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In March 2020, SEC had no choice but to 
close its doors, as per the government 
mandate to help slow down the spread 
of the coronavirus.  SEC looked upon this 
time of being closed as an opportunity 
to work on improving and transforming 
our Centre.  After months of hard work, 
and thanks to the Enabling Accessibility 
Grant, the Ontario Trillium Foundation 
and Corporate donations, we were able 
to re-open our doors in September to a 
newly renovated space and accessible 
environment.   

Despite all the challenges we faced 
during the year, we remained steadfast 
in our commitment to protecting our 
staff, our participants and the general 
public. We developed a safety plan for 
dealing with Covid-19 and introduced 
virtual classrooms for our programs.   
Everyone seamlessly adapted to the 
changes and embraced not only our new 
space but a new remote reality which 
allowed us to remain connected with all 
our participants, whether in-person or 
virtually.   

Since the onset of the pandemic, we have 
continued to serve over 20 families with 
special needs and abilities. We remain 
sustainable and continue to improve 
and enhance the diversity of all the 
programs we offer to our community, 
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always ensuring that we provide the 
highest quality of programs. Through 
our inclusive, interactive, and virtual 
programming, we were able to continue 
to offer our participants a truly unique 
experience. In fact, this new era of 
digital technology brought significant 
advances to our core mandate.  Through 
the use of technology, we introduced an 
intergenerational and inclusive program 
supported by the OACAO and the 
Government of Ontario called, “Circle 
of Friends for Seniors’ .  Seniors in our 
community joined us and our participants 
weekly to mingle, share, make music and 
just stay connected. 

Through innovative technology, and with 
the help of our staff and Board members, 
we were able to organize an online 
Fundraising Campaign that not only met 
our initial goal of $50M but surpassed it!  
This was utterly amazing and could only 
have been achieved and made possible 
through the thoughtful and generous 
support of our individual donors, 
corporate sponsors, and institutional 
funders. 

We would like to thank everyone who 
donated during our SEC Fundraising 
Campaign, “Something to Smile About”.  
Thank you for making our fundraiser 
a success despite the restrictions of the 

What a difference a year makes.  This past year has been 
transformatinal for the Sara Elizabeth Centre (SEC) to say the 
least.

Covid-19 pandemic and for believing in 
our vision and helping us get one step 
closer to living in a world that recognizes 
the uniqueness of each person, and 
where “differences don’t matter”. 

As we look ahead to 2021-22, our 
team remains committed to ensuring 
that we are well positioned to tackle 
anything that comes our way during 
these uncertain times. We continue to 
search for ways of acquiring revenue or 
grants that will help us develop new and 
effective programs with a focus on digital 
acceleration, as well as help us expand 
our current space. The launch of our SEC 
Store in November is just one example of 
how we are constantly working to raise 
additional funds for our Centre.  Please 
make sure to visit our SEC Store to check 
out the  variety of items available..

Finally, I would like to thank our 
dedicated Board of Directors for their 
ongoing support and commitment and 
to our many donors, community partners 
and sponsors, whose kindness and 
generosity has allowed us to serve our 
most special young adults. We could not 
be able to accomplish our goals without 
your support, and we look forward to 
another exciting year of growth ahead!

With gratitude,

Cris Smith, 
Executive Director



AT SEC EVERYONE 
SHINES LIKE A STAR

WAYS WE MAKE AN
IMPACT
Initiating new ideas
Our dedicated staff goes the extra mile to think 
out-of-the-box when it comes to new ideas, so that 
we can continue to  offer quality inclusive art-
based programs that assist and support the diverse 
needs and abilities of all individuals with special 
needs.

Providing relief for parents
We provide relief and offer help to parents that 
are faced with the challenges of planning for their 
child’s transition from high school to adulthood.

Networking
We are constantly connecting, partnering and 
building long-term relationships with other 
community services so that our participants can 
showcase their artwork and grow as artists within 
our community.

WHO WE
SERVE
At SEC, we help to assure families that they 
are not alone in this journey of raising a 
child with special needs.  We work together 
with our parents and collaborate with SEC 
support personnel to design individualized 
educational arts-based programs for the 
young adults who cannot attend post-
secondary programs or access employment 
opportunities.



WELCOME 
BACK!

TO A NEW LOOK AND 
MORE SPACE TO ENJOY!



