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Background

Recovery Colleges are safe and welcoming
places where people can improve their
mental health and grow personally. These
programs offer courses designed and
taught by people with lived experience,
known as Peer Educators. While Recovery
Colleges are becoming more common in
Canada, we don’t know much about what
helps or challenges Peer Educators in
their roles. To better understand this, we
carried out research to create guidelines
for supporting Peer Educators as part of
setting up a Recovery College in
Vancouver.

What We Did

We used a community-based research
method called Participatory Action
Research (PAR). This means we worked
closely with Peer Educators throughout
the project. Recovery Colleges across
Canada were invited to take part, and five
Peer Educators joined us to help design
the tools and review the results. We
collected information through an online
survey and virtual interviews and looked
for common themes in the responses.

Introduction

Introduction

What We Found

We heard from 32 people across nine
provinces—20 completed the survey, and
12 joined interviews. Five key ideas
stood out as important for keeping Peer
Educators involved in these programs.
Using these insights, we created practical
tips to help Recovery College organizers
recruit, train, and support Peer Educators
in meaningful and lasting ways.

v/




Introduction

Who Is the Toolkit For?

This toolkit is designed for anyone
involved in running a Recovery College,
especially program organizers who work
with Peer Educators. It can also help
leadership teams, staff, and Peer
Educators themselves.

Aim of the Toolkit

The toolkit is based on the results of this
research with Recovery Colleges in
Canada and offers simple and practical
advice for program organizers in
Recovery Colleges. It focuses on Peer
Educators and ways to keep them
involved over time. The toolkit has two
main sections:

e Considerations for Supporting Peer
Educators

e Recruit, Train, Support: Practical Tips

Introduction

I think a lot of people are attracted
to peer support, to recovery
colleges, because they are craving
connection. They're craving
community and they don't know
where to find it, or they do know
where to find it, but those
communities have not been
welcoming to them.

Peer Educator

This model puts everybody on a
level playing field. It looks at
people outside of their
symptoms...so much of what's
offered in the Western supports
around mental health is a
medical model and very deficit-
based programming. And this is
the opposite of that.

Program Organizer




Considerations for
Supporting Peer Educators

Il Inclusivity

Inclusivity, in the context of this toolkit, means creating a welcoming, equitable, and accessible
environment where Peer Educators from diverse backgrounds, abilities, and experiences can actively
participate, collaborate, and lead. It emphasizes fairness through shared leadership, rotating
responsibilities, and ensuring equal opportunities for all Peer Educators, regardless of their

circumstances.

Inclusivity also involves addressing barriers—such as accessibility challenges and limited resources—
while fostering a sense of belonging and mutual respect in a supportive and empowering space.

o Invite Diversity: Invite Peer Educators from
diverse cultural, geographical, and socio-
economic backgrounds

¢ Promote Outreach: Promote Recovery
Colleges in diverse communities to increase
awareness and participation

¢ Rotate Responsibilities: Rotate
responsibilities among Peer Educators to
ensure everyone gains diverse experiences

e Cultural Awareness Training: Provide tools
and training that promote understanding of
diverse cultural perspectives and lived
experiences

o Create Respectful Spaces: Foster an
environment where all Peer Educators feel
safe, respected, and valued as equals

e Remove Barriers: Offer flexible and
affordable participation options to address
common challenges such as location,
access to technology, and cost

o Offer Flexible Registration: Provide
multiple registration methods (e.g., online,
phone, or in-person) to meet different
needs and comfort levels




Considerations for
Supporting Peer Educators

2, Connectedness

Connectedness is about fostering a sense of community and cultivating meaningful relationships among
Peer Educators, participants, and other Recovery Colleges. It involves creating a safe environment where
Peer Educators feel connected and valued. This includes open and transparent communication, regular
feedback and collaboration, and providing opportunities for Peer Educators to connect through support

groups, shared learning, and co-facilitation.

