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Cover Image
“MEETING PLACE” by members of 
‘Connections’ 2010.

The Artists describe the painting as follows:

All the elders meet at the campfire. They establish 
a meeting place of communication and welcome 
the community around the campfire. The children, 
the next generation, learn by listening to the 
stories around the campfire and by following the 
footsteps of the elders.

About ‘ Connections

‘Connections’ is an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Women’s Art Therapy Project held at 
the recreation centre at Chippendale every Monday. ‘Connections’ provides a culturally safe 
environment where Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women who are dealing with social 
and emotional wellbeing issues can come together for mutual support. The group is highly 
valued by the women participating in it. Most had never painted before joining ‘Connections’. 
The Project was initiated in 2001 by Kaylene Simon, an Aboriginal Mental Health Specialist, 
while working at Redfern Aboriginal Medical Service. Since 2006, Kaylene has been 
employed by St Vincent’s Mental Health Service.

A member of the ‘Connections’ group, Carriette Lillian Pangas (Aunty Lee), painted the 
artwork featured on the cover of the NSW Aboriginal Mental Health and Well Being Policy 
2006 – 2010. It seemed fitting to ask the group to produce the cover for this Practical Guide, 
especially given the importance of the Aboriginal Mental Health Workforce Program in the 
Policy. Several women worked together to translate the concept of the Aboriginal Mental 
Health Worker Training Program into the visual representation on the cover. Their participation 
in producing the cover effectively links the Policy and the Practical Guide. 
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Foreword
The burden of mental health issues for Aboriginal people is well documented and represents a 
significant challenge for mental health services in NSW. 

In recognition of this challenge, the NSW Government released the NSW Aboriginal Mental Health 
and Well Being Policy 2006–2010 in July 2007 to provide a framework for improving mental health for 
Aboriginal people in NSW. The Policy set a target of expanding the Aboriginal mental health workforce 
to provide one Aboriginal Mental Health Worker for every 1000 Aboriginal people. 

Funding was committed under the Policy to build a workforce valued for its specialist expertise and 
cultural competency through the Aboriginal Mental Health Workforce Program. The cornerstone of the 
Workforce Program is the NSW Aboriginal Mental Health Worker Training Program. Using a traineeship 
model, Aboriginal Mental Health Workers obtain permanent employment within NSW Health while they 
undertake a degree course, clinical placements and on-the-job training over three years. NSW Health 
funds 19 Trainee positions across NSW in all eight Area Health Services and Justice Health. 

The success of this Program is reflected in the completion rates of the first group of Trainees to 
complete the Program. Nine out of ten Trainees successfully completed their Traineeship at the end 
of 2009. This is a major success and a first step in capacity building for mental health services to 
address the mental health and social and emotional wellbeing needs of Aboriginal people in NSW. The 
2009 graduates now work in a range of clinical roles as first-year mental health practitioners. 

The Program has built on local initiatives that began in Greater Southern Area Health Service in 1993 
as the Koori Mental Health Outreach Worker Program. I would particularly like to acknowledge the 
work of Greater Western Area Health Service (GWAHS) to develop the traineeship model, which 
has provided the basis for the current State-wide Program. Over the past few years GWAHS also 
generously shared resources, such as its Training Manual, to support the State-wide roll out of the 
Training Program. This resource has been invaluable in guiding the implementation of the Program. 

As well as being built on strong foundations, the Program was designed with strong internal support 
mechanisms. I would particularly like to acknowledge the tireless contribution made by the State-wide 
Coordinator in managing the Program and providing support to both Trainees and the teams they 
work in. 

The Program would not be possible without the huge contribution made to the Program by team 
leaders, managers, clinical supervisors, cultural supervisors, preceptors, tutors and mentors. A large 
part of the success of this Program results from the commitment of these individuals, who create the 
supportive environment that allows Trainees to learn and develop during the Traineeship. 
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NSW Health also acknowledges the Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health (CRCAH, now 
renamed the Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health under the 
Lowitja Institute), which developed the State-wide manual. The CRCAH has had a long and positive 
working relationship with NSW Health, and contributed to the Program’s development over several 
years, including developing the Training Manual for GWAHS, and conducting the implementation 
review of this Program. The passion of the consultants—Carol Watson and Nea Harrison—to ensure 
this document has at all times been accurate and forward thinking has been invaluable. NSW Health 
congratulates them on a document that is both comprehensive and easy to use.

