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Aims and Scope

This AASCF Journal for Services to Children and Families (Journal) will provide an environment for 

the child, youth and family service sector and other professionals to reflect on policy, practice, 

training and research in the sector.  This Journal will maintain a practice focus using research.  It is 

intended to focus on local and Canadian content.  We want to promote best practice in areas that 

people are working in, and provide room for critical inquiry into some of the promising programs, 

practice and research that is occurring in the community.

This Journal particularly encourages papers from people who are working in the field, students 

who are doing some interesting research and as often as we can we would like to hear from 

children, youth and families that have experienced a particular program, a challenge or great 

success and feel that it is worth sharing with the sector in order for all of us to learn from. 

At this time we are planning on having the AASCF Journal for Services to Children and Families 

published two times per year.  We ask for your help in this effort.  We have brought together a 

group of academics and practitioners to be our Editorial Committee.  As the Editorial Committee 

reviews articles we are looking for academically sound work that is well written and relevant to 

our sector.  We welcome contributions in the form of research and practice papers, case studies, 

brief communications and correspondence from readers. Guidelines have been developed that 

the editorial board follows and those are available to anyone who wishes to contribute to this 

Journal.  Authors should follow guidelines as outlined in the Publication Manual of the American 

Psychological Association (5th edition).  Authors should not simultaneously submit a paper to 

more than one publication.  The editors will edit papers for length, clarity and consistency. The 

Journal editorial committee reserves the right to alter the format of all articles to ensure that 

they are formatted consistently within the Journal. More complete guidelines can be requested 

from Rhonda Barraclough at RBarraclough@aascf.com  Articles are the responsibility of the 

authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of AASCF.

Articles are the responsibility of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views of AASCF.
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Editorial

Welcome to the 5th edition of the AASCF Journal for Services to Children and Families. Alberta is a buzz with election 

activities and therefore I felt it appropriate to remind you of your responsibility as a citizen and why it is important to 

pay attention and vote.

Politics is not for everyone. In fact, politics really isn't for me. I would never want to run for a political office or manage a 

campaign. Then why do I encourage everyone to pay attention to politics? Over the last decade or so, it seems that 

Albertans seem to have left politics for other activities.  We had leaders and opposition that were drifting around; 

taking advantage of a province that really didn't have focus or strong principles to guide the citizens.

In 2011, we had a shakeup triggered by Premier Ed Stalmach's resignation, when politics in Alberta seems bland and 

boring.  Both government and the opposition seemed adrift and lost searching for answers to questions they didn't 

even know how to ask.  Satya Brata Das (2011) suggests that during this time, with four new leaders in the five parties 

represented in the Alberta legislature, we have a chance to begin anew. If these new leaders want to succeed, they 

must reshape our politics to deliver on the promise of Alberta, to lead the flowering of our full potential.

Why is this important? Our government, if not held accountable, can create policies that will control our lives. Focus 

and direction of how everyday citizens will manage in our province is controlled by the legislature.  If we strictly focus 

on budgets, oil prices and the economy, to the expense of social, health and education we will have struggle as a just 

community.  This is why we all should care about politics, as politics influence our lives very much. Politics affect 

everything that affects our communities. Directly politics affect how much our taxes are, whether we have health care 

or not, what kind of funding our schools get, whether that bad road you drive on every day gets its potholes filled in. 

People not caring about politics are how terrible governments manage to retain power despite the fact that they are 

doing things that nobody wants. 

Since Premier Redford has held office, in my opinion, things have had a further shake up.  The aftershocks have 

included, to name a few, reviews of health care, increases to education, and resources and committed support to the 

social services sector.  She has mandated a social policy framework and is trying to change how services are provided 

to vulnerable Albertans.  This is a new way of looking at things, and a refreshing change in my mind.  Regardless of 

whom wins in the upcoming election the lid has been taken off of the jar and social ideas are starting to permeate in 

the air. 

This is why you should pay, at least, a little bit of attention to politics, and not just at election time, because knowing 

what those politicians are up to will help you make a better choice when you vote.  Voting is the only true way you have 

a voice in our provincial political and social policy development.  We care about the people we work with, and we need 

to care enough to make a statement and vote.

Rhonda Barraclough, BSW, MEd. RSW

Executive Director, AASCF
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Leaders:  Crucial in unstable times

Rhonda Barraclough

Great leaders often inspire their followers to high levels of achievement by showing them how their work 

contributes to worthwhile ends.  It is an emotional appeal to some of the most fundamental of human 

needs- the need to be important, to make a difference, to feel useful, to be a part of a successful and 

worthwhile enterprise.

(Bennis & Nanus, 1986, p.3)

Abstract

The human services sector is experiencing an unprecedented degree of instability in relation to staff change 

and fiscal realities.  The economic, environmental, political and social world we live in is constantly changing. 

These changes lead to the need for strategies that are responsive in contemporary society.  Leadership in the 

sector is crucial to support and stabilize the sector as it moves forward in the 21st century.  This article reviews 

some common understanding of leadership in the human services sector, and how professional associations 

and specifically Alberta Association of Services for Children and Families (AASCF) can support those in the 

field. 