Connectedness also emphasizes building partnerships and promoting knowledge-sharing with other
Recovery Colleges to strengthen and expand the recovery community at local, provincial, and national

levels.

e Create Regular Opportunities to Connect:
Organize frequent meet-ups—virtual or in-
person—peer-led circles, or group chats where
Peer Educators can share experiences and
support each other

¢ Seek Continuous Feedback: Regularly consult
Peer Educators for input on programs,
ensuring their voices are heard and valued

¢ Maintain Open Communication: Create
structured feedback processes to ensure Peer
Educators feel connected to leadership and
program decision-making

Build Peer Support Groups: Establish Peer
Educator support groups to foster connection
and mutual support

Foster Trust and Transparency: Build
relationships with Peer Educators based on
trust, honesty, and authentic communication

Encourage Collaboration: Pair Peer Educators
in courses to share ideas, co-facilitate, and
debrief after sessions

Strengthen Community Networks:
Collaborate with local organizations to build
support systems and additional opportunities
for Peer Educators

I think people are really open to being open and just
being like “this is who I am”... I can just show up,
and people will respect me ... as a person, and

Connectedness

therefore they respect me as a facilitator.

Peer Educator




Considerations for
Supporting Peer Educators

¥ Adaptability

Adaptability refers to Recovery Colleges ability to remain flexible and responsive to the evolving ideas and
needs of Peer Educators and the communities they serve. It emphasizes embracing change, learning from
setbacks, and fostering a culture of growth and innovation. This includes encouraging Peer Educators to
contribute ideas, experimenting with new approaches, and refining processes based on feedback and
experiences.

Adaptability also involves tailoring programs to fit the unique needs of local communities, with Peer
Educators playing a key role in co-designing courses that are both relevant and impactful.

Because there are so many things that are uncertain, we don't know how
something is [going to work]... Try what you think is the best of all the ideas
and just see how it goes, and then just keep evolving... Everything we do is

. .
failing forward! Program Organizer

e Stay Open to Change: Encourage Peer
Educators to embrace uncertainty and adapt to ¢ Modify Existing Content: Work with Peer
the evolving needs of their communities Educators to adapt courses from other
Recovery Colleges to ensure they align with
e Learn from Setbacks: Promote the idea that local contexts
challenges are opportunities for growth, and
progress happens step by step e Offer Tailored Support: Provide individualized
guidance based on Peer Educators’ unique
e Focus on Quality: Prioritize the meaningful strengths, learning styles, and recovery
contributions of Peer Educators and the quality journeys
of their co-produced courses over quantity
e Stay Current: Regularly update training and
* Adapt Programs Together: Collaborate with course materials based on Peer Educator
Peer Educators to tailor Recovery College feedback and changing community priorities

courses to fit local community needs

Adaptability




Considerations for
Supporting Peer Educators

4l Empowerment

Empowerment means providing Peer Educators with the support, training, and resources they need to
succeed and grow. This includes offering emotional, educational, and professional support to help Peer
Educators navigate the challenges of peer support work, which often involves drawing from their own

lived experiences.

It also focuses on fostering self-growth and reflection, allowing Peer Educators to develop personally and
professionally. Empowerment is supported through training that builds confidence and competence.

e Encourage Personal Growth: Provide
opportunities for Peer Educators to reflect
on their progress, strengths, and areas for
growth

o Offer Comprehensive Support: Ensure
Peer Educators have access to emotional,
educational, and professional resources

¢ Promote Learning and Leadership: Provide
mentorship, training, and leadership
development opportunities to help Peer
Educators grow in confidence and skills

o Build a Support Network: Leverage
partnerships with other Recovery Colleges
and organizations to share resources and
knowledge

¢ Foster Ownership: Empower Peer
Educators to take ownership of the
programs they help create

e Support Wellness: Develop wellness plans
for Peer Educators and ensure they have
fully recovered

It's empowering because it's not just belonging to the
community, but being a part of developing and

creating that community.

Empowerment

Program Organizer




Considerations for
Supporting Peer Educators

By Implementation Factors

Implementation Factors refer to the key infrastructure elements that affect the successful delivery and
sustainable involvement of Peer Educators in Recovery Colleges. These factors include funding and

clearly defined roles and responsibilities for Peer Educators.

