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ental health and 
substance use dis-
orders often occur 
together, one exac-
erbating the other. 
Sometimes referred to 
as “dual diagnoses” or 

“co-occurring disorders,” the combina-
tion affected approximately 9.2 million 
adults in the U.S. in 2018, according to 
the National Survey on Drug Use and 
Health. Unfortunately, only about half 
of the individuals with dual diagnoses 
get any kind of treatment, and only 
about 7 percent get treatment for both 
conditions.

We screen every new client for sub-
stance use disorder. Many of our clients 
with dual diagnoses receive substance 
abuse treatment at Hillview through 
one-on-one counseling and/or group 
therapy sessions facilitated by one of 
our three substance use counselors. 
We also work closely with residential 
treatment facilities and other agencies 
to refer clients when appropriate.

These individuals also receive the 
gamut of our regular services, which 
may include psychiatric care for med-
ication support, psychological coun-
seling and case management. Case 
managers work closely with clients to 
teach them new coping skills. They 
also identify barriers to successful func-
tioning and connect clients with com-
munity resources ranging from food 
stamps to transportation to housing. 

As it has for all of us, COVID-19 has 
placed additional stresses on individ-
uals with dual diagnoses, and we have 
seen an increase in referrals specifically 
for substance use. Many of our clients 
live by themselves and feel the effects 
of isolation. They miss the in-person 
groups and camaraderie they find at 
the Hillview Clubhouse. Boredom and 
restlessness can trigger relapses. 

We have reached out to our clients to 
address their COVID-related concerns 
(see article inside). We meet our dual 
diagnoses clients “where they are,” 
engaging them in a nonjudgmental en-
vironment that lets them feel respected 
and understood. All of our staff have 
been trained in providing harm reduc-
tion strategies to clients, working with 
them to increase their safety even if 
they continue with substance use.

Among clients benefiting from our 
integrated approach to dual diagnoses 
are our AB109 population – individuals 
released from jail or prison for non-violent 
crimes. Some have successfully com-
pleted their probation in a year or even 
six months, a testament to the success 
of our program. 

Recognizing the connections be-
tween mental health disorders and 
substance use disorders offers the most 
effective approach to treatment. We 
won’t settle for anything less than 100 
percent in providing integrated treat-
ment for those of our clients who suf-
fer from these interrelated conditions. 
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The Art of Hillview

“Robin Williams”
By Ciel Johnson

President & CEO:
Eva S. McCraven, Ph.D.

Director of Community
& Public Relations:
Sande Weiss

The mission of Hillview Mental Health Center is 
to provide comprehensive, compassionate and 
culturally sensitive mental health services to 
adults and youths in the East San Fernando Val-
ley. Along with challenges of mental illness and 
substance abuse disorders, our clients suffer the 
burdens of poverty. Hillview’s approach address-
es all of these concerns: We offer a full range of 
outpatient behavioral health and substance use 
disorder services while working with government 
and community agencies to meet practical needs 
such as housing, employment and transporta-
tion. We help our clients assess their needs, goals 
and strengths to empower them to live as inde-
pendently as possible as participating members of 
the community.

Hillview Mental Health Center, Inc., is a nonprof-
it corporation that serves as a gateway to recovery, 
independence and health for nearly 2,000 East 
San Fernando Valley residents each year.

website: www.hillviewmhc.org

phone: 818.896.1161

e-mail: info@hillviewmhc.org

An Integrated Approach to 
Treating Dual Diagnoses 
Message from Eva S. McCraven, Ph.D.

President and Chief Executive Officer
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Ciel Johnson created this char-
coal drawing of Robin Williams 
as a tribute to the actor after he 
committed suicide. “He made 
me smile during a time of de-
pression when I thought about 
suicide myself,” she said. Ciel 
used a photograph as her mod-
el, but changed Williams’ smile 
into a melancholy expression. 
“People have told me they 
think I caught his true feelings, 
his inner self,” she added.

“Art is a release for me,” said 
Ciel, who, in addition to draw-
ing and painting, works with 

Adobe Photoshop and Illustrator, and 
does cartooning and animation. She 
has a degree in art from the College 
of Southern Nevada and has applied 
to CalArts. She hopes to become a 
special effects creator, specializing in 
animatronics.

