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Work is Everyone’s Business! 

Since 1975, Alameda County Behavioral Healthcare 
Services Vocational Program has provided mental 
health consumers with a range of employment 
services. Over the last 40 years, services have 
continued to evolve from our humble beginnings 
operated out of the basement of Fairmont Hospital. 
Through the early years of the program, up through 
today, county leadership has demonstrated 
unwavering vision, commitment, and understanding of 
the importance of employment services for people in 
recovery.   
     Over the last several years, our program has been 
undergoing significant changes to align with the 
evidence based practice of Individual Placement and 
Support (IPS). This practice emphasizes the full 
integration of behavioral healthcare and vocational 
services, with staff working hand in hand to help 
shared consumers. This arrangement is shown to help 
more people get and keep competitive jobs. 
     In March 2015, the Vocational Program staff and 
administrative functions became integrated with the 
county service teams in a distributed arrangement that 
allowed for the full integration of the vocational staff. 

Vocational Program staff are currently co-located and 
embedded at Oakland, Eden, Tri-City, Valley, and 
Alameda Community Support Centers. Formal and 
casual contact amongst staff is now a daily occurrence 
and has promoted a seamless and fluid team 
response to addressing the shared consumer’s needs.  
     Our vocational staff have demonstrated exceptional 
professionalism and resilience in their collective ability 
to adapt to the changes and refinement of our service 
delivery. Their leadership, tenacity and hard work has 
been highly effective in paving the way for team 
integration and has continued to be reflected in 
positive competitive employment outcomes for 
persons served. 
      As the success stories continue to dominate the 
program narrative, all of the team members can take 
pride knowing their effort is having such a big impact 
in the lives of people we serve. I continue to be deeply 
moved by the daily and weekly employment success 
stories and urge our readers to pause and take pride 
in the part you have played in helping our shared 
clients achieve their hopes and dreams.  
—Rick DeGette, Vocational Services Director   

Celebrating 40 Years of Service with Continued 

Innovation and Commitment 
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CARF Accreditation Highlights Staff Excellence 
The Vocational Program recently received 
a three-year accreditation from CARF, a 
nonprofit, independent accreditor of health 
and human services. CARF surveyors had 
high praise for our team, saying, “Staff 
members are extremely enthusiastic, 
energetic, positive, dedicated, and 
significantly focused on the 
possibilities of employment for persons 
served, despite any potential barriers presented.”  

     They also noted feedback from our 
employer partners:  “Employers 
consistently described the staff 
members as patient, caring, tenacious, 
and dedicated with an uncanny ability 
for screening clients for a successful 
job match.” 
     We are thankful for the good work of all 
of our vocational and administrative staff! 

                 —Theresa Razzano, Rehabilitation Director 



“I want to be a baker.” This was the 
dream of 60-year-old Jeffry Cole, 
who had cleaned windows and 
tables in fast food restaurants, but 
who never had the training or 
support to succeed as the cook. 
Now with the help of the Vocational 
Program’s Supported Education 
services, Jeffry was able to 
graduate from the Kitchen of 
Champions Culinary Training that 
is run by the St. Vincent de Paul 
Society in Oakland. The passage 
through this process was not easy, 
as Jeffry would say: “I haven’t been 
able to work as a cook before.” 
Although his work history was 
spotty, his will was resolute.   
     With the help of VP Mental 
Health Specialist Breton Courtney, Jeffrey applied and 
was accepted into the program. “I’m gonna really have 
to pay attention”, Jeffrey said on his first day - since 
graduation requires passing the California Serv Safe 
certification test. But with tutoring, coaching, 
encouragement and diligent study, Jeffry passed the 
test on his first try with a perfect score - much to the 
envy of his fellow students. Ostracized a bit at first, 
due to his age and habit of blurting out statements 
unrelated to the context of conversations in progress, 
Jeffry’s increased confidence and genuine pleasure 
over his exam success gained him status: “I got 
respect now”, he said, “I got 100%!” With this new 
look his offbeat comments slowly came to be enjoyed 
and then celebrated by the team.  

