
Hand Peer Mentoring and the Peer Workforce to 

Create Foundations for Living and Learning: 

An occupation focused framework for 

implementing Life Skills programs for people 

with complex needs 

 

 

 
Susan Beach – Peer Worker and Student 

Lee-Arna Howle, Manager Rehabilitation and Recovery 

Services 

Australian Community Support Organisation 

At ACSO, our vision is a safe and inclusive community, freed of crime and 

prisons and our mission is to help people transition from prison, assist them in 

the community, stop them from reoffending and to divert others from committing 

crime.  



“Thanks ACSO... For 

listening and valuing my 

input” 

“Thanks ACSO, for  

Creating Another 

Chance for me.” 

“Thanks ACSO, for 

allowing me to use 

my experience to 

help others.” 

ACSO LIFE SKILLS PROGRAM  

REHABILITATION AND 

RECOVERY SERVICES 

‘It is helping me analyse my 

life's pathways on the 

journey of life, stigma and 

mental illness’ 

Mi Recovery Participant 

 



Post Release Re-integration Support to assist 

transitioning back to the community from the 

criminal justice system 
The Life Skills Program is a group based intervention that aims to reduce the likelihood of offending behaviour related 
to life skills deficits for people with a cognitive impairment and co-occurring mental illness and/or acquired brain 
injury.  The programs are often peer led and successful clients have the opportunity to provide mentoring and co-
facilitation in future groups. Programs are offered on a regular basis, dictated by identified client and program needs, 
and levels of client demand.  

 

•Mental Illness Recovery course, an 8 week course developed by delivered by a trained peer worker all about Mental 

Illness Recovery and NDIS from the MI Fellowship 

•Peer Mentor Group, meets once a week to discuss all aspects of independent living, post release, and post 

supported residential accommodation built upon the Peer Mentor program from SHARC.  

•Consumer Advisory Group is a group of current and ex-clients who meet once a month to give direct feedback to 

ACSO about their programs and services. They also engage with clients at events as “Peer mentors” 

•Peer Mentor Course is a course we are currently rolling out to clients across ACSO with the outcome being to find 

some new Peer Worker Networks.  

•ACSO “Happy Hours” is held once a month for all clients of ACSO to attend a social gathering outside business 

hours. This is a great opportunity for clients to practice their interpersonal and communication skills in a supportive 

and understanding environment. 

•ACSO Garden Crew is a crew made up of clients and social educators that attend to the maintenance of all the 

ACSO supported residential houses. This gives the clients a sense of “Ownership” of the garden space. 
 



Approach 
Peer worker and peer support models have an important place in recovery and 
occupational therapy practice Hope inspiring practice and trauma-informed care drawing 
on the unique perspective and experience of those who have walked the walk offer the 
platform for therapeutic alliance and funnelled multidisciplinary interventions .  

  

Clients who have successfully completed the Modules are also invited to return to the 
groups as a peer facilitator, offering a sense of commitment, community and contribution 
whilst building individuals’ confidence and self esteem as they give back to the groups and 
the Life Skills team who have supported them. 

 

Peer models are an emerging and refining practice in mental health settings. As a 
profession, we have come to understand this unique perspective and approach, whilst 
harnessing the relationships between consumers and those with a lived experience who 
have moved through their own recovery journey1. Peer workers are recognised as having 
a positive impact on client recovery.  

 

Clients have reported receiving greater emotional support from peer-led programs, finding 
them less restrictive, experiencing higher levels of life satisfaction and social environment 
to other discipline led groups focusing on recovery and growth processes2.  

 
 

 

1. Felton, B. J. (2005). Defining location in the mental health system: A case study of a consumer run agency. American 
Journal of Community Psychology, 36(3–4), 373–386. 
2. Herman, S. E., Onaga, E., Pernice-Duca, F., Oh, S., & Ferguson, C. (2005). Sense of community in clubhouse programs: 
Member and staff concepts. American Journal of Community Psychology, 36(3–4), 343–356. 

 



Practice implications 
 

ACSO has noticed improved relationships and connection between clients whilst offering 
a sense of community that our clients may often miss out on. Self efficacy and targeting 
offending behaviour or risks to reoffending including foundational life skills and 
opportunities to give back to the community underpin new service developments and 
partnerships in the community whilst creating a sense of connectedness and self efficacy 
which extends beyond the connection between client and therapist.  

 

Our responsibility as therapists and support staff lies in ensuring clients are offered the 
opportunity to practice these skills in safe and supported environments, whilst supported 
to manage the transition into the community and independent living. Our expertise 
extends to ensuring opportunities for capacity building and consultation with mainstream 
organisations who are taking on this complex client group for longer term supports, whilst 
maintaining an open and understanding community for them to be a part of in the future. 
Currently, we are investing in opportunities for meaningful participation beyond our 
programs to include vocational activities including supported employment with ACSO in 
our gardening and maintenance crew.  

 

  



The Future for Life Skills and Peer Work: ACSO has identified 

opportunities to work collaboratively with other Peer Leaders and 

Consumer Groups to continue to build the sector’s awareness and use of 

Peer Led approaches. Building the capacity of the Peer Workforce to 

engage in therapy will foster opportunities for volunteering, peer mentor 

programs in therapeutic prison programs, complimenting multidisciplinary 

input. In the context of reform, collaboration, support and systems for peer 

workers, volunteer programs and partnerships across the sector will offer 

unique and appropriate pathways for recovery in criminal justice system 

 
Our Partners in Peer Models: 

•Self Help Addiction Resource Centre (SHARC) & Association of 

Participating Service Users 

•ACSO’s Clients for entrusting us and joining the Recovery journey  

•Mental Illness Fellowship 

•Life Skills Social Educator team  

 


