 

Beata listened and acted. She was able to 
communicate with the customer and gained her 
consent to effect the changes. Nothing is ever too 
much for her to help out with and Optalis should 
be proud to have her.

Michael Daly 
11 Allenby Road Supported Living Team
Michael deserves his nomination for the consistent way in 
which he works. He plays guitar and sings to customers on 
their own and in groups. He goes to other houses to play - they 
all enjoy him singing, and visits hospitals to sing for the ward. 
Compliments from families and professionals speak of his 
amazing person-centred work ethic. 

He drives customers to their holidays and picks them up. 
He has emptied bedrooms of furniture and belongings so a 
customer could have their flooring laid, including profile beds. 
He absolutely goes above and beyond.

He tailors his support to the needs of customers - one 
customer likes to be in her room, he will sit on her bed and sing 
to her and play the guitar, which she loves. Another will follow 
Michael around as he knows he will be doing something fun 
with him soon - so wonderful to see.

Lisandro Patrick  
Beeches Manor - Extra Care
With every interaction Lisandro 
demonstrates the value of ‘enjoyable 
and rewarding’. His positive approach 
always involves a huge smile. It is 
clear he cares about every individual 
- customers and colleagues. Always 
approachable and kind, he creates a 
calm and positive working environment 
for his team. He finds time to share music 
and singing with the people he supports, 
bringing moments of joy and positivity 
- it is obvious how much these sessions 
mean to the residents.

Over the past year he has represented 
his services in a recruitment video, 
despite challenging personal 
circumstances at the time. He arranged 
and hosted a singing session and 
found time for a filmed interview, 
demonstrating the rewards team 
members can experience through 
caring. 

Always willing to assist and support 
activities, you cannot help come away 
feeling good about what we do for those 
we support. His positivity, optimism and 
compassion are contagious.

Helen Rowell 
Woodley and Earley Learning 
Disability Day Services (Community 
Lives) 
The backbone of our team, for customers and 
staff. Helen brings enjoyment in abundance, 
implementing special events as often as she can 
– Macmillan coffee mornings, Children in Need, 
Picnics in the Park - you name it Helen will be in 
party mode for it and recent challenges haven’t 
dampened her enthusiasm.

Our customers always enjoy their activities and 
special events. During Covid they were based 
in centres all day at individual workstations. This 
didn’t stop Helen from organising activities, 
making sure they were Covid secure but still fun. 
Working in small bubbles, meant she would often 
run the events in triplicate!

Helen overcame obstacles to give customers 
some normality during very strange times. 
Keeping events running really cheered everyone 
up. We are grateful for the thought and hard work 
she puts in to keep us all smiling and laughing - 
one of a kind, simply the best!
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Helen Rowell, Tanya O’Donnell, Lynne 
Curtis, Paula Smith, Kim Waters, Chutima 
Laphaphirak
Woodley and Earley Learning Disability Day 
Services (Community Lives) 
Introduced during the pandemic, Zoom sessions were 
something the team had no prior knowledge or experience of. 
After overcoming initial IT issues, the outcome was fantastic 
- activities that the customers not only enjoyed but fully 
participated in.

Such a positive in the lives of customers feeling too vulnerable 
and apprehensive to come back to a busy service. They looked 
forward to these sessions and customers from other services 
also joined in.

The Zoom Theatre was an outstanding session with customers 
all playing roles using easy read scripts, making it inclusive 
for all abilities. The Scavenger Hunt proved so much fun that 
parents and carers joined in - seeing them run to the screen 
waving a cabbage or carrot was hilarious, they loved it. Other 
sessions included TV game shows, current affairs and sports 
chat shows.

So proud of the team making such a difference when things 
were so difficult.



Customer Service Award

Andrea Crockford 
START Team
Andrea has demonstrated conditions consistent 
with excellent customer service despite difficult 
times during the pandemic.

She consistently goes the extra mile, 
signposting customers and teams in the right 
direction. Andrea is a role model for other staff 
and supports new staff in their shadowing and 
learning of good practice. 

START customers she has visited praise her, 
giving positive feedback about her and the 
service they received. Her outstanding customer 
service helps the senior team personalise 
customer care plans. She is calm, happy to 
listen and puts the customer at the core of all 
her work.

This award is for 
a colleague/team 
who have gone 
beyond customer 
expectations 
and delivered 
a fantastic 
service often 
in challenging 
circumstances.