     Jeffry showed up every day, 
fighting with his own personal 
challenges, but was always positive 
and encouraging to his classmates. 
“Breton, I’m gonna make it through 
this shift with no (extra) break,” was 
his daily mantra. Jeffry had no idea 
how he had impacted his cohort and 
the staff until the night of his 
graduation. The keynote speaker, 
Mayor of Oakland Libby Schaaf, 
praised the achievements of the 45th 
cohort of the Kitchen of Champions, 
but especially the inspiration provided 
by one man – Jeffry – who had told 
her that this was the first chance he 
had to follow his dream and was 
striving to make a better life for 
himself. Student after student then 

included in their speeches stories of how  Jeffry’s 
attitude and determination had kept them all going, 
and how his off the wall comments broke up the 
tension of an otherwise serious training. Jeffry was so 
overcome with emotion that he could not give his 
speech at first, but finally managed to thank his 
cohort, teachers and VP staff for making his vision 
closer to reality.   
     Jeffry is now working with Breton, funded by the 
Department of Rehabilitation, to enroll in The Bread 
Project - a training program that will use his new 
culinary skills to learn baking. After this, we will help 
Jeffry with the job placement and retention support 
phase, making Jeffry’s ambition to be a baker become 
a reality!  —Breton Courtney, Mental Health Specialist 

Overcoming Challenges to Pursue Baking Dreams 

Oakland Mayor Libby Schaaf and 
Culinary Graduate Jeffry Cole 

Spotlight on Oakland Unified School District  

The Oakland Unified School District employs 
almost 5,000 people who provide support to 
over 37,000 students each year. Substitute 
Services Manager Lynnette Calvin explains, 
“For teachers to be successful, you need to 
have crucial support staff in place. We look at 
it as a partnership.” Lynnette’s office recruits, 
interviews, and processes substitute 
teachers, paraeducators, intervention specialists, 
custodians, food service, and clerical workers. 
     Lynnette met Vocational Program staff when she 
decided to go out into the community more to develop 
partnerships for possible applicants, and describes 
our partnership as “amazing”. “When we see a spark 
in someone, we try to give them an opportunity,” she 
shares. “I think anyone is trainable, anyone is 

coachable. When I say anyone, I mean anyone. 
All they need to have is a willingness.” Even if 
she is not able to hire someone, Lynnette gives 
them valuable feedback and encouragement to 
develop their skills and come back to apply 
later.  
     Lynnette credits her approach to her 
personal experience of starting with the District 

in 1992, making $5 per hour as an instructional 
assistant, and developing her career over time by 
having mentors who believed in her. Employment 
Specialist Michael Castilla says, “Lynnette is 
awesome and our people are very happy to work 
there.” Thanks to Oakland Unified School District and 
Lynnette Calvin for being a super employer partner! 
—Jackie Pogue, IPS Trainer 

OUSD has 
employed 
several VP 

participants 
in clerical 

and support 
positions. 



TJ Maxx Brings Out the Best in New Employee 

Just another retail store? TJ Maxx 
employees would take strong exception 
– including recently hired employee, 
Merchandise Processing Associate 
Salma Huqi Syed. Syed returned to the 
workforce in January 2015 after a 16-
year hiatus and works in Fremont. 
     With the encouragement of her 
family, Rehabilitation Counselor Debby 
Williams and Employment Specialist 
Joyce Bleakley, Syed took the plunge:  
she went back to work. She has no 
regrets. Syed notes that now every day 
is a test that yields opportunity to 
achieve a new goal. Employment has 
unlocked a key to a new life for Syed. “I 
am managing my life better now. I am 
making better decisions, and I am less 
depressed,” she says.  
     Store Manager Katie Boothe credits 
TJ Maxx’s overall retail philosophy in 
helping to bring out the best in employees. “They 
emphasize work/life balance,” notes Boothe, where 
upward communication amongst managers and line 
staff is just as important as downward 
communication. She proudly boasts of a “designated 
manager on duty” technique where the directive of 
upper management is for lead workers and managers 
to take turns simply roving the work environment, 
engaging employees in conversation, and actually 

listening to their responses.    
     TJ Maxx managers are taught to 
value and respect workers—not just as 
employees, but people. She stresses 
that by the management team working 
to employee learning styles, this 
develops their strengths. “Employees 
are not robots.” emphasizes Boothe. 
”Employees are taught how and why we 
do things.” 
     This management direction of 
observing retail associates and 
reflecting their strengths has apparently 
been a winning formula for Syed who 
was promoted from dressing room 
attendant to merchandise processing 
associate.  Recent customer surveys 
reaffirm Syed’s personal success where 
she scored at least 94 percent in 
customer evaluations describing her as 
“courteous, warm and thorough.”  

