
UPCOMING EVENTS

GMHCN Board Meetings
Face-to-Face
Macon, GA, 
May 18, 2018

St. Simons Island, GA
AAugust 20, 2018

Cordele, GA
October 18-19, 2018

Conference Call
July 17, 2018

RCO Symposia
Jesup, GA, May 18, 2018
Sandy SprinSandy Springs, GA, May 19, 
2018

Georgia Peer
Support Institutes
Unicoi State Park
Helen, GA May 8-10, 2018

Epworth by the Sea
SSt. Simons Island, GA
November 14-16, 2018

2018 Certified Peer 
Specialist Trainings
Augusta, GA, June 11-21 
Columbus, GA Sept. 10-20
Savannah, Oct. 15-25
AAtlanta, GA Dec. 10-20

Mental Health America 
Conference
Washington, DC
June 14-16, 2018

PPsychiatric Rehabilitation 
Assoc. Wellness and 
Recovery Summit
Denver, CO
June 15-18, 2018

Alternatives Conference
Washington, DC
July July 29-August 3, 2018

Georgia Mental Health 
Consumer Network 
Annual Conference
St Simons Island, GA 
August 21-23, 2018

A MILESTONE IN PEER SUPPORT:
THE PEER SUPPORT AND WELLNESS CENTER TURNS 10

MENTAL HEALTH DAY AT THE CAPITOL: ADVOCACY IN ACTION

Over 125 people joined together to celebrate the 10th anniversary of the opening of the Peer Support and Wellness 
Center of Decatur on March 16th, when they were welcomed by the Church of Decatur Heights for a day of fun and 
fellowship. Peers from across the state, including from each of the Peer Support, Wellness, and Respite Centers in 
Bartow County, Colquitt County, Henry County, and White County, joined in the festivities. 
PPeers from throughout the Metro area, including from the DeKalb Mental Health Court, participated in a full day of 
activities, which started off with karaoke and field games. An on-site art project was facilitated by the Georgia 
Certified Peer Specialist Project’s own Sam Rapier, who helped participants create a unique painting showing their 
vision of a universe of opportunity. A food truck arrived with cheeseburgers, veggie burgers, chicken fingers and 
fries, which everyone got to eat outdoors thanks to the perfect spring weather. 
MMany dear friends and colleagues showed up to mark the occasion, including Florence Daniels, CPS, who brought a 
group of veterans from the Veterans Administration. From Community Friendship we were joined by Kevin Cook, 
CPS; Anikia Jawara, PSR Program Unit Coordinator; and Janet Reasons, CPS, and GMHCN Board Member. e 
Georgia Council on Substance Abuse also turned out in force with Neil Campbell, GCSA Executive Director, Owen 
Dougherty, GCSA Deputy Executive Director, and Karen Daniel, CARES Liaison. Staff from GMHCN’s own 
programs, including the Respect Institute, Recovery Focused Transformation Team, Georgia Consumer Council, 
anand Wellness Recovery Action Plan were also on hand to join in the festivities and share information about their 
programs with peers.

e day was topped off with cake and candy, but in the 
words of Sherry Jenkins Tucker, “e sweetest part was 
getting to see everyone coming together to celebrate this 
really remarkable achievement. We never imagined when 
the Peer Support and Wellness Center opened its doors 
that we would touch as many lives as we have, and seeing 
everyone gathered here today reminds of the real impact 
wewe’ve had.” 
anks for the success of the event go out to the dedicated 
staff  and Director of the Peer Support and Wellness Center 
of Decatur, Aisha Northington, and to Roz Hayes, 
Statewide Coordinator of the Peer Support, Wellness, and 
Respite Centers. eir dedication to the peers they serve 
was evident throughout the day, on their smiling faces, as 
well as those of the peers.

Mental Health Day at the Capitol was January 23rd this year, and it was a superb day. Georgia’s 
Behavioral Health Services Coalition works throughout the year to make this a fun and productive day 
for Georgia’s behavioral health community, and this year was really special. Ms. Norma Perkins, a 
RESPECT Institute graduate, got the day off to a great start with her inspiring story of recovery, and 
was followed by Judy Fitzgerald, Commissioner of Georgia’s Department of Behavioral Health and 
Developmental Disabilities, whose impassioned voice reminded us how important it is to have a 
champion for the behavioral health community in her role at DBHDD.

