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The Early Years
Now entering its 55th year, the Developmental Disabilities Association’s 
history illustrates the organization’s evolution, as well as changes in 
societal attitudes and improvements to quality of life for people with 
developmental disabilities.

BEginnings
“You have great hopes and dreams for your children; you think they’re 
going to be a little bit better than yourself… and when Bobby was born, I 
did too. When we learned he was retarded, it was a great shock to us… 
but I felt very responsible for this little entity I had brought into the world.”
These are the words of the late Mrs. Leola Purdy, whose second son, 
Bobby, was born with Down syndrome and suffered further brain damage 
from delivery forceps.

Bobby was born in Vancouver in the late 1940’s. Mrs. Purdy visited 
several doctors, who all told her that her son was severely retarded, 
that there was no hope that he could live anything close to a normal life, 
and that he would probably never even learn to walk. She was told that 
she should send Bobby to the Woodlands School for the Retarded, an 
institution located in New Westminster. But as she said, “…it just didn’t 
seem right to take a little fellow like this out of his family circle and put him 
in an institution.”

She had hoped that when Bobby reached school age, he would at least 
be admitted to the Vancouver School Board’s special classes for slow 
learners. What she found out, however, was that the schools accepted 
only “educable” children, and under their definition, that didn’t include 
Bobby.

It was a common story in those days. Parents of developmentally 
disabled children faced frustration and despair, being isolated from others 
like themselves, and cut off from their circle of friends. They sometimes 
felt ashamed, and believed their problems were unique.

A conversation with Ruby Kerr, a psychologist with the School Board, 
changed everything. It was she who suggested that Mrs. Purdy contact 
other parents to bring them together to help each other. At first, Mrs. 
Purdy was hesitant:

“I’d never been a joiner, a club person. I didn’t even know about 
Robert’s Rules of Order… But it was haunting me. I knew it was 
not right, that these were human beings who should have the 
opportunity to be trained to the limits of their ability.”

And so, one night in January of 1952, Mrs. Purdy brought together twelve 
people: Mr. and Mrs. Bob Moore, Mr. and Mrs. Sam Percival, Mr. and Mrs. 
Art Rogers, Mr. and Mrs. Bennie Sochasky, Mrs. Lolita Turner, Mr. and 
Mrs. Herb Winters, and Mrs. Leola Purdy.
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Each of these parents had a school-aged child who had been rejected by 
the public school system, and all had faith that their children could benefit 
greatly from education and training. They shared experiences, spoke 
openly about the sorrows and joys of caring for their special children, and 
in the end, decided there was something they could do.

After that first meeting, things moved quickly. A provisional board was 
appointed, headed by the late Bob Moore, and Leola Purdy was named 
President of the Board. Press notices were put into the local newspapers, 
and soon more parents came forward. In April, the newly formed 
association was officially registered under the Societies Act, named the 
Association for the Advancement of Retarded Children. It was the very 
first association for the developmentally disabled in British Columbia.
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Taking Root
The strength of the Association today is built upon the sturdy roots 
established by its pioneers. These parents saw the need for services in 
diverse areas – learning, living, working and recreation. Gradually, as the 
association gained resources and experience, it evolved to serve these 
needs.

TO LEARn
Training was the children’s immediate and most crucial need, and the 
first years were dedicated to developing educational services. Within a 
month of the association’s incorporation, the first day-training class had 
been organized. Knox United Church provided a space for the classes, 
held twice a week in the mornings and afternoons. It was the parents’ 
responsibility to get their children to the church, which for some meant 
a long walk or streetcar ride. The association members took care of all 
the details of running a school, including curriculum, supplies, books and 
insurance.

The biggest problem was money. The initial budget was raised by 
passing around a hat at meetings, and while it may or may not have been 
constitutionally proper, it brought in a welcome $50. The first paid teacher 
at the school was Sheila Lord, who had experience training disabled 
children in England. The minutes of a board meeting in the fall of 1952 
record she was to be paid $10 a month.