We've been busy and working hard creating 
a new safe and accessible space for all our 
participants to return to.

Thanks to the Ontario Trillium Foundation, the 
Enabling Accessibility Fund and the generous 
donations and support from everyone that 
helped with our renovations,  we were able to 
open our doors in September to a new look 
and more space.

Our new space ensures that all Covid-19 
protocols can be met and are followed with 
6ft of social distancing.  

To see more of SEC's  transformation, visit us at 
https://youtu.be/WecODn_JiU4?t=1

TO A NEW LOOK AND 
MORE SPACE TO ENJOY!

 New entrances

BEFORE & AFTER

 New accessible bathroom

 New hallway

   New ramp



THIS FAMILY HAS A 
SHARED PASSION

“I don’t know about special needs.”  So muses Cathy, 
mother of two and a passionate advocate for inclusion.

 “We use it because it’s the word we’re supposed to 
use, but I don’t know if it’s the right word. I mean, 
I have lots of special needs too! We all have those 
special needs. We just learn differently.”

Cathy’s experience of advocating for children with 
developmental disabilities began at an early age, when 
she immigrated to Canada at age three, along with her 
extended family. “My first experience with love was a 
beautiful young child,” she says, referring to her cousin 
Rosina, who was born with physical and cognitive 
disabilities. Although she was unable to walk or speak 
or even see, “Rosina was a precious gift. She could 
smile. She communicated by making sounds when you 
got close to her. And I loved getting that reaction from 
her.”

Cathy, herself just a young girl at that time, helped 
her family to take care of Rosina when she wasn’t in 
school. It was through this relationship that Cathy 
became aware of the stigma attached to children 
with developmental disabilities. “I remember, my 
grandmother walked us to school every morning and 
picked us up,” Cathy begins. “And we used to see this 
little old lady all the time, because she lived along the 
way.”

This woman stopped and inquired as to how Rosina 
was doing, and Cathy’s grandmother replied that she 
was doing well. Following that, however, the woman 
remarked in her native Italian that it would have been 
better had Rosina died at birth.

“I was so disgusted,” Cathy asserts scornfully. “I was 
just little myself, and I thought, ‘How can anybody say 
that? How can anybody say that although Rosina can’t 
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speak and walk and talk and all that kind of stuff, that 
she doesn’t have value?’”

Though gravely offended by such a remark, Cathy 
admits that such an understanding of developmental 
disabilities was probably due in large part to ignorance. 
“That’s just the way it was.” Her shoulders slump in 
sad resignation as she speaks these words. “Kids like 
that were just hidden. That’s how the culture was.” 
This kind of mindset repeated itself often throughout 
Rosina’s life, echoed most loudly at her funeral. “I 
heard comments like, ‘She shouldn’t have lived at 
birth,’ or, ‘Now her parents can go on with their 
lives.’ Hearing that was heartbreaking!” “Rosina’s life 
certainly had purpose. She mattered to me!” Though 
she didn’t know it at the time, Cathy’s experience with 
Rosina would prove to be prophetic, preparing Cathy 
for the task of raising her own daughter.

Fast forward a couple of decades to the birth of 

Cathy’s first child, a girl named Michelle. Her unique 
developmental challenges weren’t obvious at first, 
but within a few months, Cathy began to notice some 
things about her daughter that gave her cause for 
concern.
“There was a glazed look in her eyes, and it seemed 
like she was confused,” Cathy relays. “She picked 
up objects with the palm of her hand rather than 
her fingers.” In watching such behaviour, “I felt like 
there was something just not right.” In the years 
that followed, visits to specialists and several rounds 
of testing confirmed that Michelle did in fact have 
developmental disabilities.
“Children don’t come with training manuals,” Cathy 
comments. “But thankfully, our faith guided my 
husband and I through this difficult adjustment.”
Despite this, she reveals that, “It would take time for 
me to discover that the perfect plan I had for my life 
was not God’s plan for me. I had a lot of trusting to 
do.” But as life went on, “I discovered that God is 
found even in the messiness of life. God was there 
gently guiding us. He loves us and will never abandon 
us.”

