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This is our village

Hello! Welcome to our story of the Fort 
Saskatchewan Families First Society for 
the 2016-2017 fiscal year! Families First is a 
grassroots, not-for-profit organization that 
supports the healthy development of children 
and families in Fort Saskatchewan, Sturgeon 
County, and neighbouring communities. 
Families walk through our door looking for 
programs in early learning or parenting. 
Sometimes they also need family support or 
a helping hand. None of the work we do gets 
done alone. We have amazing community 
partners who we work closely with every day, 
all in the name of building safe, strong, healthy 
future generations! 

Over 950 families now 
participate in programs and 
services at Fort Saskatchewan  
Families First Society every 
year.
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A message from the Executive Director

Hello, and welcome to our 
2016-2017 Families First 
Annual Report, which is chalk 
full of stories, photos and 
information on what we have 
been up to this past year 
in Fort Saskatchewan and 
Sturgeon County.

Over the past 7 months, Families First has had 
the privilege of participating in a learning cohort 
with Dr. Steve Patty, founder of Dialogues in 
Action. Project Impact has given us the tools to 
explore in a deeper way, what Families First’s 
impact really is on the lives of the families and 
individuals who we work with through our 
centre. The conversations we have had with our 
parents as a result of Project Impact have been 
incredibly inspiring. People have been excited 
about sharing their stories with us during  
one-to-one interviews, and have generously 
taken their time to complete paper surveys as 
well.

We are still in the process of completing 
our Project Impact findings report, but what 
has been profound for us so far, is learning 
that Families First significantly improves the 
mental health of people who we interact with. 
From reducing social isolation, to increasing 
confidence, to helping people have hope for 
their future, to helping them actually feel safer, 
Families First is making a tremendous impact on 
our community. 

The philosophies we hold dear about how we 
treat one another directly relates to why people 

come to Families First and why they keep 
coming back. The culture of story listening 
and nurturing the relationships that we have 
cultivated is critical to the role we play in our 
community and in the region. It has become 
the solid foundation for all of the work we do. 
We are grateful to everyone who so willingly 
and enthusiastically gave their time to help us 
with our project!

In February 2017, we celebrated our first year in 
our new home, and that has taken our presence 
in the communities we serve to yet another 
level. It’s been a year of learning and growth 
for us as we now have the space to work with 
partners in ways we were not able to before, 
to coordinate services and increase access to 
supports. You will see exciting examples of 
those partnerships later on in this report (pg 22).

In addition to the growth in our partnerships, 
we have also seen an increase in people 
coming to Families First because they want to 
help us. We love our volunteers! Members of 
the community also come to see us bearing 
gently used baby clothes and supplies of 
diapers, wipes and baby formula. The only way 
that we are able to pass these basic necessities 
on to the people who need them is if they are 
donated to us so we are so thankful when you 
bring them in.

And of course, although we have our new 
home, we still require donated community 
spaces to run certain programs in Fort 
Saskatchewan as well as in Sturgeon County. 

We are grateful to the businesses, churches 
and schools who so graciously allow us into 
their homes to deliver our programs. These 
champions, along with our funders and donors 
(donors of money, time, talents, toys, materials 
and supplies) have all contributed to making 
our 2016-2017 year so fulfilling.

This annual report was compiled by our 
Families First team with great care in hopes that 
you will perhaps learn something new about 
our organization, or that you may be inspired to 
get involved yourself. 

Our new home would not be a home at all 
without the people who come in to see us. We 
are so grateful that the families we have known 
for years continue to come and share their lives 
with us, and equally grateful for the new friends 
we meet every day.

Fort Saskatchewan, Sturgeon County and our 
rural neighbours are people of strength and 
wisdom, resiliency and love. These are people 
who believe in their community, and believe in 
each other. I hope that you will see the respect 
and admiration we have for the communities 
we serve, reflected in the pages that follow.

This is our village!

Heather Boonstra 
Executive Director 
Fort Saskatchewan Families First Society
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A message from the Board of Directors

The Fort Saskatchewan 
Families First Society Board of 
Directors is pleased to share 
this annual report with the 
families we serve, our valued 
volunteers, our generous 
donors and sponsors, and our 
partners. After a very busy year accomplishing 
our goal of a new home, it was nice to have 
a year of settling in and working together 
to address the needs of families.  We have 
celebrated our first anniversary of our move 
to our new location and acknowledged the 
contributions of so many since this move.  We 
are happy with our ability to provide quality 
supports, services and programs for families, 
children, and individuals.  Our new home has 
provided opportunities to share space and 
offer additional services that were not possible 
before.  Read further in this report to learn more 
details of how Families First is accomplishing our 
mission and vision within our resources.

Karen Sliwkanich, 
Board Chairperson,   
On behalf of the Board of Directors of the Fort 
Saskatchewan Families First Society

 “I feel like I have a village now. I don’t 
think I would have felt that if it wasn’t 
for you guys.”  
                                  - Project Impact Participant

“Because of coming to Families First, I 
feel safer now. I know I don’t have to 
go back.”  
                                  - Project Impact Participant

The accomplishments of Families First could not 
occur without dedicated and skilled staff, many 
volunteers, including a strong Board of Directors, 
and our donors, funders and sponsors.  We are 
very grateful for all that you do to help families 
thrive in Fort Saskatchewan and area.  We are 
supported by three levels of government so it is 
important to keep lines of communication open 
between Families First and these elected officials 
in hopes of ongoing and continuous support.  
Those of you who benefit from Families First 
supports, services and programs and those of 
us who work to ensure families have this access 
must continue to share these messages with all 
decision-makers.

A key action by the Board and staff has been 
to begin a strategic planning process to ensure 
that Families First is well positioned to provide 
the right supports, services and programs, in 
the right ways to continue to achieve our goals. 
There will be opportunities in the coming weeks 
for our partners, donors, sponsors and funders, 
as well as our families and volunteers, to provide 
input and feedback into the strategic plan that 
will take us forward in the upcoming years.

On behalf of the Board of Directors for the Fort 
Saskatchewan Families First Society, thank you 
once again for your support and the role you 
play in helping us reach our goals.

For children and families,
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Board of Directors

As a board of directors, we  
are a group of dedicated,  
community-minded individuals 
working to make a difference. 

270+ volunteer hours 
by the board

Doug Rees,  
Treasurer

What strengths help us achieve 
our goals?

“I believe that Families First Society 
achieves it goals, by first pulling resources from 
across the entire community, and not just a specific 
interest group or unique cross-section.  Second, 
we interact with all levels of government and 
community minded organizations and businesses to 
help fund our projects.  Not depending on a single 
source for resources or capital is a strength for this 
society.”

Joanne Dewart, 
Secretary

What am I most proud of at 
Families First? 

“Family programming and 
supports are very well thought out and planned.

The leaders and Staff at Families First are forward 
thinking and continually are trying to find answers 
and solutions to community issues. Thank you 
very much to the amazing staff and volunteers at 
Families First – This is our village!”

Karen Sliwkanich, 
Chair 
 
What am I most proud of at 
Families First?  
  
“I am most proud of the positive 
reputation Families First has in the community.  
We serve our families well and work with other 
organizations to achieve our goals of a positive 
outcome for all children and their families.”

What strengths help us achieve our goals? 
 
“Families First has a strong, knowledgeable and 
dedicated staff team who work together to best 
serve our families.  They know where to go for 
assistance if Families First doesn’t have the resources 
to help.”

Lorraine Hryniw, 
Vice Chair 
 
What am I most proud of at  
Families First? 

“One of the things I am most proud of for Families 
First Society is how the community residents and 
the City worked together to achieve our goal of a 
new home.  A big thank you goes to the Mayor and 
Council for all their hard work in helping us achieve 
our goal.   

It is the strength and commitment of the people 
involved with Families First have that keeps our 
“house“ here, and a safe place for people to access 
services needed.  I feel I can stop anytime for a cup 
of tea or a shoulder to lean on.  We have the best 
staff in the world.   We are so lucky to be able to add 
new services as we go along in our journey.  Our 
goals change with the weeks and months as they 
go by.  We adapt to change when new services 
are needed.  A huge thank you to all our members, 
silent workers and board members.    Without your 
dedication, hard work and commitment, things just 
would not be achieved.   It is an absolute honour 
to be a board member with Families First Society.  
Thank you for the privilege.  We will continue to go 
forward.”
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Karen Fischer,  
Director

What makes Families First 
unique?