In the beginning, there were only six children, of varying pre-teen ages. 
Because of their diverse needs and the lack of teaching resources, it 
was difficult to develop a suitable curriculum. In truth, the school in those 
days was not much more than a babysitting service, but it was a service 
that the parents valued highly, and soon the classes grew. Children with 
special needs were referred to the association’s school by education, 
health and social welfare agencies, and parents came forward on their 
own to enroll their little ones. Finally, there was another option besides 
Woodlands Institution.

In the fall of 1952, the class was moved to the more centrally located 
St. Michael’s Anglican Church, and soon there were nearly 30 children 
enrolled. So that no child would be denied a placement due to lack of 
transportation, the association acquired a bus; a nine-passenger Dodge, 
a former airport limousine. Mrs. Purdy learned to drive the big vehicle and 
became the association’s first bus driver. Later, the Burrard Lions’ Club 
purchased a bus in the association’s name for the Bunny Bus operated by 
the B.C. Society for Crippled Children.

Help came from many early supporters. The Metropolitan Health 
Committee assisted in evaluating the children, and other aid was given by 
Muriel Cunliffe of the Child Guidance Clinic, Dr. Selwyn Miller, Director of 
Special Education for the Vancouver School District, Miss M. McGregor, 
supervisor of special classes, Miss Nancy Scott of the Crippled Children’s 
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Registry, Dr. Hegler Gundry, Mrs. Anna Sprott and others.

At the same time, there was a constant struggle against the attitudes, 
either consciously or unconsciously, that people with mental disabilities 
were second-class citizens. Mrs. Purdy remembers one time after 
approaching the school board for help, the association was sent some old 
worn-out desks and a bunch of broken pencils and crayons.

“I was mad – I told them that these kids appreciate new things, 
maybe even more than other kids. They don’t expect much from 
life, but they like new things; a new dress or whatever -- nothing 
pleases them more.”

A milestone for the association was the landing of its first substantial 
support in 1953, with a grant of $1,500 from the Junior League, who had 
been impressed with the association’s energy and accomplishments.

The Junior League donated $2,000 the next year and for three years after 
that. The Mount Pleasant – Cambie Kiwanis club paid the rental fees at 
St. Michael’s Church and provided blackboards, cupboards and some 
gifts for parties. Donations also came from the Harmony Service Club, 
the Ex-Tel-O Club, the Sigma Service Club, the Knit and Chatter Club, 
several employee donation funds and from many individuals. The Discus 
Club, a service club of blind persons, held an annual raffle, the proceeds 
of which were donated to the association, totaling over $6,000 over five 
years. A bequest of $7,500 was the beginning of the building fund.

The Provincial Government became interested in the work of the 
association, particularly Provincial Secretary Wesley Black, who in 1954 
gave the association a grant which enabled it to appoint an Executive 
Director. The Board chose Mrs. Purdy. The salary was not much, just 
$250 a month, but it freed her to intensify the effort to gain support for the 
association and recognition for the rights of people with developmental 
disabilities.

Mr. Black and then Education Minister, the late Ray Williston, 
demonstrated their sympathy in still more concrete terms in 1956 
when the Public Schools Act was amended to allow school boards to 
fund schools for mentally disabled students operated by associations 
at the same per diem rate that is cost to teach typical children. The 
money was to be channeled through the B.C. Association for Retarded 
Children, which was formed the previous year to represent the various 
organizations which had sprung up around the province shortly after the 
Vancouver Association got underway.

It was an important political move, since the government thereby 
acknowledged its responsibility for educating children with developmental 
disabilities. It was important financially as well. The subsidy amounted 
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to nearly $250 per child per year. It was not enough, of course, but it 
relieved the association of a burden and laid the foundation for what was 
to follow.

By 1955 there were more than 50 pupils at St. Michael’s, and to try to 
meet demands, a second school was opened at the Hastings Community 
Centre, which was soon moved to more suitable premises at Kimount 
Boys Club. It was becoming clear, however, that neither Kimont nor St. 
Michael’s was sufficient.
As long as individuals with mental disabilities were educated in church 
halls instead of “real schools”, community acceptance would be hindered. 
Parents too were dissatisfied with the idea of educating their children 
in makeshift premises. The association, now renamed the Vancouver 
Association for Retarded Children, approached the Vancouver Kiwanis 
Club for help.