Equitable compensation for Peer Educators helps maintain a non-hierarchical environment, while
adequate funding for infrastructure and promotion supports operational efficiency and accessibility.

Clear guidelines for roles and the opportunity for Peer Educators to contribute to course development are
also important for consistency and innovation in Recovery College programs.

e Set Clear Guidelines: Develop transparent
role descriptions, policies, and processes
to minimize confusion and stress

e Secure Resources: Advocate for stable,
ongoing funding to support Peer Educators’
long-term engagement and success

o Ensure Fair and Equal Payment:
Standardize payments for Peer Educators
to ensure fair compensation for their
contributions

Implementation
Factors

e Promote the Program: Advocate for

Recovery Colleges to gain visibility and seek
additional funding opportunities to sustain
growth

Support New Ideas: Develop clear
guidelines for Peer Educators to introduce
and co-create new courses within Recovery
Colleges

Ensure Stable Engagement: Promote
consistent and stable roles for Peer
Educators, reducing uncertainty and
enabling long-term engagement




Recruit, Train, Support:
Practical Tips

Il Recruitment

Recruitment refers to the process of identifying, attracting, and selecting Peer Educators to participate in

Recovery Colleges.

Effective recruitment is essential to building a diverse, equitable, and representative team of Peer
Educators who can contribute unique insights and lived experiences.

¢ Promote Inclusively: Advertise Recovery
College opportunities widely, with a focus
on engaging individuals with lived
experience and diverse backgrounds

o Prioritize Diversity: Ensure Peer Educators
represent varied cultural, geographical, and
socio-economic perspectives

o Create Pathways for Growth: Offer
opportunities for participants to transition
into Peer Educator roles, emphasizing their
lived experience as an asset

e Assess Readiness: Recruit Peer Educators
who have sufficiently progressed in their
personal recovery journey

o Identify Key Qualities: Seek individuals
with strong listening skills, engaging
personalities, and an ability to connect with
others

e Foster Team Compatibility: Consider

personality and skill compatibility when
forming Peer Educator teams

In the recruitment process, I can see through interviews
when the wound is still too raw... we all have to work at it.
It's not like there is a start and an endpoint. But some folks
are further along in their journey than others...

Program Organizer




Recruit, Train, Support:
Practical Tips

2, Training

Training encompasses the educational and developmental activities provided to Peer Educators to equip
them with the knowledge, skills, and confidence needed to effectively co-produce and deliver recovery

college programs.

Training is critical for ensuring that Peer Educators feel prepared and capable in their roles to contribute

meaningfully to course design and delivery.

o Promote Effective Facilitation: Train Peer
Educators to engage participants in active
learning rather than simply delivering
information

e Focus on Experiential Learning: Encourage
potential educators to take Recovery
College courses to gain firsthand experience
of the program’s approach

o Offer Group Training: Provide group-based
training sessions to build relationships and
foster collaboration among Peer Educators

¢ Build Confidence and Skills: Provide
training that emphasizes confidence-
building, practical facilitation techniques,
and maintaining recovery momentum

Incorporate Ongoing Learning: Use
newsletters to share key updates, refresher
content, and training resources

Learn from Other Recovery Colleges:
Integrate successful strategies and
techniques from Recovery Colleges in other
regions to inspire innovation and improve
local approaches

Incorporate Evidence-Based Techniques:
Introduce training concepts from Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), and self-help

frameworks

Explore Peer Support Standards: Use
publications and accreditations from Peer
Support Canada (see page 19) to align
training with recognized best practices




Recruit, Train, Support:
Practical Tips

Even the trainer[s] don't pretend they are expert; they're just also
learner. It's not like the traditional model: I'm the expert. I will tell
you what I know, what you should know and you just receive. No!
... It is like a boomerang... it's very interactive...

