The Mental Health Worker Career Training

In conjunction with a workgroup of providers and working with two local community colleges and two local workforce investment systems, the Levitan Center at JHU has fostered the initiation of a pilot training program for entry level workers in the industry. This pilot is currently operating in Baltimore and Anne Arundel counties. A brief summary of how the program works is provided below.
Overview:  A key direct service position that demonstrates one of the highest levels of turnover for many providers in the industry is the position of rehabilitation counselor (called several different job titles depending on the provider). This position typically does not require extensive experience or credentials for the majority of providers, yet the position involves many skills and comes with significant responsibility, often greater that is reflected in what agencies are able to pay in salaries. For many workers in the position it is viewed as a job with limited career advancement opportunities.
The pilot project represents an educational initiative for this position designed to provide enhanced career opportunities and to have a positive impact on the turnover rates that industry experiences with this position. It is a two stage (spanning two to three years) program that employees/students who were hired by the participating providers take part in while they work. At the end of  the first stage the employee/student is awarded a certificate (as well as a wage increase). At the end of the second stage the employee/student has completed the requirements for an AA degree and, if they so desire, they can move on to a four year degree program.

The program was implemented via the following steps:

1. An Enhanced Work Study Program Leading to an AA Degree is Designed:  First, providers from the industry worked with an existing community college which offered an Associate's degree in Mental Health to create an integrated work-study program based on industry and provider needs.  An additional goal of this step was to capture the learning that routinely takes place on-the-job by workers in this entry level job so that it could be documented and incorporated as a part of the course. In turn this on-the-job experience is counted as a portion of the credits needed to complete the AA degree. A part of this effort included exploring alternative educational delivery methods that make this work-study program more accessible for the employee/students.
2. Identification of Resources for the Program:  The providers, the college and the local workforce investment organization explored various resources  that are available for providing tuition assistance for the employee/students.  The approximate annual cost of the program is $50,000 for 15 employee/students.  Options such as Pell Grants, WIA resources, employer contributions, Maryland Business Works and other resources are all potential avenues for support.

3. Program Recruitment and Implementation:  Once resources were identified and secured, the providers with the appropriate assistance from the workforce organization and the college recruited employee/students for the program, hired them if they were not already employed, and the program began. 

4. Expansion and Future Direction: The MHA transformation office and the Levitan Center want to work with CBH to expand this community college-state agency-provider agency partnership. Agencies currently involved recommend that a focus remain the training of incumbent or recently hired rehab staff. But it could be extended to potential staff including peers who are interested in working in PRPs. A question is: is there enough interest by CBH members and is there a sufficient pool of current or potential rehab staff to warrant further investment of resources in expanding community college rehab staff training? 