“The people at Families First are 
what make the organization unique.  The staff are 
skilled, caring and talented.  They welcome all with 
open arms and do their best to help everyone by 
developing a diverse set of programs.”

Shawn Wall ,  
Director

What strengths help us achieve 
our goals?

“Families First has a unique blend 
of creative, heartfelt, motivated employees driven 
to improve the community well-being.  Listening to 
individual and family requests and aligning services 
enables Families First to meet both the Society and 
Families goals by the most effective and efficient 
means possible.”

Ian Wallebeck,  
Director

What am I most proud of at 
Families First?

“I am most proud of Families First 
with their unfailing commitment and empathy with 
the community.

I am constantly humbled by the staff and volunteers 
who work tirelessly to promote and foster a sense of 
inclusion and enthusiasm with creating a village that 
everyone can be a part of. 

Our team is completely invested to enrich our 
community and I am proud to be a part of that.”

Annalise Yuzda,  
Director

What strengths help us achieve 
our goals?

“By far the biggest strength 
of Families First is the dedicated, competent and 
forwarding thinking staff team. They work as a well 
oiled machine responding to community needs and 
constantly thinking out of the box for ways to deliver 
much needed programming. Their dedication to the 
community is like no other, constantly going above 
and beyond.  They reach goals and then set new 
ones.  They make our community a better place for 
children and families.”

Laura Schmidt, 
Director 

 
What am I most proud of at 

Families First? 

“I am most proud of the 
strong collaborative partnership that Families 
First/Parent Link has with Sturgeon County 
(Bon Accord, Legal, Morinville, Gibbons and 
Redwater). This regional partnership helps 
provide opportunities to exchange information, 
identify needs and service gaps, strategize 
approaches to meet the local needs, and then 
implement these strategies to better service 
each individual community. 

Families First/Parent Link Centre of Fort 
Saskatchewan is a valuable rural family 

resource.”

Barb Shuman,  
Director 
 
What strengths help us achieve 
our goals? 
 
“I am continually amazed at the variety of services 
that Families First Society is able to offer.  They are 
able to meet the needs of so many families through 
compassion, determination and extremely hard 
work.  The staff are truly a family that works together 
and never see anything as an obstacle but rather as 
an opportunity.  Each staff member brings a unique 
gift to the team, and together they find unique and 
fun ways to meet the many needs of our diverse 
community.  It has been an honour to serve on the 
board of this dedicated society.”
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I have somewhere to go and people to turn to... 

Oh gosh I don’t know where to start! 

The way I was introduced to Families First was 
finding Angel Whispers.  Having just gone through 
our 4th loss I was searching for someone to 
talk to through my grief that was close to home 
and I found Lori-Ann.  Seeing her has been life 
changing. After having our Rainbow baby I started 
co-facilitating group meetings with Lori-Ann, 
helping provide support and hope and being able 
to share our story with other mamas who have 
gone through the same thing.  It is such a healing 
experience for me and I found myself being 
able to do something I have always hoped for!  I 
was meeting with Lori-Ann on a one-on-one 
basis for almost a whole year before even fully 
realizing the amount of programs that Families 
First offered! You see we have been living in Fort 
Saskatchewan since July 2015 and I was still 
struggling with meeting other moms and feeling 
like I belonged.  We moved from the southside of 
Edmonton where all my family is so it was lonely 
for a long time.  As soon as I realized everything 
that was being made available to me I of course 
wanted to check it out! So I attended ChIPS and 
met a few moms but kept to myself mostly, see 
I’m the type of person who is shy at first but once 
you get to know me you’re like ... great what 
did I do haha, THEN I heard about Community 
Kitchens and it was so amazing!! Getting together 
with a group of mamas I had never met before 
sounded so fun! And talking about food made it 
even more fun!! I have met some life-long friends 

through Families First and I am forever thankful. 
Families First has often times been our saving 
grace.  My husband was laid off for a little bit this 
year and we were struggling hard, Karen is always 
so kind to help out with diapers and wipes, we 
were receiving the donated WECAN basket for 
a couple months there and it was just amazing.  
The feeling of knowing that I have somewhere 
to go and people to turn to in the toughest times 
makes me feel at home. I know that when I need 
a little adult time or even just some mommy talk 
time that I can bring Dominic (5 1/2) and Enzo (9 
months) there and there will always be someone 
to listen or just to give me a hug when I need it! 
We are now pregnant with our 3rd baby (due in 
March) and couldn’t be more excited to be able 
to add another family member to OUR VILLAGE! 
 
                                                                - Kira Gushta

Our Village Values

Family ~ Hope ~ Health ~ Integrity ~ Kindness
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Why do I volunteer?

I started volunteering for 
Families First during their 
move into their new facility. 
I had time freed up and 
needed to do something. 
Opportunity and need met 
allowing me to help out as I 
could.

I looked at Families First as a venue that could use 
some of my time, I already knew April Jennings 
and Heather Boonstra and it seemed a good 
place to put some time. I already knew some of 
the work being done by Families First, but very 
surprised to learn how deep the waters ran for 
this organization.

This organization goes far further into supporting 
family life than I could ever imagine. I was so 
impressed with the work done by Families First 
and the staff working there that I feel compelled 
to help as much as I can. 

Every young family should know about Families 
First to get the support to help them with all 
of their challenges faced by young families.  I 
applaud the work done by Families First and the 
affects their efforts will have on the life of little 
ones and their families.  I will continue to make 
my free time available to Families First as long as I 
am able. 

Great work Heather and staff.   
                                                            - Al Gummesen

Why I Give to Families First... 

Why do we donate to Families First? 

We were very humbled when we were asked to 
tell everyone why we donate to Families First.  To 
us, there really is no other logical option when it 
came time to decide where we want to help out.  
There are so many memories that our children 
have created with the different programs.  
From Parent Child Mother Goose and ChIPS 
to Playmob, and ABC Grow With Me Summer 
Camp, they have learned so much.  The support 
for parents has been wonderful too.  We have 
participated in Triple P, Community Kitchens and 
WeCan.

All of the programs and the staff and volunteers 
are amazing and provide so much care and love 
in everything they do.  They don’t discriminate for 
any reason.  They welcome everyone, it doesn’t 
matter who you are or where you came from.  
They support and help parents to connect and 
build their village. 

The most memorable moment I have of Families 
First is sitting in their old offices on the black 
chairs.  It was a really hard day and my husband 
had just left for a week out of town.  I was just 
starting to develop the symptoms of severe 
postpartum depression and the thought of being 
left alone for another week with two babies (one 
with colic) was so overwhelming.  Honestly, it 
was terrifying.  I came in and there were people 
to hold babies because I was “touched out.”  

There was someone 
to talk to, someone 
to offer support and a 
shoulder to cry on.  The 
day got better.  I was 
able to get help for post 
partum depression and 
they checked up on 
me, and still do.  I could 
have made it through that day, but I didn’t want 
to.  Having the ladies there just to listen helped 
so much.   This story comes to my mind almost 
every time I walk through the doors.  

Because I have been in a place and I needed the 
support, I give.  

Because I want to know a big impact is being 
made in someone’s life, I give.  

Because I want them there when someone else 
needs help, I give.   
                                        - Melanie and Jeff Redfearn

Q: What are the 3 things that you do 
now that you didn’t before coming to 
Families First?

A: Leave the house, garden, donate.

                         - Project Impact Participant
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Dow Discovery Zones and Early Childhood Development (ECD)

Research is clear about the importance of 
the early years and the impact that early 
development has on the trajectory of a 
youngster’s life. Early environments and 
early experiences matter, and this is taken 
to heart in every aspect of what we do 
at Families First, from how we set up our 
spaces within the building, to the toys we 
purchase, to the programs we choose to 
implement.

One of the tools that we use most often 
when considering early childhood at Families 
First is the Early Development Instrument, 
or EDI. This is the instrument that was used 
to collect our provinces Early Childhood 
Mapping Project data, and when we keep its 
five developmental domains* top of mind 
as we consider our programs and their 
environments, we know that we are following 
best practice in this field of work. 