Leadership in the areas of social change and social justice in the human services are now at a premium, having 

been given little attention in the past or currently. Little is known of leadership requirements in this sector 

particularly as contrasted with other service sectors (Hopkins, 2010).  Criteria for leadership in the human 

services have not been fully studied or appreciated and since the 1970s the institutional framework in which 

the human service sector is located has become increasingly unstable.  Some of the challenges in the 

leadership deficit are resource allocation- both human and financial; the capacity for strategic planning, 

advocacy and communication skills; and the ability to publicly position the sector and the organization in it 

Hopkins, 2010; Volunteer Canada, 2003.  The factors considered in assessing situations have changed, the 

work force and its makeup have changed, and the whole concept of social justice and what that means has 

evolved and is constantly changing.  Most of the organizations in the sector are part of the third sector (a term 

used to describe the social economy between private and government sectors) and are not-for-profit 

businesses, and as a result they are mission driven. This offers distinct challenges due to multiple stakeholder 

relationships and general complexity that is qualitatively different from the public or private sectors (Hopkins, 

2010). These organizations are the primary voice of social, economic, and environmental justice, and delivers 

services to vulnerable people.  Much of the sector is influenced by its increasing role in the delivery of public 

services.  

Successful nonprofit leaders know that there are many sides to operating effective organizations.  First there 

is clarity on mission or reason the organization exists.  Then there is pressure to become more professionally 

managed, and to articulate and achieve performance objectives that are significant to the organization.   All 

in the context of an environment of shifting demand for services; changing operating environments; and 

significant financial pressures (Bear & Fitzgibbon, 2005).  There is a recognized need for strategic 

management perspectives and an ability to translate missions into objectives, leading to plans and programs 

that meet these objectives.   Bear and Fitzgibbon (2005) state that “managing the balance between the 
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 mission and the effective and efficient management and operations may be the single most important factor 

for success” (p.88).

Strong leadership and the ability to adapt is vital given the complex and dynamic nature of the sector. While 

many of the qualities required of leaders in the sector are similar to those leading in other sectors, there are 

distinct skills and behaviors needed to be successful in the sector as a result of its multiple stakeholder 

relationships and the general complexity that is qualitatively different from the public and private sectors. 

While third sector leaders have navigated severe periods of change and the sector has developed, there is still 

a recognizable leadership shortfall. After lack of funding, government policy and regulation, insecurity of 

funds and lack of volunteers, lack of leadership was identified by the State of the Sector Survey as one of the 

top five constraints facing the voluntary and community sector (Hopkins 2010; Green, 2007; McDonald & 

Chenoweth, 2009).

The Bridgespan Group (Tierney, 2006) carried out an extensive study in 2006 of the leadership requirements 

of nonprofits with revenues greater than $250,000 (excluding hospitals and institutions of higher education). 

The study found that:  

• Over the next decade, these organizations will need to attract and develop some 640,000 new senior 

managers—the equivalent of 2.4 times the number currently employed. 

• If the sector were to experience significant consolidation and lower-than-forecast turnover rates, this 

number might fall as low as 330,000. On the other hand, given historic trends, the total need could 

well increase to more than one million. 

• By 2016, these organizations will need almost 80,000 new senior managers per year. 

The projected leadership deficit results from both constrained supply and increasing demand. The key factors 

include the growing number of nonprofit organizations, the retirement of managers from the vast baby-

boomer generation, movement of existing nonprofit managers into different roles within or outside the 

sector, and the growth in the size of nonprofits. The leadership deficit is further exacerbated by the sector's 

lack of middle management to help in recruiting and developing other managers. Nonprofits have neither the 

size nor the resources to develop large numbers of managers internally. The sector also lacks strong 

management-education and executive-search capabilities. These are daunting numbers what does it mean 

at the agency level?  It means that attracting and retaining staff is imperative, and strategies to mitigate these 

issues must be strong and deliberate to strengthen the workforce.  

So what do we do?  Addressing the leadership deficit requires, all participants in the nonprofit sector—from 

boards and current managers to associations, foundations, government  and individual and corporate 

donors—to recognize the enormity of the problem and make it a top priority. Bear and Fitzgibbon (2005) 

surveyed many professional and volunteer nonprofit leaders, were able to develop a toolbox or prescription 

for leadership success in the not-for-profit world.  Other researchers have highlighted the need to address 

this issue such as resources leadership responsibilities, changes in nonprofit sector and planning, and 

evaluation (Hopkins 2010; Green, 2007; Tierney 2006; McDonald & Chenoweth, 2009).
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Lack of funding is the number one constraint identified in the 2007 State of the Sector Survey, and while this is 

a survey of organizations in the United Kingdom, I would contend it is equally relevant in Canada due to 

similarities in social service delivery models.  Federal and provincial funding for some programs have dropped 

considerably; and others have maintained status quo, essentially leaving organizations at a deficit due to 

increasing costs of doing business and the desire to ensure that vulnerable people are looked after. The 

nonprofit sector takes an ever increasing important role in supporting people and filling gaps left by the loss 

of governmental funding.   According to Bear & Fitzgibbon (2005), leaders have to become adept at raising 

capitol, hence fundraisers; working in creative collaborations; and sharing services in order to gain the most 

efficiency out of the sector. 

