
F A I R W E L L  T O  J E N  

Philadelphia Mental 
Health First Aid Unit 

It is with regret and great appre-

ciation that we announce    

Jennifer Sears has stepped 

down as Director of Mental 

Health First Aid effective Au-

gust 29th. She has joined a con-

sulting group dedicated to the 

transformation of behavioral 

health systems throughout the 

country. This opportunity will 

not only allow her to expand on 

the work she has done on Phila-

delphia’s transformation, but 

also give her more time with 

her family. We wish Jen and 

her family well and are grateful 

for the leadership and vision 

she has provided the Mental 

Health First Aid Initiative.  

We will keep you updated on 

the future leadership of the 

MHFA unit and will continue 

to support the efforts of all vol-

unteer instructors. While we go 

through this transition please 

contact Shemiah Cooper, she-

miah.s.cooper@phila.gov for 

any of your MHFA needs. 

GOOD LUCK JEN!!!  
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Good news everyone, our research contract 

with Drexel’s School of Public Health has been 

extended! We will continue the three- and six-

month evaluations while expanding into other 

avenues as well. Planning has begun to syn-

chronize the various forms of data already col-

lected, such as Aider demographic information 

and training location with available treatment 

and referral data within the system. We plan to 

map the spread of MHFA and overlay this with 

service delivery information, crime statistics, 

and many other potential impact crite-

ria. Please continue to inform Aiders 

about the Drexel study and insure all 

information is clearly completed on 

sign-in sheets. 

Drexel Research and Evaluation 

Training   

suggestions? 
Contacts, Ideas 

Send them to your PA 

The Honorariums Continue 

More good news! We currently still have access 

to funds for the honorariums. Please remember 

you must complete the expected three (3) vol-

unteer trainings within the particular curricu-

lum (Adult/Youth) to be eligible. The three 

trainings must be completed within each calen-

dar year of your instructor anniversary date (for 

many that is July or August) before you can 

request the honorarium. Any questions about 

the policy or to check you eligibility please con-

tact your assigned Program Analyst.  



Mental health challenges affect all of society in some 

way, shape, or form especially college students who are in their 

late teens or early twenties, the age where disorders manifest. 

In fact, studies show suicide is the third leading cause of death 

for college age students. The Philadelphia Department of Behav-

ioral Health and Intellectual disAbility Services’ Mental Health 

First Aid Unit (MHFA) aims to teach the public how to respond in 

a mental health emergency and offer support to someone who 

appears to be in emotional distress. The department especially 

focuses on reaching out to train those who may have daily inter-

actions with people encountering a mental health emergency.  

Recently, The Mental Health First Aid Unit has aimed to 

start training on campus resident assistants. RAs are constantly 

relied on for addressing students’ needs, and are likely to be the 

first responders to a student who is showing warning signs of a 

developing behavioral health challenge or crisis.  

In offering the free MHFA training to RAs, Mental Health 

First Aid hopes to equip them with the knowledge and skills 

needed to identify, understand, and respond to signs and symp-

toms of mental illness or substance use disorder. Participants 

learn the 5-step ALGEE action plan which is administered until 

appropriate treatment and support are received or until the 

crisis is resolved and also receive a free MHFA training manual. 

 During an interview with Mental Health First Aid, Kate-

lyn Deeds, a resident assistant for St. Joseph University speaks of 

her personal experiences and opinions surrounding mental 

health in the campus community.  

“I most definitely do think that there is a stigma sur-

rounding mental health especially in the college community.  

There is not much awareness of how mental illness can affect a 

person and how prevalent it is.  I also believe there is a notion 

that just because a person suffers from a mental illness that they 

cannot be involved in the community.  With education of preva-

lent mental illnesses, I believe this stigma could be broken down 

and there would be more support for this population on college 

campuses,” said Deeds.  