It is with great pleasure that I introduce the State-wide manual for the Aboriginal Mental Health Worker 
Training Program, entitled Walk Together, Learn Together, Work Together: A Practical Guide for the 
Training of Aboriginal Mental Health Professionals in New South Wales. I commend all the individuals 
who have contributed to the development of this Program.

David McGrath
Director 
Mental Health and Drug and Alcohol Programs 
NSW Health
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Preface
Walk Together, Learn Together, Work Together: A Practical Guide for the Training of Aboriginal Mental 
Health Professionals in New South Wales builds on the work of many people throughout NSW Health 
over a long period of time, especially over the past five years. It had as its starting point the Aboriginal 
Mental Health Worker Training Program Manual, which was developed for Greater Western Area 
Health Service (GWAHS) in 2006 by the Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal Health (CRCAH). 
The services and teams who used the Manual found the information, templates and examples to be 
practical and useful and there was a strong recommendation to develop a State-wide manual that 
would be applicable across Area Health Services. 

This Practical Guide has been further informed by the results of the review of the New South 
Wales Aboriginal Mental Health Worker Training Program, undertaken in 2007/08 by the CRCAH. 
The published report, the New South Wales Aboriginal Mental Health Worker Training Program: 
Implementation Review, covered Phase One of the Program and drew on both the positive and 
negative experiences of Trainees, Aboriginal Mental Health Workers, clinical supervisors, team 
members and managers. Information gaps identified during the implementation review have been 
addressed in this Guide. The thoughtful and detailed reflections and suggestions for improving and 
strengthening the Program were related as ‘case stories’ in the report and, from these, a list of ‘sound 
practices’ was developed to guide future Program implementation. These ‘sound practices’ are 
included in this Practical Guide.

In mid-2009 the Mental Health and Drug and Alcohol Office (MHDAO) approached the CRCAH to 
develop a State-wide manual. The project has been a truly collaborative endeavour to produce a 
resource to meet the needs of those involved in the training and support of Aboriginal Mental Health 
Workers as mental health professionals. Stakeholders determined what would be informative and 
practical for them. The result is this user-friendly resource to guide and support those involved in the 
Training Program. It is intended that this Practical Guide will continue to develop as a web-based 
resource that can be updated and expanded to keep it current and ever useful. 

We hope this Practical Guide is able to answer your questions, provide you with helpful strategies and 
resources, and guide and affirm your sound practices and that it serves to strengthen the Traineeship 
Program within your teams. 

The editorial group

Carol Watson and Nea Harrison, Cooperative Research Centre for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Health (CRCATSIH).

Tom Brideson, State-wide Coordinator Aboriginal Mental Health Workforce Program, GWAHS.

Cathy Greenwood, Senior Project Officer, Aboriginal Mental Health Programs, MHDAO.
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Purpose of guide
Mental health workforce development is a priority for the NSW Government. Developing the 
Aboriginal mental health workforce is a key strategy for enhancing the cultural appropriateness and 
responsiveness of mental health services for Aboriginal people.

A highly skilled, stable and well-supported workforce is crucial for leading the reforms 
necessary to enhance the quality, effectiveness and responsiveness of services.1

In the NSW Aboriginal Mental Health and Well Being Policy 2006–2010, a key strategy for enhancing 
the effectiveness and responsiveness of mental health services is ‘Strategy Five: A supported and 
skilled workforce’.