OUR MISSION 
OUR STAFF

Since 1966, Hillview has helped 
people in the East San Fernando 
Valley with serious mental illness 
to manage their illness and gain 
access to all the basic resources 
necessary to live independently.

Pacoima lies in the center of 
the valley’s poverty area, which 
historically was greatly under-
served by health care resources. 
The legacy of racial discrimi-
nation remains, evidenced by 
poverty, unemployment, higher 
death rates and poor housing. 

 Because of these forces, our 
mission is an ongoing challenge 
for our staff members, who work 
with people having few or no re-
sources. Some of our clients have 
been incarcerated, unemployed 
and homeless.

Our staff members are among 
the most caring and skilled pro-
fessionals in the health field. In 
my more than four decades at 
Hillview, I have seen them en-
able our clients to live safer and 
healthier lives. I am grateful to 
all of the Hillview staff members 
for their dedication and feel priv-
ileged to work with them.

HVnewsletter0720.indd   1HVnewsletter0720.indd   1 7/20/20   11:19 AM7/20/20   11:19 AM



he arrival of 
COVID-19 
brought challeng-
es to clients and 
staff alike. Both 
faced the specter 
of illness, the 

closure of all but essential services 
and the sense that the world had 
turned upside down. Hillview Men-
tal Health Center took swift action 
to assure that clients could receive 
services in a manner that kept them 
and staff as safe as possible.

“Our concern was how we could 
deliver services to our clients and 
how we could educate them about 
what was happening in the world at 
that moment,” said Julie Jones, vice 
president of clinical administration.

In order to minimize everyone’s 
potential exposure to the virus, 
Hillview worked to ensure staff 
could use telehealth portals that 
would preserve patient privacy. This 
approach included creating a means 
for staff to access client information 
in a safe and secure manner.

Case managers reached out to all 
of their clients to check in on them, 

assess their needs and review CDC 
guidelines such as the need to wear 
masks.

“For example, if they were hav-
ing respiratory problems, we would 
make sure they connected with 
their primary care provider,” said 
Jones. “If they needed help getting 
to the doctor’s office, we’d provide 
taxi vouchers. If they needed food, 
we’d identify nearby food pantries.” 

Hillview also instituted telemedi-
cine appointments for our psychia-
trists to meet with new clients who 
needed emergency or crisis services. 

Group therapy sessions play a 
large role in mental health services 
at Hillview. In May, we arranged for 
the first telehealth group meeting, 
with nine clients. In June, eight 
more groups started up virtually, 
giving staff the ability to work from 
the office or from home.

Hillview works with clients who 
have mental illness as they are 
being released from jail or prison. 
These individuals often have no 
food or clothing. Hillview staff 
purchased sweatpants, T-shirts and 
other clothing necessities, and as-

aryl Jackson 
has spent most 
of his adult 
life cycling 
in and out 
of prison. He 
turned to drugs 

to dull the pain after witnessing 
a friend’s violent death, then 
started committing crimes to 
support his drug habit. It became 
a vicious cycle.

Daryl first came to Hillview for 
mental health services in 2001, 
after an 18-month stint in pris-
on. Hillview provided psychiatric 
services, case management and 
group therapy, but Daryl strug-
gled to change his patterns. He 
had several more stays in prison 
before being released in 2019.

This time, however, Daryl 
resolved to break the cycle. “I was 
getting older,” he said, “and I was 
sick and tired of going back and 
forth.” 

More than that, he was moti-
vated by family. “My mom was 
89 and I didn’t want her to go 
to her grave knowing I was on 
drugs. In good times and in bad, 
she never gave up on me.” 

That wasn’t all. “I have one 
son, and all his years growing up, 
I was in and out of prison,” said 
Daryl. “I wasn’t a father to him 
then and it was about time to be 
a father to him now, and a grand-
father to my grandson.”

Daryl said he received a lot of 
support from his Hillview case 

manager, Shalmar Neal, and 
from David Richards, program 
manager for the AB109 program. 
This program helps people who 
need mental health services and 
support upon their release from 
incarceration. 