 One of MHFA’s main goals is to reduce the stigma sur-

rounding mental health, so that it can be more easily spoken 

about, confronted and addressed. There is no shame in opening 

up about a mental health challenge and by training Resident 

Assistants as Mental Health First Aiders, a sense of open com-

munication within Philadelphia’s college campuses and commu-

nities can be created.  

 Katelyn also claimed she had a female student who was 

suffering from depression and was engaging in self harm. “She 

was in need of a person to confide in and wanted to get help. 

She did not like taking her medication because she felt that they 

changed her personality, so I put her in contact with the school’s 

psychological services.”  

 In this situation, Katelyn did the correct thing by listen-

ing patiently and nonjudgmentally followed by getting the stu-

dent in contact with a professional, but not all RA’s hold this 

knowledge. Through the 5-step ALGEE action plan, the Mental 

Health First Aid Training teaches aiders to assess for risk of sui-

cide or harm, listen nonjudgmentally, give reassurance and in-

formation, encourage professional help, and encourage self-help 

and other support strategies. It is crucial for someone to under-

stand how to administer appropriate support until the crisis is 

resolved. 

 Katelyn explained how, “It is extremely difficult to look 

at a peer who is suffering from something that is unfamiliar to 

you and make sure they are comfortable.  I was very uncomfort-

able with following up with these students…”  Katelyn believes if 

she had MHFA training prior to becoming an RA that would not 

have been as difficult.    

 

 Katelyn truly enjoys being a Resident Assistant, and 

believes Mental Health First Aid would be a valuable tool to her 

and other RAs nationwide. “Students would come to us looking 

for support and resources.  I believe that with further training 

(MHFA) students would recognize their RA as someone who is 

knowledgeable on these topics and knows how to handle them 

so they would be even more to seek out their RA.” 

 

Resident Assistant Sees MHFA as a Valuable  

Training for Colleges Nationwide by Melissa Gansz MHFA Intern 



N E W  A N D  U P C O M I N G  C U R R I C U L U M S  

The wonderful people at the National Council for Behavioral 

Health have been busy kolas lately. They have rolled out the Law 

Enforcement, Corrections, & Public Safety; Spanish adaptation; Mili-

tary, Veterans, & 

Their Families; and 

Higher Education 

modules. Still to 

come are the Faith-

Based Communities 

and Older Adults. 

These modules are 

designed for instruc-

tors who have par-

ticular backgrounds 

with the areas and intend to train similar populations. All are based 

off the General/Adult Curriculum (sorry Youth Instructors). If you 

are interested in obtaining the patch certification for these modules 

please visit MentalHealthFirstAid.org, download and follow the 

webinar, and take the quiz. When completed let your assigned 

program analyst know and we can order the supplemental materi-

als for you. 

Additionally we have received an Australian supplement designed 

for those who work with people diagnosed with intellectual disA-

bilities. This is not approved for use here in the United States, but 

can be a good resource if you plan to train organizations in this 

field. If you are interested in reviewing this document please con-

tact your assigned program 

analyst. Again, you cannot 

use this material to supple-

ment the MHFA curricu-

lum, but it can help you as 

an instructor.  

N U M B E R S ,  N U M B E R S ,  N U M B E R S  

We could not end this newsletter without letting you know the impact you are making. As of August 29th you all have successfully 

trained 5,692 Aiders. We have added 35 new instructors bringing our total to 160 and still more joining the week of September 15th. 

According to National Council’s numbers Pennsylvania now has the second most Aiders and Instructors in the nation. 

 

Thank you for your service and dedication in changing the scope of mental health literacy here in Philadelphia. With your help we 

know we can be successful in achieving our next goal of 10,000 trained Aiders by June 30th, 2015. So, wherever you are reading this 

stand up and give yourself and fellow instructors a round of applause. Shout, “we have 5,692 Aiders ready to help those in need!” If 

anyone looks at you funny tell them they too can join a movement to change the world, and of course, direct them to HealthMind-

sPhilly.org to sign up for a training. 