Peers from every corner of the state swarmed the Capitol building 
with a message of hope and recovery, encouraging our legislators to 
provide more funding, and protect our rights, as people living with 
behavioral health concerns. If you are interested in helping plan for 
next year’s event, or joining the Behavioral Health Services Coalition, 
please email info@gmhcn for more information.
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RESPECT Institute 
2018 Graduations

Decatur, April 12
Athens, April 19
Atlanta, April 26
Decatur, May 3
Augusta, May 24

RESPRESPECT Institute 
graduations are an 
excellent opportunity to 
experience firshand the 
transformative power of 
the RESPECT Institute. 
Call the GMHCN office 
for mofor more information.

A DAY IN THE LIFE IN DECATURAn inside look in what happens at Peer Support, Wellness, and 
Respite Centers.

THE RESPECT INSTITUTE IS GROWING

e ten years since the Peer Support and Wellness Center in Decatur opened have been truly remarkable. A simple accounting of 
people served cannot tell the story of the ways in which lives have been impacted, of how meaningful this place and the people in 
it have become to the peers served by it.  In that ten years, as the Peer Support and Wellness Center has grown and adapted to the 
needs of the people it serves, some things (such as the daily schedule) have changed, while the core (peer support) has remained 
the same. We recently sat down with Aisha Northington, Director of the Peer Support and Wellness Center, to learn what a 
typical day there looks like. is is what she had to say:

“There really isn’t a typical day at the Peer Support and Wellness Center. Every day brings new faces and new opportunities. But 
in general, since we operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, there is always a staff member here to support our respite guests. e 
dayshift staff members arrive at 7am to begin their shift, and catch up with the nightshift worker about what has been going on 
since the previous day. While they are preparing for the day, and to welcome peers visiting for the day (between 10am and 6pm), 
one or more of the respite guests from the three respite rooms will usually wake up and begin their day with a cup of coffee and 
brbreakfast. Respite guests prepare their own meals with groceries they select with funds provided to them by the Center. 
e first scheduled daily activity for respite guests and peers from the community is at 11 or 11:30am on weekdays, and 
depending on the day of the week that can mean a trip to the YMCA, bowling at Comet Bowling Lanes, or a peer support wellness 
activity like Wellness Recovery Action Plan or Trauma Informed Peer Support. Respite guests are not required to participate in 
the daily activities, but if they are not looking for employment or engaged in some other type of self-care, they usually do join in. 
After lunch (which daily participants bring for themselves), there are wellness activities here at the Center, which can include 
mumusic or crafts, or focus on spirituality. ere are wellness activities for the LGBT community, Double Trouble in Recovery 
Meetings, and time for focused support services for housing support and financial planning.
roughout the day, people will show up for Model Introductions, which include a tour and Proactive Interviews, where peers 
who may need respite in the future come to introduce themselves to us and learn about the services we offer here. We go grocery 
shopping with our respite guests throughout the week, and we provide MARTA cards for respite guests to make it to 
appointments and access services. We are receiving calls on our warm line all day,  providing peer support over the phone, so 
there’s always more than one staff member here during the day.

Our peers from the community leave for the evening when the Center closes at 
6pm. Our respite guests have the rest of the evening to themselves, including the 
opportunity to participate in a Respite Support meeting that happens at 8pm 
daily. ey can fix their evening meal at any time, and utilize the Center 
resources.
WWeekends start a little earlier, usually around 10am and there’s bingo and all 
kinds of games. If it’s football or basketball or even baseball season, there’s a 
crowd around the television. And on holiday weekends, we always do a big meal 
at 2pm, and most any holiday a family would celebrate, we celebrate—Memorial 
Day, Labor Day, July 4th, Christmas, Easter, anksgiving. We’ll celebrate most 
anything around here. We love to see our peers smiling.”