Excellence in early childhood programming 
and careful attention to the early years is 
a common thread that we can see wound 
throughout all of the supports and services 
we offer. It is part of who we are as an 
agency; in all of the decisions we make, we 
ask ourselves where the children are in those 
decisions, to help us know if they are the 
right decisions for us.

In addition to our overarching philosophies 
on the early years, though, we do have 
specific early childhood programming. Here 

they are below, as described by Cathleen 
Sinclair, Children’s Indoor Play Space 
Coordinator:

Children’s Indoor Play Space (ChIPS)
The ChIPS program runs out of our Dow 
Discovery Zone which is located at the back 
of our building. The program is in operation 
on most school mornings and is a free of 
charge, drop in play program that parents 
and caregivers can attend with their children 
aged 0 to 6. With the continuing support with 
our partners in the community we are able 
to provide a healthy snack for everyone each 
morning that ChIPS is running. Like so much 
of what we are able to offer to our families, 
this snack would not be possible if not for the 
generosity of our community! 

In keeping with the developmental domains 
described below, we have started to 
implement a “sensory bin Friday” into our 
ChIPS week and it has become very popular 
with the children and their parents. It gives 
the children a chance to work on their fine 
motor skills through picking up things from 
the bin with tweezers, measuring cups and 
fingers, and provides easy to implement ideas 
to the parents that that they can do at home. 
This bin day also helps the children with their 
communication and social skills as everyone 
wants to see what is in the bin at the same 
time. Learning to take turns and getting along 
with others takes lots of practice!

After having a full year in our new space we 
have learned so much from the children 
and the people who love them. We also 
continue to learn from our broader Alberta 
communities.  We have learned, for example, 
that in times of crisis, we are able to adapt 
at a moment’s notice and that we continue 
to be a welcoming and inclusive place for all 
families. Like when the Fort McMurray fire hit 
and evacuees came to Fort Saskatchewan; 
Families First and the ChIPS program were 
sought out by families with young children, 
and we welcomed our new families with 
open arms and hearts. We were there to 
listen to all stories whether uplifting or 
heartbreaking. 
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We also discovered that where there is a will 
there is a way to make things happen. Since 
the ChIPS program was created over 30 years 
ago there had always been a suggested fee to 
attend. This past year Families First decided 
to make the removal of this fee a budget 
priority.  ChIPS is now free for EVERYONE to 
attend. This has removed the financial barrier 
that might have prevented a family from 
attending the program.

Creative With Kids (CWK) 
This creative, imagination orientated 
program runs twice a week during ChIPS 
programming time. CWK provides arts 
and crafts opportunities for our children. 
It encourages creativity while building on 
children’s fine motor and communication 
skills. We utilize many different types of 
materials to encourage participation from the 
children attending.  Grownups are welcome 
to craft alongside their children and help 
them if needed.

It is very true that it takes a village to raise a 
child. However, it also takes a child to raise a 
village. Investing in the early years is one of 
the most important investments a community 
can ever make, and we consider it a huge 
honor to be doing our part.

*The EDI’s five developmental domains 
are: Physical Health and Wellbeing, Social 
Competence, Emotional Maturity, Language 
and Thinking Skills and Communication and 
General Knowledge. Families First carefully 
considers each of these components when 
deciding how and where to implement our 
early childhood programming.

Because of coming to Families First, “I 
discovered the importance of getting 
out of the house for socialization and 
support for the kids and myself.” 
  
                                  - Project Impact Participant

Kids Can Cook (KCC) 
This unique, hands on program has increased 
in popularity this past year. During Kids 
Can Cook, parents and caregivers assist 
their children (if needed) to prepare a 
healthy snack. KCC, held in our beautiful 
Agrium kitchen is another program which 
encourages children’s fine motor and 
communication skills as they use basic 
kitchen tools in a language rich environment. 
Thinking skills are developed as the children 
are lead through the steps of a simple recipe. 
It also promotes the physical health and 
wellbeing of our children by helping them to 
prepare a healthy snack.



FORT SASKATCHEWAN FAMILIES FIRST SOCIETY  ANNUAL REPORT 201710

Parent Link Centre

At Families First we are so honoured to be 
a Parent Link Centre (PLC).  Being a PLC 
means we get to support all families with 
children aged 0 to 6 years. Our area to cover 
for programming is Fort Saskatchewan and 
Sturgeon County.  Although this is the area 
we cover, PLC’s are open to families from 
anywhere! Being a PLC has gifted Families 
First with the opportunity to be a part of the 
many communities in Sturgeon County.  We 
are honoured to learn from these families 
and our community partners as they share 
the uniqueness of each of their communities 
with us.

Being a Parent Link Centre means that we 
have five core services to offer:

1. Parent Education

• Triple P
• Handle with Care
• Kids Have Stress Too  

2. Early Childhood Development and Care

• Let’s Play
• Creative with Kids
• Coffee Talk
• Kids Can Cook 

3.  Family Support

• Community Kitchens
• Drop in time at office 

4. Information and Supported Referrals

• Staff made 2180 referrals of information 
about other community supports.

• Staff made 774 supportive referrals.  This 
includes supplying basic needs such as 
diapers, formula, food, and clothing as 
well as directly advocating for families 
with other community agencies.

• The Keyera Lending Library is used 
everyday by families to access books, 
toys, and resources.

5. Ages and Stages Developmental 
Questionnaires

• These are simple questionnaires that 
parents fill out about their child’s 
physical and emotional development.  
They are completed with support from 
PLC staff and give parents an increased 
knowledge about the development of 
their children. 
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Home Visitation
Patti, Family Support Worker

Home visitors meet with families regularly, 
often weekly, in the parent’s home to 
enhance parenting knowledge and skills, 
to provide support and listen to issues 
affecting their family. They provide 
information on child development and 
child health as well as activities that 
promote parent/child bonding and 
attachment. Home visitors also help 
families access other community supports. 

 
Why does Home Visitation work?

Home visitation provides an opportunity 
to work in the family environment, to learn 
firsthand about the conditions of life for 
the parent and child and to tailor services 
to best meet their needs.  Home visitation 
reaches isolated families that are unable to 
participate in other services. Currently there 
are 12 families utilizing services through the 
Home Visitation program.

“I have more confidence to leave my 
home and walk with my daughter 
to the store or to Families First and 
would not have left the house with my 
daughter alone a year and a half ago.”   
                                          - Program Participant 

“Helps me with my daughters stages 
of development and brings toys that 
will help her learn.”  
                                        - Program Participant

Families First also receives Parent Link Centre 
Enhancement funding.  This grant allows us 
to reach out to families at different times and 
locations within Fort Saskatchewan through 
programs such as Play Mob, EPIC, TWEET, and 
Newbee Parents. The evening and weekend 
programs allow us to meet new families and 
continue to be in touch with parents who 
have returned to work.  We are grateful for the 
opportunity to be more accessible to connect 
with these families. 

Enhancement funding gives us the ability to 
be innovative in responding to changes within 
our communities, while still staying true to the 
PLC Guidelines.
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Parent-Child Mother Goose Program (PCMGP)
Kim, Parent-Child Mother Goose Program Coordinator

The Parent-Child Mother Goose Program 
(PCMGP) is a 10 week program that gives 
parents and caregivers with children aged  
0 to 36 months the opportunity to gather 
and learn songs, rhymes and stories 
together.  This beautiful program is 
delivered orally - no books, no paper, no 
toys or props – only community. PCMGP 
appears simple and fun and it is! But it goes 
so much deeper.

The PCMGP is based on the concept that 
everyone needs to find their voice and by 
telling stories, even if they are small stories 
in rhymes, this helps us all to find our voice. 
We have fun with language and in doing 
so, make connections.  CONNECTION is so 
important for all of us as human beings, and 
our hope at PCMGP is that everyone leaves 
our program feeling a little more connected 
with each other, with their children, with their 
community and with themselves. 

We were honoured to have research 
conducted on our program this year by 
the University of Alberta’s Human Ecology 
department. We are excited to share the 
results with you once it is available.

