
By Donna Marcello, BA, CASAC 
Career Services Program Director 
East House, Rochester, New York 
 
 

E 
ntering a residential program for 
substance use can be very scary, 
a time filled with questions and 
learning to navigate the un-

known.  As service providers, we can 
make this time a little easier by answering 
questions, offering assistance, reassuring 
clients that all of their needs will be met.  
We can explain that the goal is not just to 
provide a bed to sleep in, but to help the 
individual to achieve sobriety, better 
physical health, improved mental health, 
economic self-sufficiency and independ-
ence. This is how we approach new cli-
ents at East House. And to make sure that 
all of their needs are met, East House 
makes vocational rehabilitation a priority.    
     Almost 25 years ago, East House real-
ized the importance of providing educa-
tion and employment services to comple-
ment its existing residential programs for 
individuals in recovery from mental ill-
ness and substance use disorder.  So in 
1989, it launched a program, now known 
as Career Services, to meet the vocational 
and education needs of its clients. Over 
those 25 years, we have seen the impor-
tance of meaningful activity to the reha-
bilitation of the individuals who we serve.  
     Currently, the Career Services program 
serves over 700 people annually in recov-

ery from substance use disorder.  These 
individuals come from East House’s four 
OASAS-licensed halfway houses and one 
supported housing apartment program, or 
one of three other OASAS-licensed resi-
dential treatment programs in Rochester, 
NY that contract with East House for 
these services.   
     Counselors from Career Services are 
considered  part of the team that serves cli-
ents. They work closely with house manag-
ers and counselors to ensure that education 
and employment services are addressed as 
part of the plan for clients. Every client re-
siding in an OASAS-licensed facility is 
given an orientation to the Career Services 
program, and there is an expectation of in-
volvement while the client is at East House. 
While we believe in the importance of in-
volvement, we also believe in personal 
choice. So each client works on an individu-
alized plan with his or her career counselor, 
choosing what services and goals are impor-
tant to each of them. 
     Here’s how it works:  career counselors 
are assigned to each OASAS-licensed facil-
ity, allowing each program to have a point-
person for vocational and education services 
and ensuring optimum collaboration be-
tween residential and vocational staff. As 
part of their assignment, career counselors 
attend community meetings at the halfway 
houses, as well as treatment team meetings 
and case reviews. Career counselors review 
client progress with residential and treat-
ment staff on a regular basis to ensure that 

progress is consistent across programs. De-
pending on the client, the focus may be edu-
cation, employment or both.   
     If the goal is education, clients have 
the opportunity to take classes to prepare 
for the TASC exam (Test Assessing Sec-
ondary Completion), formerly known as 
GED, at the East House Paul Wolk Learn-
ing Center, which is located at Career 
Services.  In addition to TASC preparation, 
Career Services also offers adult basic edu-
cation in math and reading as well as 
classes focused on computer skills, which 
are essential in today’s job market. For 
those in need of assistance with memory, 
focus, or concentration, Career Services 
offers a cognitive remediation program 
called NEAR (Neuropsychological Edu-
cational Approaches to Remediation).  
NEAR is an evidence-based approach to 
cognitive remediation and has been suc-
cessfully implemented in some outpatient 
and inpatient programs. NEAR classes are 
held in the East House Career Services 
computer labs and individuals have re-
ported excellent gains following their 15-
week course. 
      One client who completed NEAR is 
Dan.  Dan was residing at an East House 
halfway house, and then graduated to the 
apartment program.  He went through the 
NEAR program and also attended classes 
at the Paul Wolk Learning Center to pre-
pare for and complete his TASC, which 
he obtained in 2013.  He now volunteers 
at the Learning Center while searching for 

competitive employment. He has success-
fully graduated from the supported hous-
ing apartment program, but continues to 
utilize Career Services as an alumnus.   
     Career Services also assists clients 
with obtaining and retaining volunteer 
positions, which build skill level, job ex-
perience, and self-confidence; locating 
and registering for skills training or certi-
fication programs, as well as referrals to 
ACCES-VR. Contracts with ACCES-VR 
allow for work readiness skills training, 
vocational assessments, job readiness, job 
placement, and job retention services.  
Other employment-specific services in-
clude weekly groups which focus on job 
readiness skills, job seeking strategies and 
job retention. Clients also use two in-
house computer labs to search for em-
ployment, complete online applications 
and create professional email accounts.  
Open interviews and panel discussions 
with Human Resources representatives 
from the business community are also 
available on-site.  In 2013, 64 clients came 
to Career Services for assistance with a job 
search and 59 of those were placed in com-
petitive employment.   
     Chad began working with his career 
counselor while he was living in one of 
the East House halfway house programs. 
Chad is deaf, and was able to work with a 
career counselor who is a sign language 
interpreter. He completed the halfway  
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I 
n 2011 President Obama, Depart-
ment of Defense Secretary Eric 
Shinseki and HUD Secretary  Shaun 
Donovan announced a five year plan 