The four other Peer Support, Wellness, and Respite Centers across the state have their own schedules and rhythms that respond 
to and reflect their communities, but all were built from the model established so successfully in Decatur. To learn more about the 
services available at the Center nearest you, please visit our website at gmhcn.org or call toll-free 888-945-1414.

e RESPECT Institute of Georgia is a 3.5 day training program that supports participants in developing the skills 
necessary to transform their experiences of mental health or substance use challenges - and cross-disabilities - into 
inspirational and educational presentations. RI participants learn to organize, construct, and customize their 
personal stories so they can deliver them in diverse venues such as conferences, management meetings, employee 
orientations, university classrooms, peer-run organizations, civic meetings, and continuing education programs. e 
RI empowers participants by acknowledging, honoring, and valuing their personal experiences and insights. 
rough this recognition and acceptance, participants reclaim their sense of self and they own their personal 
experiences without shame or embarrassment. Ultimately, participants become instrumental in alleviating stigma in 
the general public, in advancing the message of recovery and independent living, and in educating the next 
generation of healthcare professionals.
e RESPECT Institute of Georgia Team is wrapping up its sixth year. To date, over 1,000 individuals graduated 
from the RESPECT Institute and graduates have presented their stories of hope, recovery and independent living to 
over 100,000 people in Georgia.
To learn more about the RESPECT Institute of Georgia, contact Jen Banathy, the RESPECT Institute 
Organizational Development Coordinator at 404-687-9487 or jen@gmhcn.org.

BY THE NUMBERS
246 Number of individuals who received 
overnight respite service last year in Decatur.

5,243  Number of individuals who 
participated in daily activities in Decatur.

6,143   Number of Warm Line calls  
answered by peers at the Peer Support and 
Wellness Center in Decatur.
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THE PATH TO WELLNESS
How we got to where we are, in our own words.

What is life like for you now?
A friend came to my house for the first time last week and said, “is is nice.” I replied, “A long way from my hooptie,” a car I literally had 
to evict squirrels from so I could move in. When we had the cold snap this winter, I was so grateful to have heat and a bed. I don’t take it 
for granted. Today I know how to take care of myself and that usually starts by making sure I check in with trusted friends. I seek 
balance. My family trusts me, I was able to take my brother who has IDD and lives in Detroit, to see the Grand Canyon at Christmas 
and nothing in my life makes me happier than to hear Michael laughing. We had a blast. 

What keeps you hopeful?
Knowing every time we help or listen to someone else, or it may be as simple as acknowledging someone, we are making a difference. It 
may not happen on our time frame or we may never even see it happen but we’ve planted the seed. Someone else may water it and tend 
to it but we all help each other. 

What challenges were you facing before you discovered peer support?
I I was alone, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. I was estranged from my family. I had long lost 
my job, been evicted from my apartment, and my car was repossessed. I had lost the ability for 
anyone, including myself to trust me. I was tired and cold. A blanket is no match for the cold of a 
Michigan Winter and it’s exhausting to live with no purpose. My life didn’t start like this and I 
had only faded memories of laughter and hardly any at all of self-worth. When I decided I 
couldn’t continue existing as I was any longer, I made one last phone call that started the ripple in 
the pond. From that call, I was taken to the ER, then a Crisis Residential Unit, then a Treatment 
fafacility, then a ¾ house as I was homeless and had no other place to turn. 

Many of you have reached out over the past few weeks to express concern for our dear friend and colleague Mariam 
Abdul-Aziz's husband AJ, who has been experiencing significant health challenges. We remain hopeful and grateful 
that AJ has pulled through, there are some difficult times ahead for them. AJ remains in the hospital as of this 
writing, and he has lost his feet, one hand, and fingers on his remaining hand, as a result of septic shock. For those 
asking what you may do to help, a GoFundMe page has been established to help pay for the prosthetic devices and 
continuing care that AJ will need as a result of his recent amputations, as well as the extraordinary expenses 
asassociated with the seven weeks (to date) that he has spent in Intensive Care at Emory University Hospital.

e link to AJ’s GoFundMe page is https://www.gofundme.com/ajbrailsford

If you wish to receive updates on AJ’s health, please sign up to be part of his CaringBridge page. e link is 
https://www.caringbridge.org/visit/ajbrailsford

Mariam has remained in contact with the GMHCN office, and wanted us to extend her gratitude on behalf her family. She has not been able to respond 
to every call, text, and email she has received, but she appreciates your thoughts, prayers, and support as she and her family begin this next chapter.

