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New Initiative Helps Build Supported
Education Efforts Around the State

By Elisa Ludwig

ith undiagnosed bipolar
disorder, Jimmy Members
couldn’t keep up with his
college classes and missed
them for weeks at a time.

When he lost his scholar-
ship, he dropped out of West Chester
University. Twenty-five years later,
with the help of supported education,
he is back in school at Community
College of Philadelphia.

“I always wanted to go back to
school, but I was afraid that, with the
stress and my depression, I wouldn’t
be able to manage it,” Members said.
“I didn’t have a problem finding a job
over the years without a degree, but I
was never able to start a career.”

Career opportunity is an integral
component of the recovery process,
but many people with serious
mental illnesses miss out on

the chance to go to college and Supported education is
widely thought to be an
important tool in the fight
to help consumers stay on
the path to recovery.

prepare properly for the work-
ing world. Supported educa-
tion, a set of services to help
place and keep individuals in
post-secondary schools, is
widely thought to be an im-
portant tool in the fight to
help consumers stay on the
path to recovery.

Now the Pennsylvania Of-
fice of Mental Health and Substance
Abuse Services is working to dissemi-
nate the supported education model
around the state.

“Supported education for people
with mental illness basically came out
of the psychiatric rehabilitation move-
ment. If you're talking about people
recovering and living their life in the
community, education has to be an
important part of that,” said Arlene
Solomon, director of employment ser-

vices at Horizon House in Philadelphia.
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Supported education calls for spe-
cialized staff to help students plan
their educational program in an inte-
grated setting. (In earlier models, peo-
ple with mental illnesses often re-
ceived job training or higher education
in segregated classrooms.) Specialists
provide career supports, financial aid
assistance, help with mental health
services, information on rights and
resources, mentoring, tutoring, and
other academic help.

Research Shows Promise

To date, the research on the effec-
tiveness of supported education shows
promising results, though evidence is
still emerging. The Boston University
(BU) Center for Psychiatric Rehabili-
tation has conducted a systematic re-

view of the research on supported edu-
cation over the past 20 years and
found preliminary evidence suggesting
that supported education can make a
difference in helping individuals with
psychiatric disabilities reach their edu-
cational goals. Based on this initial
review, experts believe that the right
supports can help — and that, with fur-
ther research on supported education
services, there will be more funding
and advocacy to promote such efforts
around the country.
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“Though these aren’t randomized
controlled trials, the literature is so
promising that the Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Admini-
stration (SAMHSA) is planning to
adopt supported education as an evi-
dence-based practice,” said Dr. Mark
Salzer, director of the University of
Pennsylvania Collaborative on Com-
munity Integration of Individuals with
Psychiatric Disabilities.

Because its review of the litera-
ture found a lack of rigorous evidence
indicating that supported education
results in more individuals with psy-
chiatric disabilities earning advanced
degrees or certificates, or that it leads
to higher employment rates, the Sup-
ported Education Study Group at the
BU Center for Psychiatric Rehabilita-

tion has called for additional
research on the effectiveness
of supported education mod-
els. Salzer is currently con-
ducting a two-year con-
trolled randomized study
of supported education in
New Jersey in partnership
with the University of
Medicine and Dentistry of
New Jersey. “In the mean-
time, we know that supported
housing, supported employ-
ment and supported socialization are
effective, so the technology underlying
supported education — providing sup-
ports — is effective.”

Few Formal Programs

In Pennsylvania, there are few
formal programs devoted to supported
education. Horizon House’s Education
Plus program, which began in January
2002 with funding from The Pew
Charitable Trusts and the Philadelphia
Department of Behavioral Health, is

... continued on page 8
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.. continued from page 7

“If you’re talking about people

recovering and living their life in the
community, education has to be an

important part of that.”

widely considered the state leader and
is one of the largest supported educa-
tion programs in the country. IFash-
ioned on SAMHSA’s best practices
model, Education Plus follows a mo-
bile support model, operating onsite
at schools rather than from a mental
health services agency.

Someone They Can Count On

“We liken our educational spe-
cialists to educational case managers,”
Solomon said. “They help students
deal with any issues that may pose a
challenge to remaining in school and
being successful. Some of the biggest
issues we see are time management
and self-esteem, as many students
have had a prior negative experience
in school and feel fearful. They need
someone they can count on who will
be there when their anxiety acts up.”