Belinda Dixon
Dementia Care Advisors Team
Belinda’s dementia knowledge is incredible, her passion, 
kindness and dedication to her team, the people with dementia 
we support, their families and carers is exceptional. She is a team 
player and is without a doubt the most supportive understanding 
manager. 

Belinda’s continued enthusiasm has a positive effect on the 
team, she leads by example which encourages others to work 
effectively. The Dementia Care Team is a happy place to work.

Discussing a dementia diagnosis can be emotional for the 
person with dementia, their families and carers. Belinda’s ability 
to read the room and manage the most sensitive situations 
is incredible, helping our customers to feel supported and 
reassured that someone understands their struggles and is 
willing to provide continued support.

Belinda Brincat
Community Social Work Team 
Belinda goes above and beyond to support 
all residents she works with, particularly 
adults with visual impairments. She provides 
person centred support to resident needs. 
For example, Belinda worked with the 
Highways team on a crossing outside a 
resident’s home, enabling them to cross 
the road safely and independently. Another 
resident with a visual impairment was 
supported to develop independent living 
skills and have freedom accessing the 
community, supported by a communicator 
guide. 

Belinda helped a resident cope with losing 
their sight and the strain on their family. She 
educates the team, specifically resources 
available for residents and processes in 
place at Optalis. Belinda is a fountain of 
knowledge and always happy to support 
colleagues with information about resources 
and processes.
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Christine Webber 
Out & About
Chris is very passionate about providing the best 
care and support in a person-centred way. She 
shows dignity and respect for her customers.

Chris has a special quality; people immediately 
warm to her. She is very popular; requests come 
from customers and parents for her specifically, 
some examples of regular positive feedback, 
include:

‘We are grateful to Chris who always gives our 
son a wonderful break. We know that he can 
difficult and hard work so feel Chris does an 
excellent job, and of course he is always happy 
to be with her.’

‘It was very good to have Christine…She said 
I make her feel welcome. And I enjoyed her 
company.’

Chris puts customers first, is committed to both 
services in which she works and is highly valued 
and respected by parents, She willingly gives 
up he free time so our customers can have 
a weekend away and parents a well-earned 
rest, She provides a bespoke level of care and 
support with a lot of fun and laugher along the 
way.

Olivia MacLeay
Community Social Work Team
Olivia works with residents living with chaotic 
lifestyles and/or experiencing concerns in 
relation to hoarding, who are unwilling or 
difficult to engage. Olivia works to build a 
rapport and trust and encourages them to 
accept help.

Her work in crisis situations, engaging other 
teams including Mental Health, Meals 
on Wheels and emergency services has 
specifically helped residents. Her person-
centred care in these situations ensured that 
the residents were supported and safe, that 
their needs were met, and this was achieved 
in a way that included the residents in 
decisions about their next steps and care.

Olivia shows a dedicated approach to 
working with residents in crisis and working 
with them to maintain their safety and meet 
their needs.

Wendi Roberts (2 nominations) 
Suffolk Lodge
Wendi’s customer service stands out a mile. Her caring approach 
goes above and beyond; she puts other people first. She treats 
each person with dignity and respect and shows sensitivity to 
their needs. She’s always coming up with ideas about different 
things we can do to make the residents’ day extra special. 
Wendi is fantastic role model to other members of staff. She 
has much experience which she willingly shares, and she 
maintains her professionalism at all levels. Wendi always has 
the customers’ best interests at heart. She is thoughtful and 
considerate to their needs. Wendi works in a person-centred 
way with all that are lucky enough to be supported by her and 
thoroughly deserves recognition of her work within Optalis.

If any of my family ever needed support, I would want Wendi to 
be the person looking after them.

Sandra Clarke 
Boyn Grove Learning Disability Service 
(Community Lives) 
Sandra has gone above and beyond with delivering an excellent 
service, she has always had a big smile on her face and nothing 
has been too much trouble for her. 

Sandra has been respectful; she has been sent to various 
different services since starting with Optalis and we have had 
such great feedback from each service she has worked in.



Continuous Development 
Award

Daryl Brady
Governance & Quality Assurance
Daryl has developed leadership skills, 
mechanisms, and platforms to capture, 
manage, monitor, and act on information. His 
ability to see system improvements helps 
Optalis to develop and improve. 