The two groups realized that the cost of building a new school was more 
than they could manage. They also became convinced that providing 
a new school was a public responsibility. The Vancouver School Board 
agreed - a contrast to their attitude five years earlier. But for a local school 
board to build an association-run school would take another amendment 
to the Public Schools Act.

In May of 1958 a delegation, led by a number of influential Kiwanis 
businessmen, went to Victoria to present a brief to Education Minister Lea 
Peterson, urging that the necessary legislation be passed. Peterson was 
impressed, but took his time to make up his mind, as British Columbia 
would be setting a precedent. The province had already been following 
the lead of Ontario when it decided to give grants to support the operation 
of chapter schools two years earlier.

There was a year of waiting, during which the association made several 
unsuccessful attempts to locate premises for expansion on its own. Then, 
in the 1959 session, Peterson acted. The amended act not only allowed 
the school boards to provide accommodation for chapter-run schools, it 
also gave the boards the right to establish and operate their own classes 
for mentally challenged students. Furthermore, the higher costs of 
educating individuals with developmental disabilities were recognized as 
the operating costs were increased to 150% of the per diem rate for typical 
students.

The school board moved quickly. A four-room building at Sir Sandford 
Fleming Elementary School was renovated, and in September when it 
opened with 80 students enrolled, it was the association’s first proper 
school. It was meant only as a temporary solution, however, and planning 
immediately started for a new, separate school to be administered by the 
school board. Sketches and estimates were prepared. A public campaign 
was launched to convince people to vote “Yes” for a $240,000 money 
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bylaw to build the school. The referendum passed, resoundingly. Then 
came a near-fatal setback-- a provincial squeeze on spending for new 
school construction.

School board officials were ready to put off the project indefinitely. It 
was department store executive P. A. Woodward, who made a personal, 
interest-free loan of the needed $240,000, who rescued the project.

Oakridge School opened on May 12, 1961, fully equipped, thanks to the 
savings in interest charges. It started with 113 pupils. It was Canada’s 
first school for students with developmental disabilities -- built and 
administered under a public school authority.

Was it a good idea for responsibility of educating to shift into the hands 
of the government? Certainly, only the government was in a position to 
provide the substantial resources needed. Wasn’t there a danger that 
some children might be screened out of school? That was, after all, why 
the association was formed in the first place.

Worried parents were soon reassured: not a single child who applied was 
rejected. The only requirement, (a requirement of the chapter-operated 
schools as well), was that the children be toilet-trained.

There was a special benefit to history following this circuitous course. 
The activities of the association introduced groups and private citizens 
to the needs and potential of people with developmental disabilities, and 
generated community sympathy and acceptance that probably would not 
have existed had the government run things from the outset.

As time moved on, children with developmental disabilities stopped 
attending ‘special schools’ or even ‘special classes’, but were integrated 
into regular classrooms with appropriate support.

By the end of the 1980’s the Oakridge School was closed and all children 
with special needs learned in typical classrooms, alongside their peers.

TO WORK
The opportunity to do productive work is important for everyone. Yet, 
even today there are few employers who will accept the developmentally 
disabled in regular jobs. In the early days of the association, even 
parents sometimes doubted their children could ever do productive work. 
However, as the first generation of children in the school program began 
to pass school age, the association realized it had an obligation to try to 
do something for them.

In 1959, a pilot workshop program started in a classroom provided by 
the school board at Florence Nightingale School. The emphasis was on 
simple woodworking and crafts, and little attempt was made to solicit 
contracts. The clients would make end tables, or bookcases, mostly for 
their own use and satisfaction.
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The workshop was moved to Moberly School Annex in 1961, and the 
next year the school board donated the building to the association. It was 
decided to move the building onto property on Marine Drive, which the 
association had bought for $40,000 the previous year out of its building 
fund. It was a grand sight as the four-room schoolhouse was passed 
through the city streets to its new location.

It was agreed that the Richmond Association, which would later 
amalgamate with the Vancouver Association, would share the new 
workshop facility, which was given the name VARCO, the Vancouver 
Association for Retarded Children’s Occupational Centre.