“Shalmar stayed on me and 
made sure I didn’t slip up,” Daryl 
said. Daryl also found support 
groups helpful, especially the 
ones dealing with anger manage-
ment and drugs. He now reports 
being clean for more than five 
years.

Neal and Hillview’s housing 
specialist helped Daryl obtain 
housing multiple times. Neal also 
assisted Daryl with getting into 
a certification program for solar 
panel installation. Daryl graduat-
ed early and then received help 
from Hillview’s job specialist in 
securing a job as an installer.

Daryl decided he wanted to 
help other people like himself to 
make the transition from pris-
on or homelessness back to the 
community. He and his fiancée 
attended Pierce College in Wood-
land Hills and completed the 
Social Services Mental Health pro-
gram. They now manage a tran-
sitional housing facility in North 
Hills that serves 15 clients.

“Hillview made a big difference 
in my life, especially this time 
around. This time,” he said, “I 
was willing to listen.”
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Helping Clients & Staff 

Adapt to COVID-19

sembled food boxes. The items were 
delivered to newly released individ-
uals so they would not need to visit 
stores during the lockdown.

As of this writing in early June, 
about half of Hillview staff work 
from home. While telehealth has al-
lowed staff to assist the majority of 
clients, some clients need in-person 
services. Staff  working on site have 
their temperatures checked each 
morning and wear masks through-
out the day. Clients seen at Hillview 
answer health screening questions 
and are given masks before receiv-
ing services. 

“I’m proud of what we’ve been 
able to do thanks to our execu-
tive management, management 
team and staff,” said Jones. “We’re 
managing to provide services for a 
vulnerable population in a different 
manner.”

The People of Hillview:
Meet Our Nurse Practitioner

After Nkechi Akpati gave birth to 
her baby at only 25 weeks, she 
appreciated the medical system that 
helped her baby – and the two that 
followed – to survive and thrive. She 
knew that had she delivered her first 
child in her native country of Nigeria, 
the baby would likely have died.

Those experiences spurred her to 
pursue a career in nursing as a way 
of paying back her good fortune. 
After obtaining her nursing degree, 
she earned further specializations as 

an adult gerontology nurse prac-
titioner and a psychiatric mental 
health nurse practitioner.

“I chose to focus on psychiat-
ric medicine because psychiatric 
patients often have no voice, and 
people tend not to listen to them 
nor take their issues seriously,” she 
said. 

Nurse Akpati came to Hillview 
about a year ago. She appreciates 
the ability to spend the time she 
needs with her patients without 

feeling rushed or pressured. She also 
admires Hillview’s breadth of ser-
vices and well-organized approach. 

When not working, she enjoys 
spending time with her family, 
playing tennis, cooking and staying 
involved with her church.

Turning Lives Around – 
Starting with His Own

Our Thanks 
to Cedars-Sinai and 

Sunair Children’s Foundation

Hillview Mental Health Center 
thanks Cedars-Sinai for a gener-
ous grant of $25,000 to enhance 
our telehealth capabilities during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
grant funded laptops and an 
electronic health record system 
software module. These resources 
have enabled Hillview staff mem-
bers to provide 250 group ses-
sions, averaging about 10 clients 
per session, each week. 

“Most of our clients are accus-
tomed to and need case manage-
ment services to stay engaged 
in treatment,” said Hillview 
CEO Eva McCraven, Ph.D. “This 
equipment has allowed our staff 
to remain engaged with existing 
clients as well as new clients who 
may come from jail or are expe-
riencing homelessness. We’re so 
grateful to Cedars-Sinai for help-
ing us meet this crucial need.”

Hillview also thanks the Sunair 
Children’s Foundation for gener-
ously providing a $20,000 grant 
to benefit our transitional-age 
clients, young adults between 
the ages of 18 and 21. Awarded 
to Hillview for the past 10 years, 
this grant provides necessities 
not covered by formal funding 
streams, such as books for school 
or clothing for job interviews. 

“The Sunair grants are a won-
derful gift to young people trying 
to establish themselves as inde-
pendent members of the commu-
nity,” said McCraven. 
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