Education Plus specialists remain
in biweekly contact with the 55 stu-
dents they serve every semester,
though that contact may increase
around exam or
class registration
time. Collectively,
students attend 14
schools and cer-
tificate programs
in the region, in-
cluding Temple
University,
Drexel University
and St. Joseph’s
University; and
some are in graduate programs. Solo-
mon said Education Plus is trying to
reach out to more trade and technical
schools as well.

Much of the assistance the pro-
gram provides is logistical. Specialists

can help point students toward the
college’s Office of Disabilities for spe-
cial accommodations (longer test-
taking time, for example); psychiatric
services; or welfare or housing re-
sources. “If a student calls and says, ‘I
got a bad grade on a test and I want
to drop this class,” we will counsel
them about all of their options. Drop-
ping the class might aftect their finan-
cial aid, for example. If a student is
hospitalized in the middle of a semes-
ter, we will make sure someone on
staff meets with their instructor and
gets their assignments so the student
can still complete their work,” Solo-
mon said.

Statewide Replication

Soon, the Education Plus model
will be replicated around the state.
With new funding from a Medicaid
Infrastructure Grant, Horizon House
is providing technical assistance to
several counties for the development
of supported education projects.

“She was struggling with her

classes and ready to drop out.

We worked with her and she
graduated with honors.”

“We've been setting up cross-
disability collaboratives in Erie,
Wilkes-Barre and Harrisburg, and
doing trainings around the state, in
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, State Col-
lege, Johnstown and Scranton. We're
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thankful that OMHSAS has been
very supportive of this work and
has provided additional funding,”
Solomon said. The organization’s
efforts have also been supported by
those who head cross-disability
offices and organizations, including
Ed Butler, executive director of the
Governor's Cabinet and Advisory
Committee for People with Dis-
abilities, and Gene Bianco, president
and CEO of the Pennsylvania Asso-
ciation of Rehabilitation Facilities
(PARF).

At this writing, a one-day sym-
posium is planned for June 24, 2010,
in Harrisburg, at which Solomon and
other speakers will be sharing lessons
learned, while a panel of students will
speak about their own experiences
with supported education. Education
Plus is also putting together a guide
tor providers to help students connect
with the right resources.

“The goal is to bring stake-
holders together and create collabora-
tives that are self-sustaining so they
can continue to work toward this
model without necessarily establish-
ing a formal program,” said Emily
McNair, manager of communications
and development at Horizon House.

The good news is that supported
education does not necessarily need a
dedicated program. Services can be
established in existing institutions
and agencies
simply by mak-
ing links and
connections.
“There are many
things people
can do without
setting up a for-
mal supported
education pro-
gram,” Solomon
said. “Existing
case managers can devote a portion of
their time to supports for education.
It doesn’t necessarily have to cost a
lot of money — it’s really about chang-
ing the culture and setting goals for
education and employment.”

... continued on page 9
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Education Plus graduation and end-of-year celebration at CCP in May 2009

Salzer has found that Education
Plus students stayed in more than 90
percent of the classes they signed up
for and had a GPA of 3.1, both of
which reflected a significantly better
performance than that of the general
student population.

Solomon said she’s continually
seeing success stories. One woman
was referred to Education Plus from
the Office of Disabilities at Commu-

got a full scholarship to a four-year
college, where she studied psychology
and was very successtul.”

Jimmy Members is deep into his
second year, attending school full
time and majoring in behavioral
health. He’s also an officer of the Be-
havioral Health Club on campus. He
plans to work with at-risk youth after
graduating.

“One of the major challenges was

dealing with my insecurity about
measuring up to college standards,”
he said. “I also had to learn to write
my papers on computers — they were-
n't around when I was in college last
time. But having the support along
the way, having someone who really
understands what I'm going through,
has been great. I would have never
imagined this would be possible, and
it’s been an awesome ride.”

nity College of Philadelphia. “She was
struggling with her classes and ready
to drop out. We worked with her and
she graduated with honors and then

Boston University’s literature review of supported education can be found at
hitp.//drrk.bu.edu/research-syntheses/psychiatric-disabilities/supported-education
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