What helped you move forward? 
12 step (off and on). Nature. Friends. Medication (off and on). Pets. Music. Laughter. Connection. Spirituality. Truly white knuckling it 
and moving a muscle, by watching my roommates at the ¾ house sell drugs and themselves, by understanding some are in our life for a 
moment, a season, or a reason and learning to be ok with that. Learning to trust myself by accepting its ok to make mistakes and 
continually stepping out of my comfort zone to grow. 
e e first person who believed in me was the therapist I had to see as part of my treatment at the ¾ house. I trusted her and she instilled 
in me belief that I was not defined by my illness. I became a CPS in Michigan because she told me about the job and thought I would be 
good at it. Who else helped me?  e guys that I rode the 450 bus down Woodward in Detroit so I could listen to their experience, the 
guys who lived at the Sal Army next to the Sal store I worked at, the women who lived in my ¾ house and then the ¾ house I managed 
for a year. Both those who were on their Recovery Journey and those who veered on and off, my Mom by loving me to know I need to 
brbring kindred souls home to family meals until I felt strong enough to walk in the door alone, a friend from California who supports me 
no matter what, the women who waited for me to join them in their walk. By not being afraid to know I can’t do it all and asking for and 
accepting help. By learning to laugh again, by reading and to be honest, fighting like hell knowing that’s where I would be if I didn’t 
continue moving forward. 

Jean Olshefsky, CPS
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A note from Sherry
e recent and horrific school shooting in Parkland, Florida started many conversations across the country about school safety, 
the second amendment, and other issues that fall outside of what the Georgia Mental Health Consumer Network is charged by 
its members with addressing. However, one issue was raised that could potentially impact many Georgians, and that is the 
prospect of building or reopening mental institutions. We take seriously any threat to the life, liberty, or pursuit of happiness of 
any of our fellow citizens, but particularly those who are most vulnerable because of behavioral health concerns. In Georgia, 
whwhere the memory of Central State Hospital still haunts people who were involuntarily committed there, as well as the families 
of many who died there, we must be especially wary of any return to thinking of asylums as repositories for people with 
behavioral health concerns. 
We do not disagree with the assessment that more resources are needed for behavioral health care. We believe strongly that 
additional funding is needed to support Georgians across the behavioral health spectrum. We know that there are too many 
individuals with behavioral health concerns in Georgia’s jails and prisons because they were not able to access appropriate mental 
health care. 
In 1955, over 560,000 Americans were institutionalized in public psychiatric hospitals—and a disproportionate number of them 
were in Georgia. At one point there were over 12,000 individuals in Central State Hospital alone (not including the other 
psychiatric hospitals around the state). e Community Mental Health Act of 1963 was the beginning of change in how 
Americans with mental health challenges receive treatment here, and we have made improvements, but we still have a long way 
to go.
e e Peer Support and Wellness Center of Decatur discussed in this issue of e Pipeline is just one example of how our 
communities can provide innovative, humane opportunities for people with behavioral health concerns to lead productive lives of 
independence and self-determination. As Executive Director of the Georgia Mental Health Consumer Network, it is my solemn 
duty to advocate for the rights of Georgians with behavioral health concerns, and I hope you will join me in encouraging our 
leaders to continue to pursue pathways to recovery and wellness, such as community-based peer support, that honor the rights of 
every citizen. 

Georgia Mental Health Consumer Network
246 Sycamore Street, Suite 260
Decatur, GA 30030

(Return Service Requested)

e Pipeline is funded by 
DBHDD and is 

published 4 times a year by the
Georgia Mental Health 
Consumer Network

246 Sycamore St., Suite 260
DDecatur, GA 30030

404-687-9487 or 800-297-6146
office@gmhcn.org
www.gmhcn.org

E. Joseph Sanders, President
Sharon Jenkins Tucker, 
Executive Director

CChris Johnson, Pipeline Editor
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