“One of the reasons I come back to the 
parent child mother goose programs is 
because it has always been a beneficial 
experience for my children.  Every 
program that I bring my children into 
they leave with new experiences, 
knowledge, and joy they can share with 
their family and friends. 

Me, as a parent, enjoy the program 
because it allows my children to learn 
at their own pace. Childcare allows 
me to take on a full experience of the 
program so I can learn everything and 
even after the program has ended I 
can still teach them. I find that every 
program that passes, brings the family 
together more and more because of 
this group activity that everyone can be 
apart of.” 

                                          - Program Participant

The PCMGP would not be possible without 
our community partners, to whom we are 
so grateful.  Our strength comes from our 
families, as well as the passionate team 
of dedicated facilitators, caring children’s 
programmers and generous community 
partners who all come together to provide 
us with amazing opportunities to cuddle, 
communicate and connect.  We cannot 
forget that it takes all of these people to 
make a strong program.
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Fort Saskatchewan Families First Society has been 
working with researchers from the University of 
Alberta for the past few years to design and carry 
out a study that explored how the Parent-Child 
Mother Goose (PCMG) program strengthens 
positive parent child relationships. The research 
was done in two parts. The first part, completed 
in May 2013, involved focus groups with 17 
current and past PCMG facilitators. During the 
focus groups, facilitators shared many success 
stories they observed over the years they’ve been 
involved in the program. They discussed how their 
facilitation techniques help teach parents different 
ways to respond to and interact with their child. 
They also heard several stories from parents who 
use the songs, stories and rhymes they learned in 
the program to not only calm their baby down, 
but also to calm themselves down during stressful 
situations. One of the more powerful stories was 
when a mom said that because of the program she 
sings more, and yells less, indicating, among other 
similar stories, that the program provided strategies 
for parents to help control their emotions. Other 
stories involved program participants increasing 
their confidence as parents and developing a 
greater social support system through the program. 
Analysis ultimately found qualitative evidence that 
the program helps increase parents knowledge and 
confidence; promotes positive parenting strategies, 
including ways to control emotions; provides 
time and space to bond with children; and allows 
parents the opportunity to meet new friends and 
develop social supports. All of these outcomes, 
according to previous research, help strengthen 

Here is the earth, here is the sky, here are my friends, and here am I

family relationships and promote positive child 
development.  

From the focus group results, the researchers 
developed a series of questionnaires that examined 
several outcomes of the program, including parent-
child attachment, self confidence in parenting 
abilities, and emotion regulation in parents. From 
January 2015 to April 2016, program participants 
filled out these questionnaires. A total of 87 
participants filled out the questionnaires at the 
beginning of the PCMG program and 51 completed 
the same questionnaires ten weeks later at their last 
session. 

Data from the questionnaires found that the 
program increases how confident parents feel 
about their parenting abilities. Other results were 
not as clear, but still promising, with further 
research still needed. However, increasing parental 
self-confidence is a significant result as many 
years of research indicates that confidence in 
parenting abilities have several benefits to families 
including buffering against stress, increasing 
parents’ self-esteem, and decreasing the use of 
harmful discipline. Parent’s sense of confidence is 
also associated with strategies that help regulate 
parental emotions and respond appropriately to 
their children’s needs. All of these benefits have 
been linked to positive parent-child relationships. 
Other research has shown that children with 
positive relationships with their parents have greater 
problem solving skills, desirable personality traits 
and positive self-esteem. They also tend to form 
and maintain successful relationships and develop 
enhanced coping strategies as they get older. 

A final report of the research project is being drafted 
for Families First, along with a longer research 
thesis paper that will be submitted by the primary 
researcher as part of her Master’s degree program 
in early Fall 2017. The report currently indicates that 
further research is still needed to explore all the 
benefits of the PCMG program. However, results 
from both the questionnaires and focus groups 
suggest that the PCMG program increases parental 
self-confidence and emotion regulation skills and 
helps develop social support systems for parents, all 
of which can positively influence the parent-child 
relationship and produce healthier families within 
the community   

About the author: Natasha Weber is a Masters 
student at the University of Alberta in the Human 
Ecology Department. Her research focus and 
interests are with parent-child relationships, 
specifically with infants and young children, which 
is why she was excited to work with the PCMG 
program. During this project, she has worked closely 
with Dr. Pushpanjali Dashora, a professor and 
researcher at the University of Alberta, and  
Dr. Berna Skrypnek, a now retired professor and 
researcher from the same department. She would 
like to thank Heather, Kim and all the staff, including 
the facilitators and child minders who participated 
in the focus groups, contributed to the research 
design and helped with recruitment and data 
collection. She expresses that it has been a pleasure 
to work with Families First as they have committed 
time, expertise, and a great amount of enthusiasm 
and heart to this research project. 
                                                                - Natasha Weber
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We are so grateful that this year’s ABC Camp 
provided so many families with a summer 
filled with fun and excitement. The six-
week event was packed with silly songs, 
beautiful stories, messy crafts, and even 
messier sensory bins for families to explore. 
On these days, extraordinary community 
partners graciously donated complete 
hot lunch meals for the campers to enjoy. 
The ABC Camp team grew this summer; 
another camp leader position was added to 
complete the dream team made up of both 
males and females.  

One highlight of this year’s camp was the 
visits from local professionals, each unique 
and exciting. According to one parent the 
highlight was “having the time and space for 
her children to play freely with others.” This 
summer we were fortunate to spend time 
with many of our long-time participants 
and were blessed with many new families 
who always bring their unique voices to 
our village and our camp. The number 
of relationships that bloomed between 
children, parents, and Families First Staff 
was truly remarkable. Every time a new face 
walked into camp they became a member 
of the Families First village. We would like to 
formally acknowledge our volunteers, our 
many community partners who donated, 
and each and every one of the families who 
participated this summer. Through your 
support you have made ABC Camp stronger.

ABC Grow with Me Summer Day Camp
Sam, Camp Coordinator and Emma, Summer Programmer

“The sense of belonging was so warm. 
Feeling happy and cared for…like we are 
important.”

                                             - Program Participant

“It’s a place for children to associate with 
others, it brings out their creativity, helps 
them to learn leadership skills, as well as 
friendliness.”  
                                     - Program Participant 

When asked “Why do you come to 
camp?” a parent replied “for fellowship 
in a healthy form and I have found it 
more than I expected to. Camp is a true 
blessing…to meet some great people/
friends for life.” 
                                     - Program Participant
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Community Kitchens
April, Program Coordinator

Community Kitchens happen when a group 
of people get together to cook healthy, 
nutritious meals.  From recipe selection, 
to budgeting, cooking and cleaning up, 
everyone participates.  Within the group, 
participants find fun, friendship, cooking 
skills and the tools to stretch their food 
dollars. 

Once again the Community Kitchens 
Program has been a success, offering 
support, meals, cooking tips and 
companionship to many who participated.   
Thanks to the fundraiser Co-Op Grocery 
Store held for us, we have been able to 
offer many additions to the program.  
100 children’s books were given away at 
Christmas and Easter, additional meals made 
every Saturday to give to those who need a 
hand up, and the Kitchen brought meals to 
other programs such as the ABC Grow With 
Me Summer Camp and Young Parents Group.

22
581 

kitchens

people fed
“Love the lunch that is provided when 
we come. This is so helpful for my 
family.”  
                                     - Program Participant 

“Once upon a time a lovely lady told me 
about a Community Kitchens Program.  I 
signed up not knowing what to expect. 

I was pleasantly surprised.  I got to know 
other mums in my community and this 
gave me a sense of belonging.  Having 
quality child care allowed me to chat and 
connect with other parents.  I was able 
to make some friends. 

Meal planning and budgeting was 
so helpful.   The healthy meals was a 
huge support for my family as we were 
struggling financially. 

Going to the Kitchen is something I look 
forward to every month.”

- Program Participant

“I really like the companionship and fun 
while learning new cooking tips.” 
 
                                            - Program Participant
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Angel Whispers Baby Loss Support Program
Lori-Ann, Angel Whispers Baby Loss Support Program Coordinator

The Angel Whispers Baby Loss Support 
Program is a caring, confidential support 
program offering hope and healing to 
families devastated by the loss of a baby to 
miscarriage, stillbirth or neonatal death.

