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In Our Corner: Nonprofit Empowers  
People with Mental Health Disorders
By Ellyn Wexler

Cornerstone Montgomery is a bit more than a stone’s throw from North Potomac 
geographically, but counts more than fifty residents among its 2,400 annual clients. 
The nonprofit, with existing office buildings in Silver Spring and Bethesda and one 
in the works in Rockville, serves people, sixteen and older, throughout the county 
who have “mental health and co-occurring substance mental health and substance 
use disorder to live, work, and integrate successfully into the community,” said 
Cari Guthrie Cho, the licensed clinical social worker who is its president and CEO.  
“We believe that the people we serve have the right and the potential to be active 
members of the community.”

Cho, who earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology at the College of William and 
Mary, and a master’s in social work at the University of Maryland Baltimore, has 

been with Cornerstone since its incep-
tion, and before that, with its predeces-
sors, for more than twenty-two years. “I 
am very involved with advocacy around 
behavioral health issues,” said Cho, who 
also sits on the boards of the Commu-
nity Behavioral Health Association of 
Maryland and the National Council for 
Behavioral Health. 

A July 2012 merger of Threshold  
Services and St. Luke’s House was the 
start of Cornerstone. The single organi-
zation was formed, Cho explained, “in 
order to position ourselves for health-
care reform. We felt that being a larger 
organization with additional services 
would allow us to remain independent, 
and as the largest provider in Montgom-
ery County, ensured us a place at the  
table.” Threshold specialized in provid-
ing co-occurring treatment to people 

with mental health and substance abuse disorders, and St. Luke’s House supported 
employment services for homeless people with mental illness.

Since the merger, “We have gotten much bigger, growing from a $7–to–$10- 
million organization to a $19-to-$20-million organization,” said Cho. In addition, 
she noted that Cornerstone has “become recognized as an expert in mental health 
in the county and state… (and has) also made a concentrated effort to become more 
involved and engaged in the community.” 

As part of the public mental health system, Cornerstone’s main clientele consists 
of people with Medicare or Medicaid and the uninsured. Contracts and grants from 
the county and state, foundations, and individual donors provide the remainder of 
its income. “In the last couple of years, we have been exploring alternative revenue 
streams, including increasing private pay clients, increasing use of private insurance, 
and offering educational classes such as mental health first aid to the community,” 
Cho said.

Cornerstone’s substantial presence in the county includes three outpatient  
mental health centers with psychiatrists, nurse practitioners, nurses, and thera-
pists, and 212 residential rehabilitation beds where “a range of supervised hous-
ing ranging from 24-hour supervision to regular drop-in support is provided,” 
Cho said. It manages more than eighty properties and owns about sixty, a mix  

of single-family homes, townhouses, condos, and administrative offices. All services 
are available in both their current office buildings. This “under one roof,” Cho said, 
“creates easy access for clients and improved collaboration and coordination of care 
for staff.”

For those who live on their own with family or friends or are homeless,  
Cornerstone offers supported living/case management. Among the programs are  
supported employment “that helps people find, get, and keep competitive jobs in the 
community,” Cho said, as well as integrated treatment for co-occurring disorders, 
dialectical behavioral therapy, residential crisis services, and Health Homes, “where 
a nurse care manager helps people in our residential and supported living programs 
manage their medical issues.”

To reduce the stigma of mental health and substance use disorders, Cornerstone  
also provides advocacy and education to the community. “As part of our mis-
sion to help people with mental illness integrate successfully back into the com-
munity, we believe that education is key to help ensure the people we serve 
have equal opportunities,” Cho said. Available to the public throughout the 
year is the eight-hour course, Mental Health First Aid, that “teaches people how 
to recognize signs of mental health crises, how to intervene and get help for that  
person.” 

Partnerships, said Cho, are “integral to our success. Without the relationships we 
have with more than 300 businesses in Montgomery County, we would not have the 
success that we have in helping our clients find, get, and keep jobs. More than 100 of 
these relationships are in the North Potomac area.” Cornerstone also “partners with 
hospitals and other providers to help make sure we get our clients the best services 
possible and have the ability to coordinate care.” A partnership with Barwood Taxi 
and the North Bethesda Rotary Club, for example, helps clients get to job interviews 
and employment. “This partnership has been such a success that we asked for and 
received a grant from the (Montgomery) County Council to share this program with 
other nonprofits in the community.” 

As part of the plans for the new building in Rockville, Cho said that Cornerstone 
“will bring homeless, primary care, and behavioral health services all under one 
roof” in a partnership with an Interfaith Works woman’s shelter and CCI Health 
and Wellness Services. “This is a landmark project that has the support of City of  
Rockville, Montgomery County, and the state, and we are hoping that it becomes a 
model for others to follow,” she said. 

Among Cornerstone’s other projects, Cho said, are “expansion of supported  
employment services to address a lengthy waiting list; implementation of an 
ACT (Assertive Community Treatment) team; rollout of a $415,000 grant over 
three years to implement telehealth services; participation in a trauma informed 
care learning collaborative with the National Council (for Behavioral Health) 
that will help us recognize and address the trauma history that most of our clients 
have experienced; developing more structured leadership development for staff; 
and completing national CARF (Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation  
Facilities) accreditation for all our programs.”

For more information, visit www.cornerstonemontgomery.org.w
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