Data work within the sector never stays the 
same, Daryl deals with these challenges 
calmly and fully understands the legislative 
requirements behind the demands. He has 
managed the end-to-end information required 
at multiple levels for COVID-19, in addition 
to his daily activities. He has supported 
teammates in developing mechanisms to 
optimise their work, encouraged positive 
engagement across the company and helped 
drive improvements in recording data - 
building efficiencies across the organisation.

His insight into the performance landscape 
has been invaluable and his dedication to and 
knowledge of the work is impressive. The way 
that Optalis is now able to see, share and react 
to information is of great value.

Karyn McNaughton 
Wokingham Learning Disability Day Service (Community 
Lives) 
A skilled manager with leadership skills second to none. Karyn is passionate 

about the growth of Community Lives and Out and About services and 
thrives on improvement. She has worked hard completing her management 
qualification and helping out in other services. She is passionate about the 
community knowing we are more than a day care service and is a driving 
force behind our new Community Lives brand.

During Covid, Karyn monitored her team’s well-being by using a 
WhatsApp group. When staffing levels were low, she advertised on social 
media and made the role flexible to accommodate childcare. Highly 
respected, she passes on her skills, expertise and knowledge to  

empower others.

Manuel Vieira 
Peripatetic Team
Manuel has shown courage, strength, and determination to expand 
his knowledge and learn new customer support needs for our 
portfolio of future services. He’s committed to learning more about 
mental health diagnosis, personality disorders, and self-harm. 
He recognises that if he is well-informed he can provide best 
leadership to his team. 

He has been successfully forging positive relationships within multi-
disciplinary teams, enabling him to have meaningful conversations 
with social workers, occupational therapists, customers and their 
families. These conversations have been vital to understand the 
support needs of customers and how to best support their families.

He has successfully put into practice the knowledge gained, 
sharing this with his team and wider organisation.

This award is 
for a colleague 
who continually 
works ceaselessly 
with drive, 
determination 
and enthusiasm 
to develop and 
grow their skills 
for the benefit of 
colleagues and 
customers.

Kirsty Skrzypczak 
Governance & Quality Assurance
Kirsty is patient, understanding and has oodles of knowledge when 
it comes to policy writing and presentation. Working well together 
with all manner of reports and policies required to support Optalis. 

Kirsty is a good ambassador with drive, determination, and 
enthusiasm to develop skills. She drives positive change at 
Optalis, whether in governance and policy management, audit 
performance, or service and colleague improvements. Kirsty 
communicates clearly and accurately to understand employee and 
business needs with her team, service staff, and management.

Kirsty has a great sense of humour. Despite challenging situations 
and tough projects to improve the way we work, she will overcome 
where and when possible, exhibiting empathy and respect to all 
within the organisation.
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Gemma Argrave (2 nominations) 
Community Social Work Team 
Gemma is enthusiastic and motivated to 
help new team members develop their skills, 
arranging time to go through processes 
integral to their work. She has been involved 
with knowledge sharing around Each Step 
Together processes, including training 
the team. Resulting in improved quality of 
work. Gemma led her peer group through 
PARIS system changes and was proactive in 
understanding how it benefits people.

Customers continually benefit from the support 
she gives to colleagues – from the right way 
of working when completing assessments 
and a consistency of approach. Gemma has 
identified how supporting peers enables 
a respectful relationship and a reciprocal 
element, identifying role-based knowledge. 
This shows Gemma’s integrity and offers her 
and her co-workers continuous development 
and growth. She leads by example and values 
her colleagues’ and customers’ contributions. 
She has worked so very hard, firstly to get to 
a senior social care practitioner, and then to 
get a social work apprenticeship. She will be a 
fantastic social worker.

Victoria (Vicki) Holt 
Community Lives 
During COVID, Community Lives was operating at minimal 
levels and much of the staff team were redeployed to assist in 
other services. Vicki worked hard to place them in appropriate 
placements and adapt and develop the day service despite 
changing restrictions. She stayed in touch with everyone during 
the pandemic and helped customers return, finding something 
for everyone and being very creative at times. She also trained 
her team so they could offer a different kind of service to customers.

Vicki developed the service throughout and beyond the pandemic. 
She has grown in her new role and stepped outside of her comfort 
zone. She’s helped develop the staff team by using everyone’s best 
skills and adjusting to various needs. 