In the aftermath of Michelle’s diagnosis, Cathy and 
her husband Bill resolved to learn from each other 
and work together, well aware that many marriages 
fall apart under the strain of caring for a child with 
developmental disabilities. She credits this resolution 
to an action of grace in their lives. “I got lucky,” Cathy 
states plainly, claiming that Bill allows her to be herself 
without needing to ask permission. “Marriage is a 
chance you take on love, and I think it’s a chance worth 
taking.” Above all, God needs to be at the center, 
“because marriage is a sacrament.”

Still, Cathy and Bill had to work hard to learn what 



Cathy refers to as, “the language of special needs,” 
because, in her words, “We’re far from being perfect.”

When Cathy became pregnant with her second child 
several years later, she secretly hoped for another girl, 
wanting a sibling who she believed would be nurturing 
and watch out for Michelle as they grew older. When she 
gave birth to a son, Cathy initially mourned the loss of her 
dream of a sister for Michelle. But Jonathan turned out to 
be a huge surprise, becoming even more of an advocate for 
inclusivity than Cathy!“He’s always advocating for the least, 
the last, and the lost among us,” Cathy shares. “Always, 
always, always.”

Jonathan also consistently keeps his sister as his top priority 
– thinking about her best interests even when it came to 
him dating!
“When he first started dating, Jonathan established that 
his girlfriend would have to pass ‘The Michelle Test.’” 
Though Cathy and Bill laughed at first, they soon came 
to see that Jonathan was serious about his intent to be 
a package deal along with his sister. Now married, Cathy 
describes Jonathan’s wife and Michelle as “soul sisters.” 
“I thought it would be so great if I had another girl,” 
Cathy admits. “But I couldn’t have asked for a better son. 
I think he chooses Michelle over me, and it gives me great 
comfort, because I know I’m not going to live forever, nor 
do I want to!”

This was just one more example of God providing for 
Michelle in unexpected ways. Another came in the form of 
Michelle’s high school art teacher, who herself has a sister 
with developmental disabilities. This teacher saw potential 
in Michelle and requested that she be placed in a double 
class, allowing her to take art the entire year through for as 
long as she attended high school.

“She would submit Michelle’s work to judicators in 
different areas,” Cathy explains. “But she would never say 
that Michelle has special needs. And so often, her art got 
picked. It was awesome, it really was.”

After her graduation, Michelle’s passion for art continued 
to flourish at the Sara Elizabeth Center, a not-for-profit 
aimed at supporting the inclusion of persons with 
developmental and/or physical disabilities.

“Michelle’s work has been used at many events to promote 
inclusivity and equity, and to create greeting cards to 
support the work of the Center,” Cathy shares. “She finds 
inspiration and joy in art, and though she speaks few 
words, she is a true messenger, communicating God’s love 
in all her masterpieces and reminding us that we, too, are 
God’s masterpieces.”

In addition to her artistic ability, Michelle has many other 
gifts that she shares with those around her.
“She’s furba,” Cathy smiles, using the Italian word for 
crafty. “And she’s got great one-liners, too. She’s constantly 
making us laugh.”



Michelle also demonstrates in a singular way God’s 
superabundant love – so much so that she was asked to 
be a Godmother by one of her friends.

“When her friend called to ask us first, she said, ‘I want 
my little girl to know the same unconditional love that 
I have felt from Michelle my whole life.’ I couldn’t even 
speak, I was crying so much!”

The love and respect Michelle is consistently shown 
by family and friends is also what comforts Cathy 
whenever she feels tempted to compare Michelle’s life 
to others.
Most of her friends are married and have kids.” This 
simple observation sometimes leads Cathy to feel a 
sense of loss. “But then I slap myself out of it and say, 
‘Okay, you know better than that.’ What we do have 
is, she’s thirty-five and all those friends are still in her 
life. All those friends and kids know her. And all those 
friends and kids love her.”

Which, as a parent, is everything she wants for 
Michelle.

“Whether you have a child with developmental 
disabilities or not, I think that most challenges when 
it comes to parenting are exactly the same,” Cathy 
reflects. “Physical, medical, educational challenges 
may be different, but what is the same? You want 
your child to belong, to be happy, to be a contributing 
person in society. You want them to be healthy. And 
you want them to love you as much as you love them.”

“To me, there’s a lot more sameness than there is 
difference. A whole lot more.” When it comes to the 
practical aspects of raising a child with developmental 
disabilities, Cathy insists that parents need to spend 
a lot of time on themselves, “because the biggest 
obstacle people with disabilities have are their 
parents.” Whether that looks like constantly coming 
to a child’s rescue or expecting more from a child than 
they are able to give, parents need to see their child for 
who they are and find the balance between nudging 
them forward without piling on too much pressure.