Change is a critical construct and deeply impacts community service delivery.  The environment that 

nonprofit organizations operate in certainly has changed over the years.  Nonprofit leaders must be open 

minded and prepared for the constant changes.  They must be able to adapt and develop an organizational 

culture where change is strategic, creative and provides for growth in the organizations.  Leaders need to 

engage in 'Big Change' thinking where they see the big picture and think in terms of enlisting staff support, 

addressing problems quickly, empowerment, values and ethics, and communication (McDonald & 

Chenoweth, 2009).  Essentially leaders need to be competent in organizational change and balancing the 

needs of multiple stakeholders.  Bear & Fitzgibbon ( 2005) summarize that leaders in the not-for-profit 

organizations must be passionate about the mission of their organization but also must be good leaders of 

people, articulate visionaries, good deliberate planners, strong in organizational skills, capable and 

comfortable with fund-raising, knowledgeable about financial reports and statements, and have some 

marketing sense.  Effective leaders know how to serve multiple stakeholders, balance competing demands, 

satisfy customers and employees, cut costs and grow more projects.  They are credible, genuine and have the 

habits, values and behaviors to create trust and commitment.  They serve as role models both inside and 

outside the organizations.  The best are tireless advocates, innovative, inventive, observant, risk taking, and 

consistent supporters and enablers of management and leadership teams. McDonald and Chenoweth (2009) 

add to this list in identifying leaders as needing to understand the challenges if leadership like ambiguities and 

uncertainties.  Leaders have a good sense of what is possible and what is not.  They are able to grasp and run 

with unexpected opportunities, be creative, and flexible; they must network and build relationships with 

others in their field.  Networking is a powerful tool; and the leaders must be reflective and articulate 

alternative ways of engaging in the work. McDonell (2011) notes that inviting leading thinkers within your 

network to 'sounding boards' or think tanks helps seed ideas for planning that are relevant and valuable to the 

sector, and in turn breed ownership and connectivity among those of like minds. 

Nonprofits see themselves as community organizations and there to serve others.  It is therefore, extremely 

important that leaders are developed as they see themselves as responsible for the course of the human 

service sector.  Tierney (2006) highlights these imperatives as needing to be addressed:

• “Invest in leadership capacity. Skilled management is the single most important determinant of 

organizational success. Nonprofits must invest in building skilled management teams—even if that 

means directing a greater proportion of funding to overhead. Philanthropy must deliver the operating 

support required, and boards must reinforce the importance of building management capacity and 

quality. 
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• Refine management rewards to retain and attract top talent. To recruit more and better leaders, 

organizations will have to structure more competitive management packages, particularly in light of 

the push to hold managers to higher performance standards. The greatest rewards of nonprofit 

careers will always be intangible, but more attractive compensation is critical in times of labor 

shortages. 

• Expand recruiting horizons and foster individual career mobility. Nonprofits traditionally tend to 

hire from a small circle of acquaintances. That practice is no longer sustainable. Recruitment efforts 

will need to expand to new pools of potential leadership talent, including baby-boomers who wish to 

continue working, mid-life career changers seeking greater social impact, and the young. At the same 

time, the sector will need to strengthen and expand its mechanisms for attracting and developing 

managers and enabling talent to flow freely throughout the sector.”(p.3-4) 

The leadership deficit looms as the greatest challenge facing nonprofits over the next ten years. The 

intangible is often the characteristic that leads to innovation and risk in leadership. The not for profit sector is 

part of a complex system.  If we want these complex systems to work better, we need to see leaders –as- hosts 

(individual and collective) as opposed to leaders-as-heros (Wheatley, 2010).  We need to support leaders and 

contribute to the challenges and solutions that complex systems generate.  It is difficult to understand the full 

complexity of any issue and all parts of the system need to participate and contribute.  Wheatley (2010) states 

that leaders-as-hosts need to rely on their people, partners and build an environment of creativity and 

commitment that works through challenges.  People willingly support things that they have played a part in 

creating.  This requires meaningful conversations among people from many parts of the system and in doing 

so can solve complex and intractable problems.  The leader as host realizes that their organization is full of 

resources and has the means to problem solve, function well together, and rely on everyone's creativity, 

commitment and generosity.

Evaluation and planning are also essential as you can't manage what you don't measure – even if you are 

mission driven as most not-for profits are, you need to make that mission a reality and your employees are 

there to assist with that.  Rewarding employees is also much more than money.  While money is important, 

employees need to feel good about their work and know that they are contributing to the mission of the 

organization.  They need to be told so- praise and respect are significant rewards (Bart, 2011).

Investing in people's leadership and management capacity; looking at administrative infrastructure; 

compensating well; attracting and retaining young talent along with stopping the perception that people who 

work for charities should receive charity wages (Slutsky 2006) are all important measures on the mounting 

challenge of developing nonprofit leaders. The situation suggests that we all have to take on strategies to 

ensure that we are helping others to become leaders of not-for-profits.  Young talented leaders need to be 

found and encouraged to stay in the sector.  We also need to be more explicit in exactly what skills are needed 

from directing staff to issue management to ability to report (Dar, 2006).  

McDonald and Chenoweth (2009) along with Bart (2011) propose that associations can play an important 

role in responding to change.   Associations can legitimate change by hosting a process of dialogue through 

which change is debated and endorsed.  As a result of that discourse legitimate and significant shifts in what 



- 10 -

 JournalVolume 5

the field is actually doing can occur, and in doing so, re-shape the definition of 'what it means to' do this work. 