Highlights of the last fiscal year 
(April 1, 2016 – March 31, 2017):

• Our program coordinator completed 
her Death and Grief Studies Certification 
through Dr. Alan Wolfelt and the Center 
for Loss and Life Transition and Colorado 
State University.

• In addition to completing her certification 
she took an advanced level training 
in Colorado on Understanding and 
Responding to Complicated Mourning.

• An Understanding your Grief Workshop 
was developed – a six week curriculum 
based group that helps participants 
better understand their unique grief 
journeys. The workshop has been offered 
successfully to Angel Whispers families 
and will be offered to the general public 
starting in September 2017 in partnership 
with the Alberta Heartland Primary Care 
Network.

• In response to feedback from families, 
Angel Whispers began offering a monthly 
Miscarriage Support Group in addition to 
the monthly Baby Loss Support Group. 
This group focuses on meeting the 

unique needs of families grieving the 
early loss of a baby to miscarriage. This 
group has been incredibly well received 
and is the only group in the Capital region 
specifically for miscarriage families. 
As a result we have seen an increase 
in referrals made to us from the Early 
Pregnancy Loss Program at the Grey 
Nuns Hospital.

• Our executive director and our program 
coordinator continue to meet with 
potential funders in attempts to secure 
sustainable funding for the program. 

• Between April 1, 2016 – March 31, 
2017, Angel Whispers received funds 
through the following grants, donations, 
community partnerships and fundraisers: 
Alberta Heartland Primary Care Network, 
Government of Alberta Community 
Initiatives Grant, Strathcona County 
Family and Community Services 
Operating Grant, Emily’s Legacy Bike 
Tour (Cheryl and Simon Budziszyn), 
Fort Saskatchewan Hospital’s Be Seen 
in Jeans Campaign, Sweet {Jolie}, AON, 
Paint Remedy, DeeAnne Riendeau 
and our Costume Party Fundraiser 
and Silent Auction as well as several 
individual donations from families. We are 
tremendously grateful for the fundraisers, 
grants and donations we receive to 
sustain our services to grieving families.

• Angel Whispers plans ongoing 
opportunities for families to honour their 
precious babies – Annual picnic and 
balloon release, Annual Rainbow Baby 
Reunion, Prayer Flag Workshop for the 
International Day of Hope

• Angel Whispers partners with various 
organizations to help coordinate other 
healing opportunities for families – 
Annual Baby Loss Memorial and Baby 
Steps Walk to Remember

• Our program coordinator sits on 
the following committees to ensure 
consistent supports for grieving families 
– Grief Support Providers Network 
Committee, Alberta Health Services 
Perinatal Bereavement Committee 
and Fort Saskatchewan Hospital Early 
Pregnancy Loss Committee.

“The events and ongoing support 
are truly a blessing, they help you 
remember you aren’t alone and 
others have been where you are. No 
longer feeling isolated has helped me 
immensely.”  
                                     - Program Participant
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individuals supported 
(30% increase from last 
year)

158

ANGEL WHISPERS BABY LOSS 
SUPPORT PROGRAM

“How can one put into words on how 
Angel Whispers has changed my life. I 
truly thought I was alone and nobody 
wanted to hear how my miscarriages 
affected me and my husband. I didn’t 
know where to turn or who would just 
sit and listen to how this devastating 
loss was not only my journey but how 
this happens to more people than they 
talk about. I have met people who have 
given me hope, ideas to help with my 
losses and how to cope with the never 
ending process of grieving and more 
importantly how to communicate with 
my husband about our losses.” 
  
                                     - Program Participant 

Angel Whispers provides the following 
services:

• One-on-one telephone and email support

• Baby Loss Support Group

• Miscarriage Support Group

• Understanding your Grief Workshop

• Subsequent Pregnancy Support Group

• Healing Hands Group

• Rainbow Connection Group

• Resource Lending Library

• Quarterly Newsletter

• Care Packages

• Birth Certificate Keepsakes and Memory 
Box Program

• Referrals for families requiring additional 
support

• Website – www.angelwhispers.ca/
angelwhispers

The Angel Whispers Baby Loss Support 
Program continues to see an increase in the 
numbers of families accessing support. We 
have noticed an increase in the numbers 
of early pregnancy loss families accessing 
supports with our program. Over the past 
year Angel Whispers has provided support 
to a total of 158 individuals in the capital 
region (up from 121 the previous year). These 
individuals and couples are accessing support 
through one-on-one visits with our program 
coordinator and support group meetings. 

Families are being referred to our program 
from hospitals, community health nurses, 
funeral homes and past and present Angel 
Whispers families. Many families learn about 
Angel Whispers through Social Media. 
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE
193 

  
350

unique individuals 
supported

advocacy/support/
court support hours 
provided

Family Violence Prevention Program (FVPP)
Jodi, Family Violence Prevention Program Coordinator

It is certainly hard to believe that another year 
has passed us by.  We have had yet another 
busy year in the Family Violence Prevention 
Program (FVPP) and we have enjoyed 
connecting with and making connections 
for many new families here in the Fort 
Saskatchewan area. Over the last year we 
have provided support to approximately 193 
individuals impacted by family violence.  This 
support consists of educating individuals on 
resources available within Fort Saskatchewan 
and area, information sharing, making 
referrals or providing some more intensive 
long term follow up.  Of the 193 individuals 
supported, 33 files were created for longer 
term follow up.  Referrals of clients have come 
from agencies across the region with the most 
coming from RCMP/Victim Services Unit, Child 
and Family Services and Fort Saskatchewan 
Probation.

Our Family Violence Prevention Program (FVPP) 
provides the tools and support to individuals 
impacted by family violence needed to break 
the cycle of violence for themselves and their 
children. This support includes risk assessment 
and safety planning, education and awareness, 
individual and group support, court support, 
advocacy and referrals.

Our Family Violence Prevention Program is not 
a crisis program rather it provides long term 
support to individuals needing assistance with 
removing the barriers that have been keeping 
them from being able to transition into a life 

free from abuse. Educating our families and 
helping them understand the complexities and 
the impact of family violence is an integral part 
of our support and necessary in interrupting 
the cycle of abuse.  Unfortunately clients often 
come to us in crisis with layers of complex 
needs that require immediate attention.  We 
have learned that when basic needs are not 
being met (Safety, Housing, Food, Clothing, 
etc.) individuals can get stuck in the primitive 
(Crisis) area of the brain where they are reacting 
instead of being able to focus and retain 
important information.  

For this reason, we have piloted a position here 
at Families First Society titled “The Steadfast 
Connector”.  The position was developed 
to assist clients in navigating social supports 
systems and maintain social support as needed.  
The main duties are to support families and 
individuals by helping them connect to 
appropriate community resources and provide 
follow up supports and advocacy as needed. 
Evaluation has shown that this position has 
been such a valuable resource not only to the 
Family Violence Prevention Program but to the 
community as a whole.  

Our Steadfast Connector has reduced wait 
times for new intakes into the FVPP program 
by providing some much needed outreach 
supports and she has also been able to 
assist our families in addressing some of the 
emergent needs they have when walking 
through our door.  This in turn has created an 

environment more conducive to learning for 
the client when they meet with the coordinator 
of the Family Violence Prevention Program.  
Clients are able to absorb the information being 
shared with them and are able to retain what 
they have learned and put it into practice in 
their own lives.

“The RCMP role in family violence 
is a responsive and referral role. We 
recognize our partnership with Families 
First as being essential to the overall 
approach to this issue. Families First 
has the proactive, preventative and 
follow up wrap around services role in 
each of these cases.”  
 
                                  - Fort Saskatchewan RCMP
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Families First Society continues to create 
and foster important partnerships with other 
agencies and organizations to address the 
complex issues of Family Violence.  We have 
been very fortunate to be working alongside 
the Outreach Support Worker from the Jessica 
Martel Memorial Foundation (JMMF) to provide 
increased supports to individuals in the rural 
areas who may have barriers in accessing 
resources in other areas.  This partnership has 
been very successful and we look forward to 
building on this over the next year.

