Good morning.  It is nice to be here to speak to you about my experience.  My name is Chris Whittaker and I worked as Executive Director of the Consumer/Survivor Information Resource Centre of Toronto for three years, from 1997 to 2000.

My training as a supervisor began in Library Techniques at Seneca College in an actual Supervision course…I found the course challenging, but was allowed to rewrite the final test and was rewarded with a respectable grade.

The C/S Info Centre where I worked is special, I think, because it offers hope in the form of information on social, housing and employment opportunities to a marginalized population – the mentally ill.  My definition of “consumer/survivor” is - a consumer of a mental health service like any other health service and a survivor, someone who has experienced the mental health system.   The centre offers information from a peer perspective - the staff are consumers themselves.

I am a consumer – a person with the experience of schizophrenia.  I was diagnosed almost 20 years ago, and once stabilized I completed my education and worked my way up from Cataloguer to Coordinator to Executive Director, managing the centre and  earning up to $40,000 plus per year.  The centre recently celebrated its 15th anniversary.  

With only two staff, I wore a number of hats, staffing the “front lines”, answering reference inquiries from consumers, mental health professionals, family members, students and the general public, but I also as an administrator visioned a direction for the centre.  I oversaw its operation, liaised with a diverse volunteer Board of Directors and reported to our government funder - the Ontario Ministry of Health and Long Term Care.

The calls were interesting.  They ranged from someone whose needs could be met by a pet food bank to two separate people who over time I determined to be only mildly suicidal.   Every call brought a sense of satisfaction that I was supporting the broader community - information is power.  Currently, I am working permanent casual as an Information Assistant at the McLaughlin Information Centre at the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health, here in Toronto. 

This gives you a sense of my experience as a library technician movin’ up to the role of a supervisor.  Thank you for inviting me to speak today.  