Associations can act as strategic and transformative leaders.  They are able to engage in a meta- cognitive 

approach to systems change, articulate it in ways that the parts of the system can understand, and help 

strategize how and where supports for success can be achieved. They are able to articulate threats and 

consequences, envisions alternatives, articulate these and frame them in terms that are acceptable to the 

larger sector (McDonald & Chenoweth, 2009).

One area that is significant, and certainly can be found in association leadership and activity, is the need to 

provide evidence on the sector- its distinctiveness and benefits.  Light (2006) explains this as the need to 

show the performance, market our visibility and political gain, along with the increasing administrative 

infrastructure and recruitment of new talent.  An association is able to gather information to look at 

organizational profile; employee profiles and is a voice to stand together against the unrelenting financial 

pressure challenging nonprofits to build a sector.  Pealow (2012) highlights the need for Associations to 

become aggressive and serve as knowledge brokers for their members. As boards, committees and staff are 

under pressure to make decisions and improve their capacity in this area, having knowledge and specific 

information available and less general information can help reduce risks and maximize opportunities.  

The Alberta Association of Services for Children and Families (AASCF) is such an organization.  The AASCF 

works to strengthens member agencies, which are from the child and family contracted services sector, and 

promote attitudes, practices and conditions that contribute to quality services for vulnerable children and 

families.  In order to achieve this mission the AASCF has created networks of agencies for information sharing, 

social policy development and advocating on behalf of service providers.  It also works to resolve social policy 

issues with collaboration between various stakeholders and develops professional practices for service 

excellence.  The AASCF also represent the interests of member agencies in regional and provincial 

committees and negotiations.

For the AASCF it is important that we step back and look at the members' interest and anticipate the future.  

Some current activities we are working on to develop a healthy association and by extension sector are:

• Promoting new ideas.  We have promoted and influenced the development of  the Outcome Based 

Services Delivery (OBSD) over the last few years;

• Advocating as a united front, giving a consistent message, and focusing on the overall needs of the 

system.

• Encouraging political activity as we learn from our new political picture in Alberta;

• Investing in networks of networks.  We have learned that it is wise and important to ensure we are 

talking with other associations in the sector to make sure we have the same common goals and if not, 

that we understand why and how each other will address those;

• Data gathering, self-examination and needs analysis has been important.  As we have become more 

sophisticated in gathering information about our members it has been good evidence to use as we 

advocate for increases in compensation and changes to policy;
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• Knowledge brokers.  Over the last year we have developed our website to share information and 

develop knowledge in best practice, trends and issues;

• Discussions about what the members need and want in an effort to develop the association and the 

sector;

• Maintaining open and transparent communication with all;

• Developing new programs focused on succession and leadership – emerging leaders; leadership 

training; and bursary program;  

• Staff development and training – conference; practice training and support options through the 

chapters;

• Adaptability and flexibility with the capacity to change as the future unfolds.  The Association can see 

trends, understand their implications and explain them to members, and

• Providing leadership through the Journal where issues are brought to the front line.

One specific area to highlight is the AASCF Leadership Bursary program. The Bursary program began in 2008 

with a two million dollar grant for the Ministry of Children's Services.  It is intended to support the child, 

youth, family, and adults with development disabilities contracted sector.  It has supported over 100 leaders 

in the sector to gain leadership training – either formal accredited degree granting programs (60+) or training 

and workshops (40+).  It plays a vital role in developing the sector's future leaders. By understanding the 

issues, promoting leadership development in the sector and equipping its members with the tools they need 

to succeed, the program plays a catalytic role in enhancing the quantity and competency of social leaders. It 

ensures that the sector continues to be at the forefront of tackling social problems, helping the vulnerable 

and promoting social justice.

As an association in a leadership role, we can use our unprecedented assets to strengthen the sector's 

capacity to meet society's escalating demands.  We can tackle the challenges of leadership deficit; continue 

our advocacy work in order to develop a stable workforces, and good social policy.  This is turn creating a 

human services sector that is efficient, effective and responsive to the needs of vulnerable people in our 

society.

Rhonda Barraclough BSW, MEd. RSW is the Executive Director of the Alberta Association of Services for 

Children and Families.  Rhonda can be reached at RBarraclough@aascf.com
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Childhood Exposure to Suicide:  We Can Help

Sandra Copeland

Although deaths by suicide are relatively rare among children aged 0-6, exposures or losses to suicide are 

cited as major contributing factors to an increased risk of suicide in later years.  Knowing how to approach 

children thinking of or experiencing loss to suicide can make the difference in preventing further losses.

In 2009, in Alberta, there were 487 suicides.   Suicide accounted for 65.3% of the intentional injury deaths in 

children and youth aged 1 through 17 (Office of the Chief Medical Examiner, 2009).   This number may be 

underestimated due to deaths being classified as “accidents” or “undetermined.”  According to, Statistics 

Canada Reports, Alberta ranked third highest in Canada per capita, after Quebec and Nunavut and suicides 

have generally increased across Canada (Statistics Canada, 2008).  This growing number of suicides has been 

attributed to the economy, aging and more people believing that suicide is the only way to solve their 

problems (Canadian Association for Suicide Prevention, 2008-2012; American Association of Suicidology, 

2008-2012).