This past year, our friends at Sagesse in Calgary 
formerly known as “Peer Support” came to 
Fort Saskatchewan to deliver a train the trainer 
opportunity to a few Families First Staff as 

“I just want to take a minute to thank 
you for all you have done to help me 
and my kids. I truly appreciate all you 
have helped me with! I know the road 
is long in front of me but with you both 
in my corner at least there is blue skies. 
I have learned a lot from you both and 
know that with the steps I have taken I 
will gain the confidence to shine again. 
Once again THANK YOU!”   
                                             - Program Participant

well as some of our community partners. 
This was a two day training to prepare and 
deliver a six session curriculum titled “Finding 
Our Voices”.  The program was developed to 
provide assistance to women in improving their 
self-esteem and reconnecting with themselves 
and their relationships in a peer setting.  This 
program was piloted with the women of the 
DAWN group and it was so well received.  
There is a core group now available to offer 
this curriculum and we are looking forward to 
delivering it again to the broader community. 

In partnership with the YWCA and the Heartland 
Primary Care Network (PCN), we held our third 
“Toward Balance” Support Program for women 
in the FVPP program.  Toward Balance is a full 
weekend support program for women who feel 
that their anger is affecting the quality of their 
life and relationships with family and friends.  
The program provides women with the tools 
to explore their anger responses and how to 
choose healthier ways of interacting.  We are 
excited to be hosting a 4th session in October 
2017.

Over the past five years, our FVPP program 
has been building a foundation on the work 
of Brené Brown.  Brené is a researcher, story 
teller who has nearly 20 years of research 
under her belt on courage, vulnerability, shame, 
and empathy.  In addition to her research 
and writing, Brené is the Founder and CEO of 
BRAVE LEADERS INC – an organization that 
brings empirically based courage building 

programs to teams, leaders, entrepreneurs, 
change makers, and culture shifters. Her 
work is deeply ingrained in the support we 
provide to clients both individually and through 
our groups.  The program coordinator was 
thrilled to have the opportunity to share a 
full professional development day with staff 
of Families First Society highlighting Brene’s 
research and encouraging the importance of 
“Leading with Courage”.  

A  BIG  heartfelt thank you to all of our 
dedicated community partners!  It is because 
of our collaborative efforts that we are able to 
provide the level of support to our families that 
we do. 
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5th Generation Project
Ashley, Project Manager

In our 2015-2016 annual report we identified 
strides we were taking to engage men 
and boys within the community of Fort 
Saskatchewan as part of our Family Violence 
Prevention program and the 5th Generation 
Engaging Men and Boys Project funded 
by the Government of Alberta. It has been 
almost two years since we joined forces with 
Fort Saskatchewan Restorative Justice and 
our local Boys and Girls Club, in order to 
align our shared vision of a safe and more 
inclusive Fort Saskatchewan for all people.

Together we have been very busy 
implementing various programs in and 
around the community of Fort Saskatchewan. 
At the present time the project has 
introduced seven programs here in Fort 
Saskatchewan, and hosted our second 
annual Dadurday event to celebrate all of 
the amazing men in our community. We 
are also very excited to have been chosen 
as one of the Tier 2 participants working 
with the University of Calgary SHIFT project 
in an Engaging Men in Violence Prevention 
Learning Collaborative. This collaborative will 
provide us the opportunity to learn  
non-programmatic approaches to engage 
men and boys, share all of the exciting work 
we are currently doing with our colleagues 

from across the province, and create new 
ideas moving forward that will help to propel 
this important initiative. 

Research has repeatedly demonstrated that 
supporting fathers in their roles as parents, 
and as men, decreases the occurrence of 
domestic violence, and encourages healthy 
relationships within all families. Each of 
the programs introduced under the 5th 
Generation Project are not only evidence 
based programs that support previous 
research, but further fulfill the efforts to 
include and support men and boys and 
encourage them to be active advocates 
against domestic violence. Our hope is, over 
the course of this project, that men in the 
community of Fort Saskatchewan feel that 
they are able to easily access and connect 
with supports, which are uniquely designed 
to meet their specific needs.

 
“Dadventures is such an incredible 
program. I look forward to bringing 
my grandson each week. We really 
appreciate all the work you guys put 
into this, it is so nice to have something 
like this in the Fort.“

                           - Dadventures Participant

813 
376

individuals supported

men and boys 
accessing programs

“My kids haven’t stopped asking me 
if they get to dunk me again this year 
at Dadurday. They were so excited to 
hear that you were doing this again this 
year.“ 
                                             - Dadurday Dad
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5th Generation Programs

• Fourth R Healthy Relationships facilitated by 
Boys and Girls Club

• In-School Mentorship Program facilitated 
by Boys and Girls Club

• Peacekeeping Circles facilitated by 
Restorative Justice

• Community Conferencing facilitated by 
Restorative Justice

• Men Achieving Change Support Group 
facilitated by Restorative Justice

• Dadventures facilitated by Families First 
Society

• Parenting Together facilitated by Families 
First Society

“The parenting together group has 
really helped me to learn that it is okay 
to accept advice without judgment 
and defensiveness, and also what our 
expectations are, for ourselves and our 
partners.“ 
                           - Parenting Together Participant

A Coordinated Response to Intimate Partner 
Violence.

In our 2015–2016 AGM Report, we 
introduced you to Our Way Forward, a three 
year project aimed at coordinating existing 
services and policies that are already in 
place to help victims of intimate partner 
violence, and to ensure that every door 
is the right door for every person being 
impacted by intimate partner violence.  Our 
team is composed of a project coordinator, 
professional evaluator, and a strategic 
alliance of partners.  We have been working 
collaboratively to research best practice in 
intimate partner violence response across 
our region, province, and country.  As a 
result, a Community Plan was developed, 
including a protocol for response, training 
implementation, as well as long term 
sustainability planning for the protocol.  We 
are currently halfway through this three year 
project, and we are most excited about our 
opportunity to explore this different lens of 
response to intimate partner violence in Fort 
Saskatchewan.

Our Way Forward
Jenn, Ending Violence Project Coordinator

Q: What are the most important 
things you’ve learned since coming 
to Families First?

A: That friends and community are 
important and needed in life.

                        - Project Impact Participant
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One of the dreams that we had for our 
new home was to offer outside programs 
and services right here at Families First. 
Our hope is that this will create easier 
access for families to these services, and 
also connect people with Families First 
and what we have to offer. Here are some 
exciting examples of how our dream is 
coming to fruition!

Alberta Health Services, 
Public Health

Alberta Health Services, Public Health, currently 
delivers services to all age groups within the 
Fort Saskatchewan Community.  These services 
include Child Health Clinic, which is our 
preschool immunization program based on the 
Communicable Disease Control standards of 
practice and Alberta Immunization Schedule.  
Healthy Beginnings is a program that follows 
up with all parents of new babies that are 
born within the Fort Saskatchewan area where 
nurses assess both infant and maternal health 
at various intervals within the first 2 months of 
birth.  Influenza program that targets all ages 
6 months and up to enable immunization and 
protection against influenza.  School Nursing 
is a program that is delivered within our 
schools for immunization based on the Alberta 
Immunization schedule for students in grades 
1,5 and 9.  Dental services target both preschool 
and school aged children that are at risk for 

dental decay.  Our fluoride varnish program 
is specifically designed for the preschool 
population.  

Within each of our programs there are touch 
points in which community partnerships are 
essential. Families First is a key link in the 
community of Fort Saskatchewan to support 
families at risk and families with preschool 
children to enable their access to resources.  
Public Health has worked very closely with 
Families First to appropriately refer between 
our agencies and to other suitable agencies 
in the community to meet the needs of the 
populations we serve.  

Examples of this partnership have included 
the Early Years Coalition project, Our Way 
Forward- Ending Intimate Partner Violence, 
Home Visitation Program support, and Dental 
clinic service promotion and delivery within the 
existing Families First play group.  In addition, 
we have been running a pilot project of 
delivering 10 to 14 day infant follow up clinics 
within the Families First centre so that the 
families can see first-hand all that Families First 
has to offer, while receiving their regular health 
services from the Public Health Nurse. This 
has proven to be especially effective with our 
families at risk who are in need of significant 
supports from Families First and follow-up from 
Public Health. 