Peer Educator

Suggested Topics for Peer Educator Training

Foundational Training

e Onboarding: Sharing your story,
confidentiality and informed consent, risk
management, and setting boundaries

e Evolving language training to promote
inclusive and respectful communication

Facilitation and
Communication Skills

o Effective facilitation techniques
e Empathy and communication strategies

e Verbalintervention and peer support
approaches

e Adult learning principles to tailor teaching
to diverse learners

Crisis and Risk Management

e Suicide intervention and prevention
¢ First aid and naloxone training

e Trauma-informed support to foster trust
and connection

Personal and Professional
Development

e YWOCA life skills coaching, including conflict
resolution and harm reduction strategies

e Wellness Recovery Action Plan (WRAP) to
support personal wellness

e Online skills: Mastering Zoom and other
virtual facilitation tools




Recruit, Train, Support:
Practical Tips

& Workplace Support

Workplace support involves creating a supportive environment where Peer Educators feel valued,
empowered, and equipped to succeed in their roles. This includes emotional support, professional
resources, equitable compensation, and mechanisms to prevent burnout, such as wellness plans and role
clarity. Workplace support is vital for sustaining Peer Educators’ involvement and ensuring their long-term

well-being.

One of the things that's missed oftentimes is that
someone who is bringing their lived experience into a
space and has to work from that standpoint doesn't
get to turn it off at the end of the day.

¢ Recognize Expertise: Value Peer Educators
as experts and acknowledge their lived
experiences as essential to program
success

o Foster Transparency: Create safe spaces
where Peer Educators can openly share
their challenges, progress, and needs

e Promote Communication: Encourage open
dialogue among Peer Educators to adjust
facilitation styles and approaches
collaboratively

Workplace

Support

Program Organizer

¢ Build Ownership: Involve Peer Educators

in program planning, decision-making, and
course delivery to create a sense of
ownership

Refine Courses: Continuously improve
courses by revising programs based on Peer
Educators’ insights and experiences

Encourage Collaboration: Facilitate
networking, connections, and partnerships
among Recovery Colleges to enable cross-
college collaboration




Recruit, Train, Support:
Practical Tips

¥ Workplace Support (continued)

o Gather Feedback: Seek and integrate
community feedback to ensure courses
remain relevant, inclusive, and responsive

e Match Strengths: Assign Peer Educators to
courses that align with their skills and
strengths

¢ Focus on Quality: Prioritize quality over
quantity by developing meaningful, well-
designed co-produced courses

e Embrace Learning: Promote a "failing
forward" mindset where mistakes are seen
as opportunities for growth

Workplace
Support

Provide Support: Offer structured
debriefing sessions to support Peer
Educators’ reflection and ongoing
development

Extend Counselling Benefits: Provide
extended counselling and mental health
benefits to ensure the well-being of Peer
Educators

Address Power Dynamics: Be mindful of
power dynamics, particularly those
stemming from wage disparities, to foster
an equitable environment

It is hard, being involved in peer
work... easy to get burned out,
and have that compassion
fatigue, or secondary trauma.
So, it's really important to have
supports for the peer facilitators
themselves.

Program Organizer
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Resources - General

This document has been designed to share our research findings with a practical intent. There is
so much information out there at our fingertips that we wanted to get you started in a good way
with some relevant examples compiled at time of writing. (Feb 2025)

Search terms included: peer work, wellness, supervising peers, facilitation, and storytelling.

Resource & Organization

Spotlight on Mental Health

Consumer Involvement and Initiatives,
Vancouver Coastal Health Authority
(Canada)

Where to find Recovery Colleges in
Canada

Canadian Mental Health Association,
National
(Canada)
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Resources - General

Description

The program website of the Vancouver Coastal
Health Authority Consumer Involvement and
Initiatives Program. Based in Vancouver, British
Columbia we are a peer led service that includes
wellness workshops run under the Recovery
College model, offering programming through a
local recovery college. A new recovery college
specific to the health region is in development and
will share this digital space.

