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Promising Programs and Policy Solutions

The Creative Strokes Network
WE ALL DESERVE A DECENT HOME.  Yet we can easily imagine socially and economically disadvantaged individuals with disabilities, often living alone, in substandard housing they have trouble keeping up. In the Bridgeport, CT mental health system, people in recovery have developed the Creative Strokes Network (CSN) of peers helping each other de-clutter, paint and refresh “favorite living spaces” by working as HOME ENERGY ACTION TEAMS (HEATs).  

Testimonials, evidence-based practice, etc. will all serve to energize those who investigate this approach.  The pilot project began in April, 2008 with one HEAT per month with no funding. In June, the Mental Health Association of CT (MHAC), Inc.-Bridgeport received funding for planning and partnership building through a CT MENTAL HEALTH TRANSFORMATION MINI-GRANT. September was dedicated to a Participatory Strategic Planning (PSP) process with peers and partner organizations. As HEAT volunteers shared tangible evidence of the significant difference the Network had made in their lives, new participants began to mobilize their networks of peers and funders.  The project is being evaluated by Yale University.  

In Bridgeport, CT, this PEER-DRIVEN SERVICE LEARNING MODEL IS UNLOCKING THEIR POTENTIAL to create new lives together. Taking control of one’s “home” and making it a reflection of how you want to live is a powerful first step.  Helping others rise to the challenge and see the dramatic difference the gift of your time and effort makes is equally gratifying.  The rich laughter and positive energy that comes with having friends and mentors help you improve your home also represents “quality of life.” Such progress is hard to quantify. For example, words like team-building and socializing seem to fall short, as peers celebrate each others progress in homes they helped transform with a fresh coat of paint and work that was fun.  

Likewise, Remi Kyek, Director of MHAC-Bridgeport pointed out that: “Despite our shared concerns for the poor living conditions of program participants, we had never before come together to discuss how to address this by working together. The Creative Strokes Network harnessed the common interests of MHAC-Bridgeport, Bridge House, and the Regional Network of Programs with a promising recovery model”.  They are working with the founder to make this peer-driven model for home improvement and service learning both SUSTAINABLE and TRANSFERABLE to providers and peer specialists nationwide who want to HELP REVITALIZE COMMUNITIES FROM THE INSIDE-OUT.

Impact
On September 24th, peers and providers highlighted facts, feelings, keys to success and lessons learned while reflecting on the impact of the Creative Strokes Network since April, 2008.  
· Positive Energy

· Better Spaces

· Interesting

· Breaking Out of Isolation, Clutter, and Despair

· Peers Helping Peers

· Laughter

· Liking One Another

· Appreciation

· Respect

· Happiness

· Pride of Ownership

· Accomplishment

· Excited

· Not Alone 

· Understanding

· Giving Back

· Addresses Great Need 

· Unlocking Creativity

· Socialization

· Pilot Project Mattered 

· Walked the Talk (Something to Show)

· Places Look Better

· Friends, Family, and Landlord Help

· Participant Readiness Varies

· Part of Larger Process

· Smiling Faces

· Helping Others Helps Self

· Desire to Learn by Those Who Help

· Desire to Help and Learn More
The reader may want to contrast each of these elements with a “before” image in which the same components were rarely seen.  It is likely that is what the peers and providers were doing, and why these observations were considered especially noteworthy.
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