The Medical Examiner's official report for 2010 has not been published to date.  However, in a preliminary 

report from their office, the number of suicides rose to over 523 in 2010 (Office of the Chief Medical 

Examiner, 2010).  In 2009, there were 116 youth suicides and in 2010, there were 130 youth, ages 10-24.    

Clearly, this is a major public health issue in our province that needs to be addressed because it will not go 

away on its own and in silence.  Suicide is a complex and emotional issue with a strong stigma attached to it.  

Talking about suicide and educating people about recognizing and responding appropriately can save lives.  

Talking about suicide does NOT plant the idea in one's mind (Canadian Association of Suicide Prevention, 

2012).  We know that there are many consequences of suicide.  Family, friends and the community are 

affected with losses to suicide.   There are costs to health care services.  Most importantly, there is a loss of 

individual contributions and talents.

Confirmed deaths by suicide under the age of 10 are rare, however, the Centre for Suicide Prevention 

supports the position that it is underreported in Canada and that confirmed attempts are more common  

(Bridges, L. & Murji, R., 2008).   This article provides a general overview on children 0 to 17. From all suicide 

prevention sources, we know that children usually develop an understanding of suicide from the media, 

conversation or a loss.  To children and young youth suicide may be seen as a temporary means of escaping 

painful or difficult situations.   

Although records do exist on attempts for ages 1 - 3, children tend not to fully understand the permanence of 

death, and they associate it with abandonment.  Age 4 is the earliest record of a suicide death in our research 

(The Support Network; WIN House, 2009).  Children can link death to sorrow and sadness but still think it's 

temporary.  At age 5, the child's concept of death of more factual, children begin to understand that death is 

permanent.  At age 6 children become more aware of deaths, they show an interest in the topic, and show an 

ability to respond more emotionally to the concept.  Universality (it could happen to me) and permanence 

(there's no coming back) usually develops by ages 9 – 10 (Centre for Suicide Prevention, 2009; WIN House, 

2009).
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The literature identifies a number of reasons why children may consider suicide.  This includes:  an 

accumulation of losses, isolation, lack of resiliency, others suicide or attempts, stress, abuse, exposure to 

violence or bullying, changes in life or major life events. In most cases, an unsafe family environment is the 

biggest contributing factor, such as parental suicidal attempts and/or parental substance abuse (Canadian 

Association of Suicide Prevention, 2011).  As well, research indicates that children who lose a parent to 

suicide are three times more likely to die by suicide than children whose parents are alive (Centre for Suicide 

Prevention, 2011).

We also know from the Medical Examiner's Office and suicide prevention programs that males are more likely 

to die from their suicide attempt because in general, males use more lethal means.  (ME Office, 2009-2010).  

Similar to adults, suicidal thoughts in children and youth have the same characteristics.  The child is 

experiencing intolerable pain.  They feel helpless to change the situation.  They feel hopeless that things will 

never change.  They perceive that they are isolated.  They are (ambivalent) uncertain of what to do.  It's not 

that they want to die, but they see death as a way to end their pain.  They are unable to see any hope in living 

further with the pain they are feeling (Centre for Suicide Prevention, 2011). 

There are a number of clues and warning signs that may be observed in children contemplating suicide. There 

may be direct or indirect verbal statements or joking. There may be dangerous or threatening behaviors 

towards themselves.  Their situation may include an unsafe environment or the child may have had prior 

thoughts and prior losses to suicide (Bridges & Murji, 2008; Centre for Suicide Prevention, 2011) Bridges and 

Murji (2008) provide valuable information on how to work with children and youth.  To help a child who is 

thinking of killing themselves by intentional self-harm (suicide) we need to communicate with them on their 

level to ask them if they are having suicidal thoughts.  We need to assess the threat level by finding out their 

risk based on when (the timeframe to do it), how (what the plan is) and access (to the means of suicide).  Of 

course, the more planning and the nearer the timeframe, the risk is higher.  Use your best judgment to keep 

the child safe.  Let the child describe their feelings, use language and questions that are easy to understand.  

Don't “talk them out” of suicide, connect them to reasons for living.  Listen without judgment, be honest and 

open, check for understanding, invite questions and discuss fears.  You can use their ambivalence as a way to 

deal with their helplessness and hopelessness.  Drawing upon their personal strengths, their personal beliefs 

and reasons for living can provide the child with some hope that their situation and unbearable pain can 

change and become better.  

Further, don't keep suicide a secret, don't use metaphors that a child can't understand and get others 

involved.  Strategize a safety plan with them, pay attention to their stress levels or reactions, try to emphasize 

their protective factors and help them obtain the professional help they need.  Your help will show them that 

you care and that they can be connected to their community (Bridges & Murji, 2008).

We can also help a child after they experience a loss to suicide.  We need to acknowledge and validate their 

feelings – and let them know that it's OK to feel____.  Secondly, we can normalize their feelings - Your feelings 

may not be the same as others.  Clarify that they are not to blame - it's not your fault.  Emphasize that suicide 

is NOT the ONLY choice and that there is always another option.  Encourage them to participate in 

bereavement activities such as making a memory book of the loved one, drawing a family tree that can 

acknowledge other losses as well as the support system that still remains.  To open dialogue, reading stories 
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to a child may help.  Involving children in funeral plans may also be helpful.  Encourage other forms of 

expression such as songs, poems, and crafts.  Lastly, reinforce existing coping, strengths and supports they 

have (Bridges & Murji, 2008).  