All of this has been made possible through the 
open relationship that Families First staff have 
with the Health Unit staff and Leadership. I 

One of Our Dreams

expect this relationship will continue to flourish 
and develop as we jointly identify areas of need 
within the community of Fort Saskatchewan.    

                                 - Stacy Valaire RN BScN MA

M .A. C.  (Men Achieving Change) 
- Men’s Peer Support Group  

M.A.C. Men’s Peer Support Group is a free 
drop-in support group for men, where we will 
create an opportunity for men to engage with 
other men in the community and work towards 
building personal change. 

We understand that men who are struggling 
with anxiety, depression, dealing with divorce, 
separation, and job loss may be struggling with 
their relationships. We also know that men 
want to talk to other men to seek support and 
understanding. 

Our goal is to help support men through the 
challenges they face and encourage them to be 
better husbands, dads and men. 

Engaging men and boys is an essential 
component of achieving change on the issue 
of the traditional norms of masculinity and 
building safer communities for men, women 
and children. We must help men and boys to 
be part of the solution to reduce and prevent 
domestic violence.
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The Robin Hood Association 

The Robin Hood Association has been very 
proud of our community partnership with the 
Families First Society in Fort Saskatchewan. 
Our partnership began in 2015 with the shared 
use of the Riverside building in Turner Park. 
Our Robin Hood program has been expanding 
rapidly and we were in search of a larger 
program space in the community. Families First 
was renting space at Riverside Building for their 
ChIPS Program, and flexed to accommodate 
Robin Hood using the building as well. In 
exchange, several of our individuals offered to 
volunteer weekly to clean and sanitize the toys 
for the ChIPS program. We continue to assist 
Families First in this way even now that they 
have moved into their new home.

In March 2016 Families First contacted our 
Employment Services department with an 
opportunity for a paid placement for three of 
our individuals to work as janitorial for their 
new building. This has been a fantastic setup 
for both partners. Paid employment is the 
ultimate goal for the people that we serve, 
and quite often this is difficult to obtain due 
to the obstacles many of our individuals face. 
Families First has allowed a perfect environment 
for supported employment, this gives both 
financial support and a sense of contribution to 
their community. 

Most recently in May 2017 another opportunity 
arose which would benefit both organizations. 

Robin Hood was looking for a larger space for 
cooking and baking classes which was suitable 
for a large group. The idea of using the kitchen 
in Families First was suggested, and in exchange 
our individuals from Robin Hood would provide 
healthy snacks to the programs at Families First. 

Robin Hood, like Families First, strive for strong 
connections which are mutually beneficial 
for everyone and help to foster a deeper 
community connection for Fort Saskatchewan 
as a whole. Thank you Families First for 
everything you do for not only us, but for 
everyone in the community. We look forward to 
working with you in the years to come! 

The M.A.C. Group is the first of its kind in Fort 
Saskatchewan and one of a select few of similar 
groups in Alberta. We started in November and 
have had 16 men come to our drop in group 
and 14 of the men have been there more than 
two times. We feel good about these numbers 
and the work we are doing in the community 
and with our partners. 

The M.A.C. Group would not have been made 
possible without our community partners such 
as Families First Society. Families First not only 
provides us with great mentorship, they supply 
our group and men in the community a place 
to meet each week.

The M.A.C. Group is brought to you in 
partnership with the 5th Generation Project and 
Restorative Justice of Fort Saskatchewan

- Don Lehman, 
M.A.C. (Men Achieving Change), Facilitator
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“Mom, why do we have to leave 
already? Can’t we stay with Angila and 
Sam and Neuman for four hours or 
five.” 
                                                       - Angila’s client

Angila Halliburton Chase,  
Registered Psychologist

In 2016 we welcomed Angila Chase, Registered 
Psychologist, to our Families First family and 
for the past year she has been providing clinical 
therapy to members of our community. 

In the years leading up to moving into our new 
home, we had identified mental health services 
as a gap for many people in our community. It 
certainly didn’t take us long after moving in to 
ask Angila to join us in addressing this gap. 

Since Angila’s arrival at Families First she has 
seen 67 clients, each with very unique needs. 
As Angila explains, problems can be paralyzing! 
Providing support and strategies to achieve 
personal goals is her passion in life. Angila has 
joined our family to encourage each person 
and help them to become empowered and 
take charge of their own lives. As a Registered 
Psychologist, Angila comes from a client-
centered, solution-focused approach and with 
a healthy alliance, together with the client she 
explores solutions that best suits each unique 
person.

Angila also has two four-legged co-therapists 
- Sam and Neuman, hypoallergenic certified 
therapy dogs that join her in certain sessions.

This alliance stems from a long history of a 
trusting, well established working relationship 
with Families First Society!

The Jessica Martel 
Memorial Foundation 
(JMMF) 

The Jessica Martel Memorial Foundation 
(JMMF) aims to serve victims of domestic 
violence in the Sturgeon County area.  Our 
Outreach Program Coordinator assists 
individuals and families who have experienced 
family violence in getting connected to the 
necessary resources, by means of confidential 
individual or group support, through risk 
assessment and safety planning.  Our program 
also provides assistance through advocacy, 
education, including assistance with referrals 
and community resources that can help 
build a strong support system.  The JMMF 
is a proud partner to the Fort Saskatchewan 
Families First Society, and thankful for the 
opportunity of having office and meeting 
space for our outreach program, as well as 
to share resources, such as childcare for our 
clients when needed. Having the opportunity to 
work in the same location as the Families First 
Society Family Violence Prevention Program 
Coordinator, we are able to address needs and 
remove barriers for victims of violence in a 
seamless manner.

Dreams continued...
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Families First Gets Involved

At Families First we believe it is our 
opportunity and our responsibility to 
help make positive social change in the 
communities in which we live, work and 
play.  Our team is actively involved in the 
following commmittees, coalitions and 
stakeholder groups:

• Alberta Health Services Perinatal 
Bereavement Committee

• Building Bridges

• Canada Day Committee 

• CIAFV (Community Initiatives Against 
Family Violence)

• Community Awareness (Sub Committee 
of Building Bridges)

• Evergreen Family Violence Working 
Group

• Family Literacy Advisory Committee

• FINER (Fatherhood Involvement Network 
of Edmonton Region) 

• FLAC (Family Literacy Advisory Council)

• Fort Saskatchewan Early Years Coalition

• Fort Saskatchewan Hospital Early 
Pregnancy Loss Committee 

• Grief Support Providers Network 
Committee

• Home Visitation Regional Group

• International Women’s Day Planning 
Committee

• Our Way Forward Project Committee

• Parent Link Centre Regional Committee

• PCMG (Parent Child Mother Goose) 
National Council

• PCMG  (Parent Child Mother Goose) 
Program and Training Committee

• PEAR (Public Education Awareness 
Raising) 

• Poverty Awareness Fort Saskatchewan 

• Right from the Roots Planning 
Committee

• SALC (Sturgeon Adult Literacy Council)

• SASEY (St. Albert and Sturgeon Early Years 
Coalition)

• United Way Community Investment 
Committee 

• White Ribbon

Q: What are the 3 things that you do 
now that you didn’t before coming 
to Families First?

A: It’s ok to ask for help, I know 
how to make friends in my own 
community, try my hardest to give 
back always. 
                         - Project Impact Participant
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Families First received many gifts of 
funding, space, materials and time this 
past year.  Warm thanks to the many 
generous individuals, organizations 
and businesses for their donations 
within our April 1, 2016 to March 31, 
2017 Fiscal Year.