Most recovery college programs on Canada are
run by local branches of the Canadian Mental
Health Association (CMHA). This inventory is
maintained by the national CMHA who also
convene a Canadian Recovery College Community
of Practice.



https://spotlightonmentalhealth.com/
https://cmha.ca/what-we-do/national-programs/recovery-colleges/
https://cmha.ca/what-we-do/national-programs/recovery-colleges/

Resources - Hiring

Resource & Organization

Peer Employment Project

Canadian Mental Health Association, BC
(Canada)

T et
h el can here
e

Employers Guide to Supporting &

Engaging Peer Workers

Peer Connect BC
(Canada)

Scan here

Resources - Hiring

Description

This community-based research project resulted
in a comprehensive map and assessment of peer
work in British Columbia’s mental health and
substance use sector. Project findings laid the
groundwork for a variety of thoughtful resources
geared towards peers, employers, organizations,
and policy makers.

This online module is a good primer for those
leaders who are new to peer work.

The Employers Guide to Supporting & Engaging
Peer Workers explores the role and needs of peer
support workers. Peer support work includes
group facilitation, the focus of peer facilitators.



https://bc.cmha.ca/peer-employment/
https://peerconnectbc.ca/courses/employers-guide
https://peerconnectbc.ca/courses/employers-guide

Resources - Training

Resource & Organization

Peer Support Canada

Canadian Mental Health Association
(Canada)

El;'..:mil é\
'

Group Facilitation Handout
Hopkins, E. & Walsh, J. (2021). Group
Facilitation Handout

Support House: Centre for Innovation in
Peer Support
(Canada)

R

Scan here
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Telling a Story of Mental Health
Experiences: A guide

The McPin Foundation
(United States)

Resources - Training

Description

Currently associated with the Canadian Mental
Health Association, this organization developed
the Canadian National Standards of Practice,
Core Values and Principles of Peer Support.
These stemmed from work with the Mental
Health Commisison of Canada and incorporates
input from peer support workers and programs
from across the country.

A handy guide to set expectations/prepare peer
Group Facilitators.

Based in Ontario, Canada and a part of Support
House, The Centre for Innovation in Peer Support
maintains a wide range of resources related to
training and supporting the peer workforce.

This is an area that we have found lacking in most
general facilitation resources. Preparation is key
for peer workers who draw upon their lived
experiences to engage learners.



https://peersupportcanada.ca/
https://supporthouse.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Group-Facilitation-Handout.pdf
https://www.researchintorecovery.com/files/Telling%20a%20story%20of%20mental%20health%20experiences_McPin%20Foundation_0.pdf
https://www.researchintorecovery.com/files/Telling%20a%20story%20of%20mental%20health%20experiences_McPin%20Foundation_0.pdf

Resources - Supporting

Resource & Organization

Wellness Recovery Action Plan (WRAP)

Advocates for Human Potential, Inc
(United States)

Scan here

Planning for Wellness and Recovery (PWR)

Consumer Involvement and Initiatives,
Vancouver Coastal Health Authority
(Canada)

Scan here

Doors to Wellbeing Peer Specialist
Webinar Series

Copeland Center (United States)

Hs 9
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Resources - Supporting

Description

Developed in the 1997 as a book and workbook,
WRAP is an exemplary personal wellness planning
tool. Originally conceived by peers to support
themselves to live well with mental health issues,
the content has been adapted for a host of other
populations. WRAP is most well known as group
learning opportunity but can also be self-directed.

A great mobile resource is the free WRAP App for
Android.

A Vancouver, BC based workshop series, drawing
upon the wellness planning materials developed for
US Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service
Administration (SAMHSA).

Free monthly webinars take an in-depth look at
topics of interest to those doing peer work.
Webinars are also archived.



https://www.wellnessrecoveryactionplan.com/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.ahpnet.wrap&hl=en_CA
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.ahpnet.wrap&hl=en_CA
https://spotlightonmentalhealth.com/program/plan-for-wellness-recovery-pwr-in-person/
https://copelandcenter.com/doors-wellbeing/peer-specialist-webinar-series
https://copelandcenter.com/doors-wellbeing/peer-specialist-webinar-series