We know that individuals view suicide as an option to end the unbearable pain that they feel.  We must 

appropriately help children who are thinking about suicide or who have experienced a loss to suicide.  We can 

make a big difference in helping these children and youth by educating yourself about suicide.  Education will 

provide you with knowledge to approach them and encouraging them to talk about their feelings and losses.  

We can make a difference and stop these tragedies and save lives -- we must work together to protect our 

most precious resource -- our children and youth.

Sandra Copeland BA, LPN is the Education Services Supervisor at the Support Network in Edmonton.  She has 

worked with youth, new immigrants, women and seniors in crisis situations and has supported individuals to 

improve their lives.    She believes that all of us have the capacity to change lives and that we can work 

together to build a better community for our children.    She can be reached by email at 

SCopeland@thesupportnetwork.com

References

American Association of Suicidology website http://www.suicidology.org/home.

Bridges, L. & Murji, R. (2008).  Tattered Teddies:  An Interactive Handbook about the Awareness and 

Prevention of Suicide in Children.  Centre for Suicide Prevention.

Canadian Association for Suicide Prevention website http://www.suicideprevention.ca/

Centre for Suicide Prevention (2011). Information for Professionals on Youth Suicide, www.suicideinfo.ca

Miller, D. (2010).  School Based Prevention, Assessment and Intervention, The Guilford Practical 

Intervention in Schools Series.

Office of the Chief Medical Examiner (2009).  Suicides in Alberta 2007.Queen's Printer AB

Office of the Chief Medical Examiner (2010).  Preliminary Report 2010.  Queens Printer, AB.  

Statistics Canada (2008), Leading Cause of Death, Queen's Printer for Government of Canada

The Support Network Suicide Bereavement Program 

http://www.thesupportnetwork.com.ws026.alentus.com/crisispreventionprograms/suicidebereav

ement/

WIN House, (2009). Women in Need Society Domestic Violence Training Materials, Edmonton, AB.



- 16 -

 JournalVolume 5

The Alberta Mentoring Partnership:  The Importance of Strength-based Mentoring

Jodi McKay

The Alberta Mentoring Partnership (AMP) is a collaboration of community mentoring organizations, 

government and youth working together to raise the profile of mentoring in Alberta. To achieve this goal, 

AMP partners are collaborating to establish and enhance mentoring programs in local communities. We're 

helping build capacity by providing access to best practices and sound research supported by tools and 

resources that will help mentoring agencies start new programs or make existing programs even better. 

Ultimately, AMP exists to help community mentoring programs meet the needs of the children and youth 

they serve. To connect the children and youth of Alberta with a life-changing mentor, AMP has outlined the 

following objectives: 

• Discuss emergent trends, challenges, successes, innovative practices and collaborative opportunities 

for mentoring youth. 

• Expand the knowledge base about mentoring and the importance of supporting mentoring. 

• Serve as a voice for the mentoring community and increase awareness of mentoring in Alberta. 

• Share information, research and increase accessibility to mentoring organizations. 

Develop and implement a strategic plan to enhance mentoring within the province

What is mentoring?

Mentoring is the presence of a caring individual who provides a young person with support, advice, 

friendship, reinforcement and constructive role modeling over time. Mentoring can take many different 

forms. Some people may be familiar with more informal mentoring, such as coaching, youth group facilitating 

and/or 4H. While others recognize , the variety of formal programs offered by Big Brothers Big Sisters and 

other mentoring organizations. 

Why is mentoring important?

Mentoring is a powerful way of lending support to a young person by teaching skills, listening to their 

perspectives and creating a sense of belonging. Research tells us that, over time, consistent interaction with a 

mentor increases the likelihood that a child or youth will complete high school and experience success in life.

 

The strong relationships between mentors and youth improve academic performance, behavior, and 

attitudes toward school. Mentoring helps improve peer and family relationships, and helps Alberta's youth 

develop the confidence, self-esteem and social skills they need to be productive members of society. 
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Strength- Based Mentoring

Imagine being a single mother of twin boys, now 12 years old.  Your personal situation requires that 

you work long hours, which means that your boys are alone after school and sometimes on the

weekends.  They're pretty responsible kids, so you feel lucky.  But you know you need some help and 

they could definitely benefit from some additional support.  You start looking into what might be 

available. In a sea of terms like “kids in need”, “troubled young people”, “families in crisis” or 

“marginalized children and youth”, you wonder where you fit in and if you want one of these labels 

applied to you or your kids?  What if instead, you find opportunity for your boys where they're 

referred to as “children with promise” and “deserving young people”? Where would you turn?

What we focus on becomes a youth's reality – focus on strengths!

Yes, this is a very simplistic and surface level example but it's an important one and leads to the 

implications of adopting a “strength based” platform on a broad scale.  Ultimately, it's a mentality that 

permeates our way of working, how we train and inform mentors, and the outcomes we aim for in the 

children and youth we work with.  The Alberta Mentoring Partnership began working with Resiliency 

Canada in the development of tools and resources to support the work of mentoring organizations 

across Alberta.  

