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Good morning Chairperson Weinberg, and members of the Assembly Health and Human 
Services Committee.  I represent the New Jersey Association of Mental Health Agencies.  We 
represent over 125 nonprofit hospitals and freestanding clinics providing mental health treatment 
to well over 300,000 adults and children on an annual basis, most with serious emotional and 
mental illnesses.  Thank you for the opportunity to convey our association’s strong support for 
Assembly Bill 3809/Senate Bill 2334, which would institute a loan redemption program to 
finance the undergraduate study of qualified program participants in exchange for full- time 
employment as a direct care professional at, among other qualified sites, nonprofit agencies 
under contract with the Department of Human Services.  NJAMHA strongly endorses the bill’s 
inclusion of a wide variety of staff including those who provide counseling, occupational 
support, case management, vocational training, assistance with activities of daily living, 
medication management, budgeting assistance, and other vital support services.  The nonprofit 
mental health system is comprised of a variety of disciplines to reflect the wide array of services 
and supports desired and needed by individuals with mental illnesses who are struggling to 
recover on a daily basis.   
 
In that the lion’s share of our members have contracts with the DHS, the passage of the bill 
would be a giant step toward stabilizing the nonprofit workforce.  Individuals with serious 
mental health issues require continuity of care.  The low retention rate of direct care staff in the 
nonprofit community, largely due to low salaries and poor benefits, has resulted in high staff 
turnover especially in programs serving the most at-risk clientele.  These include Programs for 
Assertive Community Treatment and Intensive case Management Services, which directly treat 
individuals with histories of hospitalization who are at high risk of rehospitalization.  Staff 
turnover rates have hovered between 15% and 18% in these programs, with some positions 
becoming vacant twice in one year.  Frequent changes in primary direct service staff is certainly 
not conducive to optimizing clinical outcomes. 

 
As you are aware, these nonprofit agencies have had budgets either stagnate or actually decrease 
from year to year, even with the years of cost-of- living increases that have not come close to 
reflecting the rate of inflation.  In this fiscal environment, staff recruitment and retention efforts 
have been stymied.  Nonprofits simply cannot compete for staff when salaries and benefits are so 
low, particularly in comparison to similar positions in State government or some of the newer 
children’s system of care services.  In virtually every job category, the entry level state salary is 
at least 30% higher than comparable community entry level staff. 
 
Loan redemption programs will go a long way to addressing staff recruitment issues through 
reducing the debt of direct care professionals to attract them to the world of nonprofits.  Loan 
redemption is a tremendous ly worthwhile investment as it is likely to attract direct service 
professionals to community agencies, even though the salaries are less than public sector jobs. 



Most entry- level staff who leave these positions do so because they have difficulty paying off 
student loans, which is not helped by the fact that the average starting salary of social service and 
mental health professionals in New Jersey is only $28,000, compared to $41000 in New Jersey 
State hospitals doing similar work, often serving the same consumers.  This gap has widened 
over the years, and will continue to grow if it is not addressed immediately. 

 
The student loan redemption act is necessary and vital for all mental health and social service 
professionals to ease some of their financial burden so that they can focus more time on their 
valuable work rather than on their financial woes. 

 
NJAMHA strongly supports Assembly Bill 3809 and the identical Senate Bill 2334. We thank 
Assemblymen McKeon, Conners, Conaway and Manzo and Senators Madden, Allen, Gill, 
Scutari, Baer, Adler, Bryant and Sarlo for their understanding of this critical issue and their 
willingness to act to correct it to the benefit of the hundreds of thousands of New Jersey residents 
with mental illness or who are living with a family member with mental illness. 
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Good morning Chairperson Weinberg, and members of the Assembly Health and Human 
Services Committee.  I represent the New Jersey Association of Mental Health Agencies, Inc..  
We represent over 125 nonprofit hospitals and freestanding clinics annually providing mental 
health treatment to well over 300,000 adults and children, most with serious emotional and 
mental illnesses.  Thank you for the opportunity to convey our association’s opposition to 
Assembly Bill 3756, which would limit student loan redemption to graduates of social work 
education programs only, who are willing to accept positions in nonprofit agencies, as well as 
other qualified sites defined by the bill.   
 
NJAMHA strongly supports loan redemption.  Staff retention and recruitment continue to plague 
our member agencies, and financial assistance to reduce or eliminate student debt is a strong 
motivator for graduates to join nonprofits even at lower salaries and lesser benefits.  However, to 
maximize the effect of loan redemption in terms of addressing the grave staff recruitment and 
retention issues, a variety of human service majors must be recognized.   
 
The nonprofit mental health system is comprised of a variety of disciplines that reflect the wide 
array of services and supports desired and needed by individuals with mental illnesses who are 
struggling to recover on a daily basis.  In fact, the growing body of research on serious mental 
illnesses clearly points out the way funding should be spent: on evidence based practices - using 
modern medication protocols, Supported Employment, PACT, Family Education, Illness 
Management/Recovery interventions and Integrated Dual Disorder Treatment.  Social Work is 
one of many disciplines in the mental health field and it is only indirectly correlated to the 
research.  Actually, some of the disciplines that are directly related to the research are Psychiatry, 
Nursing and certified Psychiatric Rehabilitation professionals.  Evidence-based practices have 
also shown that multidisciplinary treatment approaches result in improved clinical outcomes in 
the treatment of mental illnesses.  
 
The student loan redemption act is necessary and vital for all mental health and social service 
professionals to ease some of their financial burden so that they can focus more time on their 
valuable work rather than on their financial woes.  For this reason, NJAMHA urges passage of 
Assembly Bill 3809 and opposes Assembly Bill 3756. 