2500+ volunteer hours

Supporters (April 1, 2016-March 31, 2017)

Businesses and Organizations

• Access Pipeline 
• Allison Smith Photography
• Agrium
• Autopro Automation Consultants Ltd.
• ATCO EPIC campaign
• BMO Volunteer Grants Committee
• Canuck Plumbing
• Capital Power Corporation
• CIBC Children’s Foundation
• CO-OP
• Dow Gives
• EECOL Electric
• Emily’s Bike Tour
• Fort Dental Health Group
• Fort Saskatchewan Fish and Game 

Association
• GBS Portable Welding
• Jiffy Lube
• Johnny B Fitt 
• Kal Tire

• Legendary Barbershop
• Lion’s Club
• Miller’s Ice Cream
• Mix 107.9
• Modo Mio
• Oerlikon Metco
• Our Lady of the Angels Catholic Women’s 

League
• Partridge Hill Church Women’s Association
• Pembina Pipeline
• Shell Canada
• Shell Employees
• Shoppers Drug Mart
• Smith Insurance 
• Stantec
• St. John Paul School
• St. John XXIII Admin team
• Sweet Jolie
• Taurus Projects Group
• United Way (Employee Directed Giving) 

Donations of Space 

• Town of Bon Accord  
• Christ Lutheran Church
• Comfort Inn and Suites
• Fort Saskatchewan Alliance Church
• Fort Saskatchewan Public Library
• Fort Saskatchewan Volunteer Centre
• Town of Gibbons
• Town of Morinville
• Town of Redwater
• Redwater Ochre Park School
• Our Lady of the Angels Roman Cathlolic 

Church
• Rivercrest Care Centre
• Strathcona County Family and Community 

Services

Because of coming to Families First, “I 
feel a lot more confident in myself and 
knowing I have all that support…this is 
the first place I’ve lived that I want to 
stay living…the first place that’s ever 
felt like home.”  
                                  - Project Impact Participant
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We know this doesn’t capture all the support that we receive, 
from volunteer time to donations of needed items such as 

diapers and formula.

We are forever grateful to everyone who has generously 
donated their time, gifts and energy.

Funders and Grants

• Alberta Human Services-Parent Link Centre, 
Early Childhood Development, Home 
Visitation funding (Government of Alberta)

• Alberta Human Services, Family Community 
Safety Program (Government of Alberta)

• Alberta Human Services, Parent Link Centre 
Enhancement (Government of Alberta)

• Bank of Montreal Volunteer Grant
• Canada Summer Jobs
• City of Fort Saskatchewan Neighborhood 

Incentive Program
• Community Adult Learning Program, 

Alberta Innovation and Advanced Education 
(Government of Alberta)

• Family Violence Prevention Grant, City of 
Fort Saskatchewan

• Family and Community Services Strathcona 
Grant 

• Status of Women Canada
• Town of Gibbons Community Grant
• Town of Redwater Family and Community 

Support Services Grant
• Town of Bon Accord Grant
• Twice But Nice Clothing Society
• United Way 

Q: What are the 3 things that you do 
now that you didn’t before coming 
to Families First?

A: Interact and get out, different 
approaches to situations and how to 
enjoy parenting.

                        - Project Impact Participant

Q: What are the most important 
things you’ve learned since coming 
to Families First?

A: That community is always there 
to help me and my family.

A: That there are some really great 
people out there willing to guide or 
help a family out.

                        - Project Impact Participant

A heartfelt thanks to our Right From the Roots sponsors, 
donors and volunteers.  Thank you to everyone who 

purchased tickets and came out for an evening of fun in 
support of Families First and live music in Fort Saskatchewan!

#musicconnectsus
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Financials
Doug Rees, Treasurer’s Report

A complete audit of the Society’s accounts 
was performed by the Milena Wildeman 
Professional Corporation, for the  
2016-2017 fiscal period, which ended on March 
31, 2017.

The audit found no significant accounting issues 
or irregularities in the Family First Society’s 
finances. There are no required changes to our 

accounting procedures.

A summary of our 2016-2017 financial 
position:

ASSETS $1,001,995 REVENUE $1,256,676

Liabilities 
(Current)

$455,215 EXPENSES $1,141,345

Deferred Capital $163,903 SURPLUS $115,331

Net Assets $382,877

Total Liabilities $1,001,995

SOCIETY FUNDING PER YEAR:

Funding for the Society’s operations continues 
to grow with this year’s revenue for our 
programs exceeding 1.2 million. The majority 
of this revenue was in the form of grants to the 
amount of $1,027,676, which is an increase of 
$234,429 over the last fiscal year.

Expenses stayed in line with growth and 
increased to $1,141,345, with majority of this 
being salaries and benefits at $851,056. This 
represents an increase of $152,257 over last 
fiscal year.

The building account stands at $160,998, 
which is a reduction of $21,657 from the 
last fiscal period. This change is the result of 
continued spending to allow further building 
improvements, which are all part of the original 
building renovation and upgrade plan.

Finally, the Emergency Reserve account remains 
constant at $60,012, per board directive.

I found no issue with this audit, or the state 
of the Society financial position, and will 
recommend to the board they approve this 
audit.

Best Regards, 
Doug Rees. 
Treasurer, Families First Society 

Fiscal  
Year

Fiscal  
Year
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The Story of The Chinese Bamboo
By Jodi Heidenger

On many occasions, I have sat to reflect on 
my life both personally and professionally 
and I find myself questioning the effort and 
investment I have put not only into myself 
but the people I support or surround myself 
with.  I wonder if what I am doing really has 
an impact.  Our culture today is one of ease 
and immediacy.  When we want something, 
we want it now and waiting isn’t a favorable 
option.  When I find myself in this mindset, 
I like to remember the story of the Chinese 
bamboo. 

There is something amazing about Chinese 
bamboo and the way it grows. Did you know 
that it does not grow for 5 years?  However, 
once you plant it, you need to water it, 
nurture it, and fertilize it every day.  Nothing 
happens the first year, the second year, the 
3rd year or even the 4th year. That’s right; 
you see no results for 5 long years!!!

Can you imagine yourself doing the same 
things every day, not having any evidence 
that your efforts are having any effect? 
The only thing you know is that the result 
is SUPPOSE to come in 5 years. What 
happens on the 5th year is just awesome. 
One morning you wake up and see a small 
bamboo sprig, then the next day an even 
bigger one and in 6 short weeks it has grown 
up to 90 feet tall.  Many have mocked your 
efforts but now all that you have worked for 
is has yielded your dreams.  What do you 

think?  Did the bamboo do all its growing 
in the last 6 weeks, or was it growing for 
5 years?  It’s obvious that the bamboo 
was growing underground the whole time 
without visible evidence... but it was growing. 
It was developing the solid root system 
necessary to support the height and weight 
of the bamboo stalk for a lifetime.

Chinese bamboo reminds me a lot of living 
a happy, fulfilling life. Here are several 
important lessons I have discovered that are 
illustrated by the Chinese bamboo story. 

1. It all starts with a solid root system 
To stand strong, the bamboo grows and 
develops its root system for 5 long years, 
so it can support the whole structure and 
weight above ground when it finally begins 
to flourish. This support system enables it to 
survive in the harshest conditions for many, 
many years, thanks to durability, strength and 
flexibility it developed ahead of time. Without 
that solid foundation it could not support the 
growth for very long.  I’ve discovered that the 
same thing happens in our lives.  If we want 
to achieve long-term success, have great 
relationships, and acquire what you want in 
life, we need to have a solid foundation to 
support those things – our character, our 
values, our beliefs, and our attitude. 

2. It takes small actions every day 
The bamboo does not grow overnight. In life, 
there is no such thing as overnight success. 
Our culture is one of immediacy and we want 
to see results right away. Sustainable growth 
takes time and diligent effort.  We all become 
successful by our own measure when doing 
the things on a regular basis that move closer 
to our goals. Small actions today make a big 
difference in the long run. 

3. It takes persistence, patience, and faith 
Some goals may take months or even 
years to accomplish. If you start working 
on your goals and dreams today, but don’t 
see immediate results, will you continue 
tomorrow? How much faith and patience 
will that require? Successful people don’t 
stop – they move forward, even if they don’t 
see immediate results. They know that if 
they put in the effort, doing the right things 
every day, then results will eventually come. 
Remember, the Chinese bamboo story is 
a perfect example of that.   Don’t let your 
mood, circumstances or people derail you. 
You’ll be amazed at what you achieve or 
more importantly... who you will become.
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Thank you for taking the time to read our report. 

We hope you feel inspired to come and see us 

in the office, give us a call, or look for us on 

Facebook or Twitter.

Like us on Facebook: Fort Saskatchewan Families First Society twitter.com/FSFFSPLC

We are the Parent Link Centre for  
Fort Saskatchewan and Sturgeon County.
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