Strength-based practices build on capabilities, knowledge, skills and 

assets to help develop the resiliency needed to overcome challenges

-Alberta's Approach to Collaborative Practices, 2011

The language we use is just the beginning.  A strength-based mentoring approach has as its focus the 

identification, exploration, and use of strengths in children and youth to foster positive mental health 

outcomes at school, at home and in the community. Those supporting a strength perspective view, 

work toward ensuring that kids can draw on their strengths to constructively navigate life challenges 

with resilience. Positive youth development is viewed, therefore, not as the absence of risk behaviour, 

but rather as the presence of positive attributes and relationships that support children and youth in 

reaching their full potential.

Mentoring is the presence of a caring individual who provides a young 

person with support, advice, friendship, reinforcement and constructive 

role-modeling over time. 

Kids become resilient through parental and other influences and as a result of positive natural or 

structured mentoring.  A resilient child or youth feels appreciated and valued for their individual 

strengths and gifts.  They have an understanding of how to set realistic expectations for themselves 

and others.  They possess positive problem-solving skills and employ productive coping strategies 

when they encounter challenges or areas of vulnerability.   They seek assistance from others when 

needed and they experience positive support and interactions with peers and adults.  



- 18 -

 JournalVolume 5

Positive change occurs in the context of authentic relationships –

Mentoring builds relationships!

If you or your organization would like to learn more about mentoring for children and youth using a “strength 

based” approach and other resources, tools and mentor training, visit the Alberta Mentoring Partnership 

website at 

http://www.albertamentors.ca/admin/contentx/default.cfm?h=2&PageId=12241 

Also, follow & participate with us on any of our social media sites:

***With excerpts from “Strength-Based Mentoring: Nurturing the social capacity of children and youth to 

thrive” available on the AMP website 

http://www.albertamentors.ca/public/data/documents/StrengthBasedMentoringpdf.pdf

Jodi McKay, B.Ed. Is the Provincial Coordinator for Alberta Mentoring Partnership.  She has been an educator 

for 19 years in both rural Saskatchewan and Alberta. Her roles in various K-12 schools have included 

classroom teacher, principal, coach and mentor. She believes that investing in our children and youth is one of 

the most valuable and important choices we can make.  Jodi can be reached at 

jodi.mckay@albertamentors.ca

www.albertamentors.ca
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Getting Our Message Across! 

Doug Rogan and Bruce MacLaurin

Every day we are confronted with important policy issues in our work, in our children's schools, and in our 

communities.  To effectively take action on an issue, we often need to have background information that will 

support our positions.  Attached is a piece designed to encourage boards of directors and staff to engage in 

the forthcoming election. As you will note this is a non partisan direction. We just want to encourage parties to  

take part and if so inclined , ask some tough questions relating to the Alberta social condition. There are 

obviously many additional areas that could or should be addressed, but for now, these were seen as 

highlights.

seen as highlights.

Speaking with politicians is one of the most effective ways that you can influence change – whether at a 

community, municipal, provincial or federal level.  The job of a politician is to represent your concerns and 

interests as a citizen and voter.  Timing is critical when trying to access a politician.  Elections are good times to 

raise issues.  

As primary providers of child and family services we play a critical role in providing the public with quality and 

timely information about the vulnerable people who live in Alberta.  Board members are community 

members who take it upon themselves to get involved.  All of us can commit to making changes happen.  

Ways to communicate your message

• Write a letter to your MLA

• Visit your MLA

• Attend community activities where the MLA is present

• Ask questions 

• Invite them to your agency for a visit

• Write letters to the Editor of major newspapers

• Congratulate your MLA on their election win

• MLA's are active after the election working their positions, so go and see them and tell them about the 

sector and our need
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GETTING OUR MESSAGE ACROSS! 

A provincial election will take place April 23, 2012. Let's not miss this vital opportunity to ask candidates 

for their positions on significant future policy development and direction. Candidates are listening and 

responsive during their campaigns. 

This brief paper is intended to identify some of the current issues, and by no means are these all of them, 

and ways that you can help. 

The Issues: 

CHILD POVERTY: 

A 2009 Alberta report estimates that poverty is experienced by more than 148,000 families (excluding elderly 

families) and 73,000 children, of which 34,000 are below the age of 6. Even more children and families are at 

risk of experiencing poverty (Briggs and Lee, 2012). This high level of child poverty in Alberta requires an 

alternative response as the poverty rate in Alberta has not improved during the past 5 years. 

QUESTION: Given the long-term impact of child poverty on the well-being and development of children, how 

will you, as an elected member of the upcoming government, achieve success in this area? 

FAMILY FINANCIAL HARDSHIP: 

The number of Alberta residents using food banks is a good indicator of financial challenges. A 2011 report 

titled In This Together: Ending Poverty in Alberta indicates that food bank usage in this province has increased 

by almost 75% between 2008 and 2011. Children and youth made up 44% of those using food banks and 

individuals reporting employment income (the working poor) made up 27% of users. 

QUESTION: If you are elected in the upcoming vote, how will you ensure that the impact of financial hardships 

on families will be addressed? 