The school was plagued with problems for many years. Lack of faith 
that the developmentally disabled could learn the necessary skills, lack 
of contracts from outside businesses, lack of professional experience in 
vocational training of the developmentally disabled, and as always, lack of 
money continued to be constant worries.

VARCO began consultations with other associations grappling with the 
same problems. A canvass of business and industry was rewarded with 
a trickle of small-scale assembly and packaging work. But insufficient 
income, combined with the high costs of transporting trainees from all 
over the city, made it necessary to charge the trainees’ families a monthly 
fee.

Yet from the start, the workshop program was a source of pride and 
personal satisfaction for the participants. One small indication of this 
was that the street number, not the name, of the VARCO appeared on 
the front door of the centre. The reason being that some of the trainees 
objected to having the building, their workplace, identified as a centre for 
mental retards and refused to come until it was removed.

Within two years, the original VARCO workshop in the Moberly Annex 
building was too small. A $75,000 expansion was completed in 1967. That 
made room for 100 trainees and included a large lunchroom, as well as 
a kitchen, which could be used as a training facility and to prepare lunch 
daily for trainees and staff.

By 1970, VARCO was again too small and it was decided to open a 
second workshop on the east side of Vancouver. The Clark Drive building 
was bought in 1972 with the help of the provincial government. In only two 
years, the facilities were brimming again. A third unit was opened called 
the Richmond Shop.

By 1977 there were over 200 clients being served by the workshops. 
Thanks to diligence in soliciting contract work, the work was varied, with 
opportunities for all level of skill, and the association was able to weather 
the recession from 1975 to 1976.

Each centre had its own specialties: crafts, packaging and collating at 
Marine Drive; reclaiming and packaging at Clark Drive; and woodworking 
at Richmond.
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The year 1977 to 1978 was a time of reviewing the programs and future 
planning. As a result of The Brown Report, a Vocational services goal was 
established, the core of which was: “… to make available to all mentally 
handicapped adults in Vancouver and Richmond vocational programs 
geared to the individual’s needs and capabilities.”

A program planning committee was formed that year, with the purpose 
of assessing applicants’ suitability on an ongoing basis to available 
programs. The committee was also responsible to recommend 
appropriate use of such programs to community agencies.

In 1978 the move of head office from the Marine Drive location provided 
space for 46 clients who had been on a waiting list. A pre-vocational 
workshop was created at Marine Drive to teach the skills necessary in 
order to benefit from a work program. Two new work areas were also 
added.

Richmond Workshop became a strictly woodworking area with a training 
program stressing employment skills as well as production. Over the next 
two years, cafeterias were opened in the Department of Health buildings, 
providing five more clients a much-needed stepping stone between the 
workshop and community placement programs.

A major change in 1979 was a new program development department 
whose initial emphasis was on expanding and coordinating all vocational 
and adult service programs. In the first year, the department initiated a 
staff-training program and developed individualized assessment programs 
for vocational trainees. The goal was to implement yearly evaluations that 
would provide a way to monitor an individual’s progress.

From 1981 to 1982 the association saw the creation of Hero’s Food 
Service program and a Hero’s restaurant. The food service training 
program and business enterprise productively involved 18 handicapped 
workers. It was stated in the annual report that, “a book could be written 
about the growth and success of this program.”

Twenty people learned skills such as dishwashing, salad preparation, 
and people related skills involved with catering, banquets, and front 
counter customer service. Many participants of the program moved on 
to successful employment at restaurants, food preparation wholesalers 
and McDonald’s Restaurants. Unfortunately, due to a lack of available 
customers, the association withdrew from operating the cafeteria in 1999.

In 1983 the Dina Pac industry was established at Fraser Industries. Dina 
Pac was a vocational service trade name for the variety of food service 
kits required by hospitals, caterers, airlines and commercial take-out 
restaurants. These were packaged at Fraser Industries and VARCO 
Seventh Avenue Industries by an industrious and enthusiastic group of 
workers.

In 1984 an innovative new approach in employing mentally handicapped 
people, began with funding from Canada Works. The idea was to take 
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selected clients out of the workshops and into productive and profitable 
positions in a real world environment. The new program was named Work 
Stations in Industry, as it was thought by many to be the way of the future.