to end veteran homelessness in the United 
States. The announcement was backed up 
by record funds to help achieve this goal.    
VASH  vouchers (Veterans Administra-
tion Supportive Housing) were made 
available to serve as a rental subsidy for 
veterans  so that they could afford hous-
ing.  Case managers were assigned to  the 
veterans to help them find the housing  
and services needed to remain housed.   
SSVF (Supportive Services for Veteran 
Families) were distributed in an effort to 
prevent veterans from becoming home-
less. Halfway into this plan the results 
have been significant.  Veteran homeless-
ness has been reduced by 17.2 percent. 
     Earlier this year Concern for Independ-
ent Living together with the Long Island 
Coalition for the Homeless,  United Vet-
erans Beacon House, The Community 
Development Corporation of Long Island, 
Suffolk County United Veterans  and the 
Northport Veterans Administration took 
part in a “Boot Camp” in Philadelphia.  
Six different regions from across the 
country came together to strategize on 

developing a plan to end veteran home-
lessness by December, 2015. We received 
training from the Rapid Results Institute 
and the 100,000 Homes Campaign.  After 
three long days we came up with the Long 
Island Plan which is currently in the im-
plementation stage. 
     The essence of the plan is simple. If 
you can house more people every month 

than the number of people who become 
homeless you can reduce the number of 
homeless by that number every month 
until no one remains homeless. Efforts 
can then focus on rapid re-housing to 
house any veterans who become home-
less.   Prevention activities are also key.   
     The creation of permanent affordable 
housing with flexible services  is an im-
portant component of our plan. Concern is 
currently in the process of developing 60 
units in Amityville and 59 units in Ron-
konkoma.    All of the units in Amityville 
will serve homeless veterans  and their 
families. About half of the units in Ron-
konkoma are for homeless veterans with 
the balance aimed at housing veterans 
who need affordable housing. Capital 
funding from the New York State Office 
of Mental Health, NYS Homes and Com-
munity Renewal, NYS Homeless Housing 
Assistance program, The Federal Home 
Loan Bank of New York and Suffolk 
County made this housing possible. 
     Concern has been working with the 
Northport VA, CDC of Long Island and 
United Veterans Beacon House to house 
homeless veterans who are given VASH 
vouchers. To date we have housed 47 vet-
erans in permanent housing.  Supportive 
services ensure that the veterans’ needs are 
met.  Two of the veterans have secured 
jobs and no longer need the vouchers to 
pay their rent. Others are in the process of 
receiving training that will help them get 

jobs.  In several cases where rental housing 
was difficult to find,  Concern purchased 
the sites and is renting them to the veter-
ans. Home Depot donated $300,000 to help 
fund these acquisitions and The Long Is-
land Community Foundation gave us a 
$25,000 start-up grant.   
     Another exciting development is the 
creation of a Community Resource Center 
alongside the Amityville housing. The 
Long Island Coalition for the Homeless is 
renovating a 40,000 sq. ft. building that 
will house approximately seven nonprofit 
agencies. United Veterans Beacon House, 
SUS, Family Service League, Suffolk 
County United Veterans, Concern and oth-
ers will be joined together under one roof 
and will focus on coordinating our regional 
efforts to end veteran homelessness. 
     While there must be overall plans to 
achieve goals it always comes down to 
individuals and our ability to connect with 
them.  For over a year now we have been 
working with a 71 year old veteran who 
spent many years living in the woods. 
After months of engaging him, he finally 
decided that he liked what we could offer 
him – an apartment in a safe, comfortable 
place where he could maintain his dignity 
and begin to rebuild his life. One year 
later his health has improved and he is 
working part-time. He was able to pay off 
debts and save money to purchase a  
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vehicle. He spends part of his free time 
engaging homeless veterans who can 
benefit from some guidance from one 
who has been there.   
     Another veteran celebrated his 42nd 
birthday this month with his 16 year old 
daughter in his two-bedroom condo that 
he rents through HUD VASH.  His 
daughter attends high school and she is 
doing well in school for the first time in 
years.   He began a self-designed weight 
loss plan in November, has lost 15 
pounds, and recently decided to start us-
ing the gym at his condo complex to get 
back into shape.   He has been adding 
“decorative touches” – artificial flower 
arrangements, framed pictures, candles, 
and a blue and white runner for his dining 
room table – to his new home for the last 
month. He’s saving for a washer and 
dryer; a car for his daughter is next.  He 
planned and enjoyed cooking holiday 
meals at Thanksgiving and Christmas 
time, and served his Concern case man-
ager his “special” brewed tea on Christ-
mas Eve. Despite suffering from severe 
anxiety, he is happy, feels secure and safe 
in his home and is starting to venture out 

to public places after being a virtual hermit 
for several years. He has recently begun 
receiving financial compensation from the 
VA for his service-related disabilities, and 
combined with his social security disabil-
ity benefits earned during all the years he 
worked as a truck driver, he has a monthly 
income sufficient for his needs.   
     Ending Veteran homelessness on Long 
Island will take a concerted effort using all 
of the resources available in the best man-
ner possible. We are determined to work 
with our partners to help make this happen. 
 

Photos Below: 
 
Photo #1:  60 units of housing for home-
less veterans in Amityville will open in 
mid-2014. 
 
Photo #2:  In cases where finding rental 
housing for veterans with VASH vouch-
ers proved difficult, Concern purchased 
sites and is renting them to the veterans. 
 
Photo #3:  Adjacent to the 60 units of 
housing that Concern is developing will 
be a large Community Center where a 
number of non profits will provide sup-
port services to homeless veterans. 
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