ABORIGINAL CHILDREN IN CARE:

Children of First Nations heritage represent approximately 8% of the child population in Alberta (Census 

Canada). Findings from the Alberta Incidence Study of Reported Child Abuse and Neglect (2003) report that 

Aboriginal children are overrepresented in child welfare caseloads as they make up approximately 29% of all 

substantiated child maltreatment investigations in Alberta. As well, Aboriginal children make up 58% of the 

total children in care population as noted in the Alberta Children and Youth Services Business Plan 2008-2011.

 

QUESTION: What will you do as a member of the governing system in this province to confront this escalating 

child problem? 
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THE EDUCATION OF ABORIGINAL CHILDREN: 

Educational achievement is one of the most critical indicators of the determinants of health. As noted in the 

report Health Determinants for First Nations in Alberta, approximately 25% of all children in Alberta or 

Canada had not graduated from high school. First Nations children in Alberta however are two to three times 

more likely to have not completed high school in comparison to other Alberta or Canadian children (Lachance 

et al, 2009). 

QUESTION: What will you do to address this critical issue? 

ABORIGINAL HOUSING/HEALTH:  

Housing is consistently identified as a critical factor related to health status. As noted in the report Health 

Determinants for First Nations in Alberta, crowded housing is identified as a concern for less than 5% of all 

Albertan families, compared to almost 18% of First Nations children and 31% of First Nations children residing 

on-reserve (Lachance et al, 2009). The authors also report that unsafe housing (as defined by dwellings 

requiring major structural, plumbing or electrical repairs), is an issue for 30.6% of First Nations in Alberta 

compared to 6% for all of Alberta residents. 

QUESTION: Given this is a federal responsibility, please outline how you would be an advocate for change to 

address this disparity in housing status for First Nations compared to non-Aborgiinal children? 

ABORIGINAL CHALLENGES: 

In the report Urban Aboriginal People in Western Canada from the Canada West Foundation, the author 

Hanselmann identifies that Aboriginal peoples living in urban settings face much greater challenges than do 

non-Aboriginal urban populations. These challenges include lower educational levels, lower labor force 

participation rates, higher unemployment rates, lower income levels and an over-representation in the 

criminal justice system as both victims and perpetrators. 

QUESTION: How would you propose addressing these concerns? 

STAFF RETENTION AT SOCIAL SERVICE AGENCIES: 

The majority of non-profit child and family serving agencies in Alberta are members of the Alberta 

Association of Services for Children and Families (AASCF). The Government of Alberta Human Services 

contracts with these member agencies to provide services to meet the needs of families at risk. The report 

titled The Future is Now prepared by the AASCF in 2008 identifies that staff turnover rates for member 

agencies range between 15-25% and that staff retention is primarily a result of the wage disparity (30-40%) 

between AASCF member agencies and comparable Human Services staff involved in child and youth services. 

QUESTION: If elected in the upcoming election, would you support annual indexing for cost escalation to 

control any further deterioration of this issue? 
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Doug Rogan, is a long standing Board of Directors for Wood's Homes in Calgary AB

Bruce MacLaurin, MSW, PhD. (Candidate), RSW is an Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Social Work, 

University of Calgary.

 

Note: On February 10, Premier Alison Redford announced that some 17,000 workers at agencies contracted 

by Seniors and Human Services will receive an additional $62 million – the equivalent of a 5% wage increase 

and a $1,500 lump sum payment. Last year staff agencies received a $1,500 lump sum payment in September, 

and will receive another in April.) There is also a commitment to additional funding over the next 3 years and 

we, at Wood's Homes, see this is a good start toward greater staff retention. 
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Cultural Tapestry to Me

Bryanna Ewing

This poem was written with the intention of explaining how I see multiculturalism, the term cultural tapestry, and 

how it all affects me. Multicultural people and multiculturalism are everywhere; where we live, work, play and 

learn; all with the hope that together we will try to create a better world to live in and leave for future generations. 

Most importantly through this piece I try to convey the message that even though we are different through culture, 

heritage, gender and race, we are all still the same through being human beings which means we all deserve to be 

treated equally.

Colours, every colour imaginable

Colour you, colour me, colour everything

Tied together, one piece

Together entwined in a masterpiece;

Forever growing, forever changing

I'm White; I'm Native, I'm French

You are anything and everything

We are the same, we are different, and we are together

You are my friends, coworkers, classmates, boss, and fellow citizens

I am your friend, tutor, and employee

I am me, you are you

I was born here free and safe; You came here for life and safety.

My past is sad, yours is scary and rough.

Yet you smile, laugh, and live, moving forward all the time.

They call you names, they make fun of you, they hurt you and degrade you,

If they knew what lay beneath my pale complexion . . . they would do the same to me. 

We are still the same, we are human beings all the same.

I make the world I see

I see our differences, I see our similarities

I see you and I see me, I see the world colourful and free

I speak my language; You speak your language.

We walk, shop, talk, learn, and participate together

You work your job trying to make something better for you

I work my job trying to help make your life better

We live together, we work together, and we serve the world together with hopes of better

I love you, I care for you, I respect you, I want to help you

The world is what we create; it has you, it has me

We are different, we are the same

We are people together.

Bryanna Ewing is a first year student, in the Child and Youth Care program, at Grant MacEwan University.  She is 

working towards a career in helping children, youth, and their families who are in need of help.
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