Customer Choice 
Award

Lady Elizabeth House - Extra Care
We were so grateful that our mum got to move into Lady 
Elizabeth House and be looked after by the team. She wasn’t 
the easiest person to care for, but the team took this in their 
stride with a smile on their face. She loved each and every one 
of them and often told us of the fun she had when they were 
caring for her. We felt we lost so much time with her during 
lockdown, but we knew our mum was in good hands. Those 
last few weeks together she made some amazing memories 
not just with us, but with the support team too. They didn’t just 
care for mum but looked out for us too, we couldn’t have got 
through the tough days without them. Mum was surrounded 
by people who loved her - not just her family but all her Lady 
Elizabeth family. We don’t think there will ever be a way to 
thank them for what they did for mum and us, words just 
wouldn’t be enough. We will never forget it.
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Helen Rowell – Woodley and Earley Learning 
Disability Day Services (Community Lives) 
Helen supports me and other people at the Day Service. She is 
good at supporting people and listening to their views about how 
the Day Service should be run. She treats people with respect. 
She also gets me involved in everything, like lots of fundraising 
and how to plan the Queen’s platinum jubilee. I came to her with 
an idea about talking to the staff team about one of my festivals, 
Diwali. Helen helped me to make it happen, by helping me to put 
my presentation together. She talks to me and the others to see 
how our day has been and she is one in a million. 

This award is an
opportunity for
Optalis 
customers
to have their say
and nominate an
Optalis member of
staff for going the
extra mile.

Janet Smith – Community Mental Health Team
Janet has done so much work over the years to support me and 
my family. She has arranged training and talks about mental health 
issues, which have been such a help. Many times, talking with 
her has helped me decide how ‘manic or depressed’ my family 
member is. When you live with someone you can sometimes get 
things out of proportion or ignore the warning signs.

Comments from other members of the support group include:

- To say she’s one in a million is an understatement...not enough 
words to describe how wonderful she is...whatever state I’m in 
she’s calmed me, dealt with the situation and helped so much. 

- A lifesaver...Helped me realise that mental health is not 
something to be ashamed of... Helped me with coping techniques.

- A tower of strength...Supports us through challenging times, 
works tirelessly to always be there and makes us smile...Such a 
positive influence...Completely indispensable. 

- Always a source of support and encouragement...
Available when I’ve needed advice or to offload...
Proactive in promoting the cause for carers 
and ‘fighting in our corner’…an amazing lady, 
very professional but very caring. 

Tanya O’Donnell – Out & About
My daughter requires 1:1 support, she has global development 
delay and behaviour problems. At Earley Day Centre Tanya 
became one of her support workers. My daughter finds it hard 
adjusting to new staff but came to accept her.

Tanya started taking her out at weekends; something they both 
enjoy - she feels she is out with a friend. Last summer we decided 
she could go to Butlins with Tanya - the first weekend away in 
10 years. We were nervous, but Tanya gave us confidence. My 
daughter is a homely girl and there were tears when she left. I 
expected them home the next morning, but it worked out so well. 
Tanya kept in touch with us and they had a lovely time.

Tanya is one of the best support workers we’ve had - good at her 
job, understanding my daughter. and doing activities she enjoys. 
Bubbly, supportive, confident, positive and always smiling - she 

enjoys what she does and respects the customer. She 
does her job for them and this shows.

As parents we have confidence in Tanya, and 
I know how much she enjoys going out 

with her. 



Unsung Hero Award 

Ann Smith  
Supported Employment Service 
Ann is always there to help any of her colleagues 
and customers, she always goes the extra mile 
for anyone. She always has amazing advice and 
guidance and gives the best service to every 
client with a smile on her face. She is a wonderful 
colleague to work with and is a great asset to (SES). 

Ann is an ‘unsung hero’. She has many years of 
experience in SES and is always there to lend a 
hand to any of her team members. She is a kind 
and caring person who deserves to be recognised 
for her dedication to the service and her team.

 

Andrew McCabe 
Governance & Quality Assurance
At the height of the Covid crisis and with 
countrywide supply problems, Andy went about 
sourcing PPE with gusto - liaising with services and 
giving reassurance. With a fantastic attitude, he 
has been described as ‘a shining light of positivity.’ 
Amid a national shortage, Andy showed creativity 
and dogged determination to ensure we had the 
right quality products to keep safe.