     Boothe marvels at the progress Syed has made as 
she recalls Syed’s first tentative steps as a new 
employee more than 10 months ago:  “She asked a lot 
of questions, which was wonderful, “she said, “We 
nurtured her eagerness to learn.” A self-satisfied and 
now confident Syed offers a challenge to other re-
entry workers, “Believe in yourself and trust 
yourself. You can achieve anything!“ 
—Mary Horton, Employment Specialist  

Customers describe Salma 
Syed as “Courteous, warm, 
and thorough.”  

Management Promotion Leads to New Goals 

Three 
years ago, 
Israel 
Gonzalez 
started 
working 
with the 
Vocational 
Program 
to get a 
job. He 
had been 

in crisis and was ready to get back to work. With the 
help of his family, Casa del Sol Service Team, and his 
employment specialist Martin Pacheco, Israel started 
working as a grocery clerk for Pak N Save. Because 
of his hard work, flexibility, and eagerness, Israel was 
promoted to being a cut fresh manager for Safeway in 
January 2015. He now supervises five people and 
helped open a new store in Oakland. Israel also trains 

people to prepare fresh fruit and vegetables for sale 
and helps out at other stores.  
     “Before I got this Safeway job, I was isolated at 
home and very shy,” Israel shares. “Now I am more 
social and have created some nice relationships at 
work just being myself.” Israel credits the Vocational 
Program with helping him get the job. “Martin was 
always with me. He helped me with my resume and 
went with me to interviews.” The Department of 
Rehabilitation also helped Israel pay his initial union 
fees at Safeway and provided transportation funds.  
     “My life is way better now,” Israel remarks. He 
recently became a US Citizen and completed high 
school. His future plans include either attending 
college for management or nursing.  When asked 
about what advice he would give to others that are in 
a similar situation that he was in a few years ago, he 
says, “You’ve got to want to change. You have to 
have the willingness to take advantage of the help.” 
Congratulations on all of your success, Israel! 



 

Alameda County Hosts Dartmouth IPS Learning 
Community Meeting 

Contact Us: 

ACBHCS Vocational Program 

7200 Bancroft Ave, Suite 125-B 

Oakland, CA 94605 

Www.acbhcs.org/vocational 

Email: RDeGette@acbhcs.org   

 

On May 27-28, 2015, Alameda County hosted 
the annual meeting of the Dartmouth IPS 
Learning Community at UC Berkeley. Mental 
health and vocational rehabilitation 
representatives from 20 states and four 
countries gathered to discuss IPS research, 
practice innovation, and dissemination. Alameda 
County has participated in the IPS Learning 
Community since 2012 and had the opportunity 
to present to the group this year about our 
progress with implementing IPS in BHCS. 
    Each year, the IPS Learning Community gives 
out four awards and two recipients were from 
our County this year. Annie Kim, Program 
Director for the Family Education & Resource 
Center received the Family Advocacy for IPS 
Award. Mary Hogden, Pool of Consumer 
Champions Manager for Alameda County 
Behavioral Health Care Services received the 
Consumer Advocacy for IPS Award. Annie and 
Mary have worked tirelessly to promote and 
support IPS over the past several years and they 
are an integral part of our leadership team.  
—Jackie Pogue, IPS Trainer 

New IPS Video Showcases Work and Recovery 
Alameda County’s IPS Consumer and Family Advocacy Group 
worked diligently this spring to produce an eight-minute video 
highlighting the power of work for mental health recovery using 
the personal stories of the group’s members. The result is a 
touching testimonial from people about their own experiences. 
“Employment means to me freedom and  it provides an 
opportunity to be independent. I feel productive. I feel like I’m a 
part of the community,” Group co-chair Mary Hogden shares. 
Family member John Lopez agrees, “It’s great to get paid. But 
it’s also a sense of pride to know that you are contributing the 
community.”  
     Thanks to group members Annie Kim, Mary Hogden, Jeff 
Caiola, Robert Domingo, Nancy Dodd, Vincent Lopez, Jackie 
Pogue, Chris Llorente, Sherri Millick, Paulette Franklin, and 
filmmaker Edgar Pacheco for their dedication!   
You can watch the video here: https://youtu.be/xIw5eewXg38 

Filmmaker Edgar Pacheco captures Vincent 
Lopez cleaning records at his job.  

Mary Hogden and Annie Kim were honored by Dartmouth 
with Consumer and Family Advocacy for IPS awards at 
this year’s meeting. Also pictured are: Debbie Becker 
(Dartmouth) and Jackie Pogue and Rick DeGette (BHCS) 

https://youtu.be/xIw5eewXg38