“You don’t want to define a person so that they 
can’t be more than what your expectations are,” she 
counsels. “You’ve got to push them, make them feel 
capable of more.” In addition, taking time to recharge 
and to unpack and process emotions is crucial to avoid 
burnout.

“Happy mommy, happy baby. That’s true whatever kind 
of child you have.”

And, of course, trust in God and submission to His will 
is paramount. Reflecting on her life’s journey thus far, 
Cathy proclaims, “I am reminded that I am personally 
known and loved by God, as we all are. God never 
abandons us. And our best attitude is gratitude in good 
times and in bad. Even when God seems absent, His 
grace is at work, leading us.”

And His ways are often far more beautiful than anything 
we could have ever imagined.



VAUGHAN IS LOCAL
OCTOBER 1,2020
Cris Smith, was invited to chat with Daniel Steinfeld, owner of 
On the Block Realty, during his podcast called, "Vaughan Is 
Local".  This social community podcast features stories of local 
city of Vaughan businesses and real estate updates. As well as 
making a new friend, Cris was able to promote all the amazing 
things SEC offers our participants.  Daniel's final comments 
were, "Truly, the goal of Cris and her team is to really highlight 
the 'special' about every individual that walks through their 
doors.

SPILLING TEA 
OCTOBER 22, 2020
Cris Smith chated with Angelo Minardi, Chaplain of Cardinal 
Ambrozic CSS, from Dufferin Peel about her passion for her 
family, faith, and SEC. She shared how in life “it is not just the 
destination that’s important but the journey we take together.”   
Many thanks to the whole Cardinal Ambrozic Chaplaincy team 
at DPCDSB for this great opportunity to share about SEC! 

To watch full interviews click on link below:
https://www.youtube.com/user/SaraElizabethCentre1/videos

MAKING NEW COMMUNITY 
CONNECTIONS

Congratulations to Joseph Smith !
Winner of the 2020 Gold Level Hermes Creative Award in 
the category of Electronic Media/Video for Non-profits.  This 
recognition of his creative work with Sara Elizabeth Centre 
for his DIAMONDS. "YOU are God's Diamond Precious and 
Beautiful" video is truly a great testimony of the level of young 
professional artists we have among SEC. His humble and 
artistic guidance has led so so many of our participants to shine 
brightly.
To watch the video click on the link below;
https://youtu.be/_3b0I__C-Bk

Congratulations  Sarah and Mariah ! 
Sarah Macmanaman and Mariah Di Marino both received 
this year’s Volunteer Recognition Award with the City of 
Vaughan!  We are so blessed to have you both. Thank you 
for all your hard work, dedication, and heart!

SPECIAL AWARDS FOR 
SPECIAL PEOPLE



LOOKING BACK

NEW SEC STORE
Just in time for the holiday season, SEC launched 
it's online Store on Shopify in December, offering 
a wide collection of Christmas cards and a varity of 
SEC spices as gifts for the holidays!  

NEW ONE TOUCH SCREEN TV
Thanks to funds raised at our 2020 Gala, we 
were able to purchase this innovative One 
Touch Screen TV which allows us to remain 
connected even during the pandemic.

NEW THIS YEAR AT SEC

OUT WITH THE OLD SIGN - IN WITH THE NEW 
Our beautifully new SEC logo, designed by Paolo 
Rinaldi, was delivered and  installed just in time for 
our new opening in September.

NEW GREETING CARDS FOR ALL OCCASIONS
Meet Krystal and Angela , two artists behind the 
latest additions to our SEC Greeting card collection! 
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THANK YOU
CORPORATE SPONSORS

FINANCIALS 
2020-2021

Thank you TO EVERYONE for supporting our 2021 campaign! 
Thanks to your generosity, we raised over $51,000 during our "Something to Smile About ' fundrasing campaign!  The funds raised  

will help us to  run our art-based programs and create new programs in technology and the virtual world.  It is through the help and 
generosity of supporters like you that we are able to continue to grow in our space and in the number of new programs we offer our 

young adults with special needs.

FOR GIVING US 
"SOMETHING TO "SMILE ABOUT"