He dealt with the complexities of multiple 
partnership requirements (regulatory and 
legislative) and formed relationships where none 
existed or were limited. He worked with calm, 
assurance, and a warmth that many responded 
to. Passionate about safety and diligent under 
pressure, Andy’s exceptional customer service to 
ensure front line safety went above and beyond - 
personally delivering PPE to services with a smile 
on his face.
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Gloria Harley Malpartida 
Mental Health and Older 
People Team
Gloria has worked for RBWM/Optalis for 
many years and is a Carers Champion. 
Always willing to help, she goes beyond 
expectations. Without her help, social 
workers and nurses would have more work.

During the pandemic Gloria continued 
supporting carers, who were struggling 
more than ever. She completed tasks such 
as shopping and supported those whose 
loved ones were on end-of-life care. 

Gloria is good at understanding financial 
implications for carers. She regularly 
supports them to maximise income 
through benefit claims and helps with 
things like lasting powers of attorney at 
the right time and runs an understanding 
dementia course for carers, sharing her 
invaluable knowledge in this area.

Barbara Bone  
Community Mental Health Team 
Barbara has worked tirelessly for Social Services 
for many years and is a terrific person. She is 
always willing to help and support and should 
receive recognition.

An unsung hero and team player with integrity and 
honesty; giving fantastic customer service to both 
clients and team members.

Karon Joseph 
Finance
Karon constantly works to ensure Optalis 
has the funding it needs where it’s needed. 
He works with service managers to 
understand contract delivery costs and has 
taken on RBWM finance work when they’ve 
been short staffed. 

Always looking to improve data and the 
way it’s presented. He researched and 
championed salary sacrifice for pensions, 
bringing savings to both staff and company. 
He is always willing to get involved in new 
initiatives.

Karon ensures financial transparency for 
staff and shareholders. Monthly meetings 
give managers the information they need. 
Close working with local authority finance 
teams means issues are ironed out quickly. 
Dedicated and hardworking, Karon helps 
other corporate teams, answering queries 
and undertaking work outside of his remit. 

This award aims 
to recognise those 
people specifically 
working in corporate 
support roles. A 
colleague who 
may work ‘behind 
the scenes’ - 
excelling at what 
they do and playing 
a vital part in our 
organisation. 
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Natalie Long (2 nominations)
Care Brokerage
Natalie is friendly, approachable and gets the job done. The 
pandemic was challenging for all teams with pressure on Care 
Brokerage to facilitate hospital discharges quickly and safely. 

Natalie ticks all the value boxes but particularly shows commitment 
to Customer Service. She listens to the needs of the client and will 
accommodate specific requests as and when possible. An example 
was when Natalie arranged for a customer to receive funded care 
in the care home his sister was a resident in. They had not seen 
each other during the pandemic, it was an emotional reunion when 
he arrived to be reunited with his sister. Natalie puts the resident 
at the heart of the decision-making process. She goes above and 
beyond to deliver a great service.

Sheila Shoebridge 
Boyn Grove Learning Disability Service 
(Community Lives)
Recently promoted to a more senior position, Sheila has done a 
brilliant job for everyone at Boyn Grove - helping to ensure daily 
operations run smoothly. Approachable, understanding and a 
good listener; her door is always open. We are a big team with a 
range of personalities and she makes time for everyone. She never 
complains, stepping up to take on additional responsibilities during 
a difficult period.

She respects customers’ needs and takes time to explain things, 
such as Covid and the new timetable. Her door is always open if a 
customer needs some time- for example, she invited a customer 
with dementia to sit in her office playing phone games, making 
him happy and taking him back to his old self. Having worked with 
customers for over 20 years, they’ll confide in her and she always 
knows if someone looks poorly or unhappy. 

Louise Munday
Westmead Day Service (Community Lives)
Louise’s positive contribution goes beyond her administrative 
duties. With impressive communication skills, enthusiasm, and 
professional demeanour; she is reliable, dedicated and eternally 
upbeat - an ideal teammate! 

She showed great attention to detail managing PPE stock, 
determination finding products and services of best quality and 
price and will help with events, even on her day off.

Always willing to help in any way and quick to alleviate pressure 
on her colleagues; Louise creates an enjoyable and rewarding 
atmosphere at Westmead. She has taken time to build relationships 
with the customers and families attending day service. She is 
proactive - paying attention to customers’ needs, offering help and 
recommendations. 



Supported Employment Team 
The team are again the top-rated Supported Employment Service 
within the South East and No 2 within England as of October 2021. 
This rating proves the dedication, resilience, commitment and 
communication with local employers and clients they support.

