
Claire Hanslow shares her experiences of MHCCs Certificate IV in Mental Health Peer Work course 

 

What led you to enrol in MHCC Peer Work training? 

I have always had an interest in mental health and in pursuing a career that would help support 

people who are challenged by mental distress, even before realising it was something I was 

experiencing myself. Originally I hoped to become a school counsellor and came close to the end of a 

primary teaching degree to do so. Unfortunately, uni was the perfect storm to test if my experiences 

of what I now know was cPTSD and Depression/Anxiety could have its ceiling blown off into the 

dizzying heights of mania also. During a teaching prac and other stressors, I had my first of a few 

hospital admissions and learnt just how traumatic that can be in itself. I learnt firsthand how the 

support offered by staff has potential to influence change in people’s lives for the better or worse 

depending on how it is delivered. I saw in stark contrast care that was unacceptable and significantly 

damaging and care that has helped to save my life.  

My experiences furthered my resolve to help support others battling mental distress and the added 

potential distress of navigating our mental health system. A Chaplain who had supported me during 

one of my admissions recognised that I valued informal peer support and asked if I would like to 

volunteer with him. Taking up that opportunity when I felt able was very meaningful to me and I was 

surprised to find that I felt useful and somewhat capable in that environment. 

I spent many years of feeling like focusing on surviving my distress and trying to address my health 

was a full-time job. I returned to university studies and work at times with some success but I felt I 

was walking a precarious line between productivity and wellbeing. The vicious cycles of paralysing 

anxiety, procrastination and perfectionism kept me teetering on the edge of breakdowns and I 

experienced many varied episodes which I feel I have better learnt how to manage well now. 

I decided I had to re-evaluate what kind of career would allow me to self-care enough to sustain and 

at that time it meant not continuing university level studies and finding work that aligned with my 

values. Through my own struggles, I took it upon myself to try to understand as much about mental 

health as I could. I sought to be empowered by knowledge and try to find some theory behind all the 

chaos. To help find meaning from my experiences I wanted to use what I had learnt to help 

empower others with similar challenges and offer connection and support. I realised it was also 

important to me to find a role that supported me to identify as someone with lived experience and 

to share some of that in a purposeful way instead of feel it had to be hidden.  

When I finally heard about Peer Work, I knew I had struck gold and sought out someone with Peer 

Work experience to learn more from. I feel incredibly grateful for the support and encouragement I 

received. I found a humble and brilliant mentor who saw potential in me and gave me opportunity 

to share lived experience through the Consumer Participation Unit. I spoke my truth at training 

events for mental health clinicians, some of which I had met as a patient, and I found this incredibly 

profound. It helped me move further in my own recovery by owning my story and finding 

community. It also helped me make connections that eventually led to my current employment as a 

Peer Worker. It took me quite a while to find a Peer Work CertIV. available in my area and eventually 

commenced the study at the same time as my current Peer Work role. 

I now work as a Mental Health Peer Worker for NSW Public Health in Hunter New England at Hunter 

Valley Mental Health Service. I started just over a year ago and work in the community team there, 

also spending some time at the Mental Health Unit of Maitland Hospital. Much of my time is spent 



meeting with people individually who access the community mental health service. The kind of 

support offered is person centred so it is led by what the individual would prefer. It may involve 

sharing safe and purposeful lived experience, connection and validation, recognition of strengths, 

assistance navigating the mental health system, identifying and working towards goals and values 

which could increase quality of life, assisting with self or peer led advocacy and systemic advocacy. I 

am also increasing my involvement in facilitating groups. 

 

What did you find most interesting in the training? 

I don’t think I could have successfully taken on the challenge of my Peer Work role without the 

informative and supportive experience of the Peer Work CertIV.  

The course not only provided much needed clarification and information to fulfil my role, it also 

offered a safe space to problem solve and learn together. Meeting my classmates has been a 

privilege. I have so much confidence in and excitement for the amazing contributions they will 

continue to make to mental health services and to our society in general.  

I am so grateful to our trainer Emma for her immense knowledge, generosity of sharing and genuine 

expression of self. Her conviction and dedication was infectious and motivated me to push myself to 

continue with the challenge. 

For me to have actually pursued something I care about to completion is a strange thing that I am so 

relieved to be able to celebrate. Fear and anxiety has so often stopped me from attempting or 

continuing with anything that I really cared about but this course has been a significant step in 

changing that. I was so scared to fail at something that mattered to me and have often felt such 

intense panic just at the thought of being assessed. I think that studying a course where assessments 

are not graded was a welcome change that helped me challenge my perfectionism. I also found that 

the staff from Mental Health Coordinating Council were so supportive and understanding and their 

gracious flexibility made a world of difference to this experience of study. 

This course has helped me to find the hope I need to believe I can study further and I hope that 

MHCC may be part of my future study also. 

What do you like most about being a Peer Worker? 

I think that any time people with lived experience meet, magic happens. It inspires me and gives me 

strength when I am able to connect with a community of people who live with mental health 

conditions and I feel privileged to witness any of the stories they share. 

What difference can peer work make to someone’s life? 

My aim is that Peer Work can ease feelings of isolation or shame for someone with lived experience 

and encourage hope and empowerment. Some of the most challenging situations in providing 

support as a Peer Worker have also been examples of how profound Peer Work can be. If someone 

feels safer to engage with mental health support when they are at risk due to the rapport formed 

with a Peer Worker, that can be very significant. Respect, empathy, validation and hope can be 

valuable contributions to someone’s experience with mental health services and in life in general. 

 