The foundation of an expert and experienced Aboriginal mental health workforce has been 
built in NSW over the last ten years. [Strategy Five: A supported and skilled workforce] 
aims to further develop the Aboriginal mental health workforce as health professionals and 
increase the education, retention and representation of Aboriginal people in specialist and 
primary mental health service delivery.2

The Aboriginal Mental Health Worker Training Program is a workplace-based training program under 
the broader NSW Aboriginal Mental Health Workforce Program. NSW Health has allocated specific 
funding for employing, training and educating additional Aboriginal Mental Health Workers within 
mental health services. They are recruited as Trainees to full-time, permanent positions to undertake 
on-the-job training and a relevant degree course. Upon the successful completion of the workplace 
training, university study and clinical placement requirements, new graduates are fully qualified to 
provide mental health services to any person presenting with a mental health problem or concern. 
There is also funding for State-wide coordination, Aboriginal clinical leadership positions, support and 
resources. 

This Practical Guide is a resource designed especially for the Aboriginal Mental Health Worker Training 
Program (henceforth the Training Program, Traineeship or Program). It aims to focus, direct and 
support the different people, teams and mental health services participating in the Program. It draws 
on the experiences of those individuals and teams who have employed and trained Trainees and 
on the views of Trainees themselves about what has worked well for them and what needs greater 
attention. 

It sets out and explains sound practices for preparing the workplace, recruiting the Trainees, planning 
and implementing the on-the-job Training Program, and supporting the Trainee and the team 
throughout the three-year Traineeship. It gives an overview of Charles Sturt University’s Bachelor of 
Health Science (Mental Health) that Trainees are currently enrolled in. The Guide links work and study 
together and documents the entitlements and supports associated with the Traineeship and the 
course. It includes information about monitoring and evaluating the Program, why it is important and 
what data to collect. Included at the end of each chapter are a number of supporting documents (for 
example, templates, examples of items referred to in the text) and a list of resources (for example, 
articles, websites).
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Who the guide is for?

This Practical Guide is specifically designed for mental health staff implementing the Training Program. 
It is recognised that the main responsibility for developing the Trainee as a mental health professional 
is located in the workplace with the Line Managers, clinical supervisors and team members, 
supported by clinical leaders and complemented by the knowledge gained through university study. 
The sound practices outlined in this Guide form the basis for workplace training programs that will lead 
to the development of competent and confident mental health clinicians who are Aboriginal.

It is also useful more broadly for those involved in Aboriginal health workforce development.

How to use the guide 

The Guide is written and designed to be a practical, useful, up-to-date resource.  
Users can draw on it to:

• learn about the Training Program, its purpose, history and how it works

• clarify roles and responsibilities of those involved 

• discover the best ways to go about preparing the workplace and recruiting a Trainee

• determine which entitlements apply to the Traineeship

• design a realistic on-the-job training program

• find out about setting up support structures and processes for the Trainee and team

• understand the course curriculum that Trainees will be studying

• assist with linking the practical on-the-job training with the more theoretical university study 

• ascertain the best way to monitor Program implementation and evaluate Program effectiveness.

This Practical Guide is designed to be web-based. Each chapter has a number of supporting 
documents and resources. The explanatory text and some of the supporting documents are PDF 
files and cannot be changed. Other supporting documents are Microsoft Word documents and 
can be downloaded, modified (for example, specific Area Health Service information and logos can 
be added) and printed as needed to suit the different teams in the different Area Health Services. 
Acknowledgment of the original source of these documents is expected when they are adapted for 
local use.

A limited number of printed copies will be made available to stakeholders directly involved in the 
Program to introduce them to the Guide. Supporting documents are accessible on an accompanying 
CD-ROM. New information or changes will be made to the text on the website and alerts sent to 
users. Users will be encouraged to send useful templates, examples, documents, resources and 
references to be uploaded onto the website to make them available to other users. A process for 
approving additions and changes to the website content will be overseen by the NSW State-wide 
Aboriginal Mental Health Workforce Program Reference Group.

Notes:

1 NSW Department of Health (2006). New South Wales: A New Direction for Mental Health, 

NSW Department of Health, page 15.

2 NSW Health (2007a). NSW Aboriginal Mental Health and Well Being Policy 2006–2010, NSW Health, page 26.
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