The team work well under pressure while ensuring the service 
users are well supported in workplaces, appointments or in the 
Skills Studio. During the lockdowns they were able to support 
all clients via remote working and continued to deliver the 
commitments to all external contracts via ‘MS Teams’.

The number of clients who obtain their goals and aspirations 
shows the team have excellent communication skills with service 
users, local businesses and our partners.

This award is 
a special 
recognition 
award given by 
David Birch, Optalis 
Chief Executive 
Officer to the 
team which has 
surpassed 
expectations 
and achieved an 
exceptional 
level of customer 
service by 
working together.
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Governance and Quality Assurance Team  
This team covers a striking breadth of work – Health and 
Safety, Quality and Compliance, Performance and Reporting, 
Data Protection and Information Governance – and they work 
across all areas of Optalis helping to keep customers, staff and 
the company’s information safe and secure. They are always 
demonstrating an urge for continuous improvement, and help 
services understand when something has gone wrong and put 
support in place to improve for the future.

The team are extremely knowledgeable and support Optalis in all 
areas, understanding risks faced and how best to mitigate them. 
Understanding the systems we use they help streamline forms 
and work with colleagues to understand what will best support 
their work. Working closely with services is a prerequisite of their 
work and everyone engages the services in the way that works 
for them, using their knowledge appropriately to bring about 
positive change.

Outstanding Team 
Effort Award
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START (Short Term Assessment & Reablement) 
Team
During a difficult year, the START team effort has been 
outstanding in order to support all customers’ journeys and 
manage their expectations. They have delivered safe care and 
treatment in spite of the dangers of Covid; worked closely 
with internal and external partners to deliver effective service, 
including exploring how to minimise falls risks. They provided 
extra calls to ensure domestic help continued when families were 
unable to provide support, ensured customers were tested for 
Covid19 when displaying symptoms and achieved GOOD overall 
rating from a very recent CQC inspection.

This team continue to demonstrate care, respect, transparency, 
customer service and continuous development. They 
enjoy their work at Optalis and how it gives them a sense of 
accomplishment.

Boyn Grove Dementia Day 
Service Team (Community Lives) 
This team have worked together to deliver 
excellent customer service to customers 
and their families and carers. Some were 
redeployed to support other services and 
others remained at the Centre to deliver a full 
programme of activities.

Their teamwork has extended to bespoke work 
with a customer’s husband to provide extra 
respite and time for recovery after illness; 
They rallied and supported each other when a 
colleague sadly and suddenly passed away in 
the office, as well as ensuring customers were 
not anxious or upset by this event.

Their customer service is exemplary; they’ll do 
anything to help. Families leave daily knowing 
their loved ones are safe and comfortable. 
Their fun, kindness, and professionalism make 
the day enjoyable for all.

Community Team for People with 
Learning Disabilities (CTPLD)
From working from home with rota office cover, 
embracing new technologies, and continuing 
to visit and support people in homes and 
services, this team have adjusted and adapted 
to unexpected changes. 

CTPLD Staff spend time developing 
relationships and often think of creative and 
sensitive ways to improve the lives of people, 
ensuring support needs are met and that the 
individual is at the centre of all we do, with 
sufficient time to consider issues and engage 
in planning.

The team provide reassurance and emotional 
support on a regular basis, helping people live 
their lives as they wish. They are respectful 
and positive in communication, seeing this as 
fundamental to providing support.

Dementia Care Advisors Team
(2 nominations) 
The team has taken on every challenge, 
adapting the service throughout the pandemic 
and reshaping it as needed, remaining 
professional throughout. Many of the things 
introduced during the pandemic are still part 
of the service, including a themed activity pack 
delivered to over 100 households and regular 
zoom activity sessions.

The team provide a vast range of support 
to find the best individual path, including 
visiting people at home, signposting, help 
with paperwork, support for carers, education 
and awareness about dementia and related 
behaviours. They demonstrate a high level 
of teamwork, cohesion, positive outlook and 
problem-solving skills, going far and beyond 
their set roles to improve the lives of our 
customers. Each team member brings their 
own skills to build the DCA into a respected 
and well used service.

The Covid pandemic presented challenges and forced changes across our organisation. 
Teams worked in new and creative ways to continue supporting our customers.

Boyn Grove Learning Disability 
Day Service Team (Community 
Lives) (2 nominations)
Though I work in a different team, I’ve seen this 
team’s positive impact on customers. They are 
joyful, fun to be with and encouraging. . The 
service offers many opportunities for inclusion 
and adapts activities to customers’ likes; one 
minute they can run an art club or music 
session, and the next they can perform an 
interactive sensory session for customers with 
more complex needs. 

This team created an environment where 
customers feel valued and are given 
opportunities to improve their quality of life 
where focus is placed on what they are able to 
do. They are committed to making a positive 
difference.  

The winner for this 
award is selected 
by the Senior 
Management Team. 



Suffolk Lodge (2 nominations)
Suffolk Lodge is a very well run, totally 
dedicated team throughout, who strive 
every minute of every day to make sure their 
residents are happy and living their best life.  
I myself took some time off due to a traumatic 
family issue, everyone was so supportive 
during my time away and when I returned.

So supportive of each other during the good 
and difficult times, a fun and happy place to 
work and a truly dedicated team who all treat 
the residents like their own family members 
and all strive to give them all the best and 
happiest day, every single day.
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Outstanding Team Effort 
CEO’s Award

22

Special Recognition 
Award

The Birches - Extra Care 
I have worked at the Birches since the service 
opened in 2018. During that time, I have been 
so impressed with how the staff team pull 
together to provide our customers with the 
best possible care. 

The Birches Team are a great team who work 
really well together. Everyone has a role 
to play in making sure we provide a great 
service. Recently we have struggled with staff 
shortages, but the team have pulled together 
to cover shifts at short notice. 

If I had to pick one core value for the team it 
would be Customer Service. They are always 
trying to fulfil the customers’ needs. They are 
proactive in helping customers to resolve any 
struggles they have. They also understand our 
customers and use their intuition to pick up 
and act on things the customers may  
not say.

STS&R (Short Term Support & 
Rehabilitation) Team
STS&R mobilised and adapted quickly to 
the changes required by Covid. Each team 
member plays a crucial role in delivering 
high-quality care with respect, dignity, and 
kindness. Despite increased workload and 
reduced team size (due to isolating staff), 
the team treated each client with sensitivity, 
courtesy, and kindness.

The team took initiative and pride in solving 
problems and improving services. Ad-hoc 
shopping and laundry calls helped those 
without family maintain nutrition and hygiene.

The team partnered with hospitals to 
allow them to discharge patients into the 
community, offering support by taking 
additional shifts and making sure everyone 
had the PPE required to support patients at 
this time. 

EXTRA CARE – FOSTERS: Ardele Shaw, Carol 
Kleiren, Claire Jacobs and Pearl Gordon
This team have been recognised for their outstanding response 
to a serious incident, which occurred at Fosters. They acted 
quickly to resolve the situation, working and supporting each 
other and the people they support. These staff went above 
and beyond their role to protect the customers, and each 
other, in extreme circumstances. Their actions on this day were 
brave, caring and compassionate. Due to the unique nature of 
this event, it was felt that the team should be acknowledged 
separately with a special category award.

We are not able to share further details, due to the sensitivity of 
the incident.

 

A final word
It is a pleasure to recognise the positive efforts of our team 
members. All the finalists excel in what they do. I would like 
to thank them all, the winners and the runners up, for making 
Optalis a great place to work and to receive support.

In addition, my thanks go to everyone who took the time to 
make a nomination. Our STAR Awards are only made possible 
by the people who take the time to nominate. The teams and 
individuals included in this booklet are representative of the 
fantastic work being undertaken by Optalis colleagues every 
day, and we are grateful to the people who recognised these 
endeavours.

I’d also like to extend a word of thanks to our judging panel – 
Kirsty ElSayed (Human Resources), Anjum Sheikh (Care Quality 
Assurance), Fatmata Mansaray (Community Social Work Team), 
Kathleen Springer (Extra Care) and the Chair, Jodie Reichelt - 
who had the very difficult task of choosing our winners from 
such a high-performing field of nominees.

Finally, a thank you to everyone in attendance today. Whether 
you are here as a nominee, a nominator, or to cheer on the 
finalists, thank you for coming to our STAR Awards Ceremony.

Cllr Stuart Carroll

Optalis Ltd Board Member



Optalis is a local authority trading company owned by and 
providing adult social care on behalf of the Royal Borough of 
Windsor and Maidenhead and Wokingham Borough Council
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