From 1985 to 1986 the project became a real alternative for mentally 
handicapped adults wanting to work in regular jobs and earning normal 
wages. With initial funding from Vancouver Community College and 
British Columbians for Mentally Handicapped People, a director for 
Work Stations in Industry was appointed, with three work station training 
supervisors assisting with the development of the program. It was the 
goal to have the workstation operate independently of the association. 
Many of the former clients became employees.

In 1987, the typical industries in which developmentally disabled workers 
found placements were warehousing, food services or food preparation, 
janitorial and electronic assembly. The pay was usually at an hourly rate 
with all the usual benefits.

The organization’s phenomenal progress over the previous ten years 
could really be illustrated through the success of programs such as Work 
Stations in Industry. Our slogan, “Living together- working together” really 
took on a significant meaning.

TO LiVE
Recognizing the need to provide short-term relief for parents, and 
also to provide for the child when a parent or guardian was suddenly 
incapacitated, the association, in 1968, opened a short-stay hostel for 
developmentally disabled children.

With the help of substantial donations from the University of British 
Columbia, the old house on the Marine Drive property was renovated to 
provide beds for 14 youngsters. A holiday at the hostel, which accepted 
children for a period up to 30 days, was a useful living-away-from-home 
experience for the child, as well as a benefit for the parents.

Planning for the future remained an overriding worry for parents of 
children with developmental disabilities: What happens to my child when I 
die? Who will look after him? What can I do to guarantee his future? The 
answer was the same for any child: independence.

To give developmentally disabled adults a chance at independence, the 
association decided to take the logical step in the Community Living 
program and opened a group home. A large one-story house was found 
on three acres of land in Steveston. With the help of the Special Aid 
Club, a group of high school students, Garry House was landscaped and 
renovated, and in May of 1971, the first residents moved in.

Under the supervision of a live-in married couple, 15 adults with 
developmental disabilities began the closest thing to normal living they 
had ever known -- doing household chores, shopping, commuting to work 
and learning and living with friends.
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TO PLAY
Recreation is as essential as learning and working, and fun is not limited 
by intelligence. From the founding of the association, great effort was put 
into play programs.

For many years, recreational programs were held in the school. There 
were Easter, Christmas and Valentine’s Day parties as well as regular 
times reserved for play. In 1957, a young people’s club was formed 
where teenagers could enjoy square dancing, social evenings and 
games. But until about 1959 there were few opportunities for people with 
developmental disabilities to participate in community activities.

Swimming pool supervisors, community centre officials and park board 
administrators told association members that they feared the special 
needs children would drown, fall, or get lost. Their excuses were familiar 
and unconvincing.

However, not everyone was close-minded. Mrs. Evelyn Bjarnason 
remembered the frustrating days and had a simpler and more charitable 
explanation. “They didn’t want to see a person they felt sorry for, that’s all. 
It would be embarrassing,” she said.

But a combination of persuasion and badgering by a dedicated recreation 
committee finally opened the doors. Sometimes only a crack, but the 
committee made sure that was enough.

“For example, when we started camping, it took us months of 
talking to the parks board,” said Mrs.Bjarnason. “Finally we were 
allowed to take 12 kids to Camp Capilano.”

They were given the off-season, of course, before the camp was properly 
opened. But despite the problems of introducing a group of children to 
a brand new experience in less-than-ideal conditions, the camp was a 
success: “We took the 12 best - we had to prove it would work.” she said.

The pilot-project approach, relying on the best children to break down 
the resistance, became a standard strategy, and a successful one, in the 
effort to establish roots in the community.
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The Middle Years
During the 1960’s and 70’s, the association expanded rapidly. The roots 
planted by the founders produced solid growth and the trees bore fruit. 
Services were added and the operation became more professional.

Progress was made in raising community awareness, and more and more 
individuals with developmental disabilities were able to move out of their 
protected environments.

LiVing: THE sTRUggLE WiTH PREJUDiCE
The new goals for developmentally disabled people were integration and 
maximum participation in the life of the community. It became clear that 
the key to that goal was Community Living.

But the establishment of group homes had been a difficult struggle. 
The cruelly erroneous perception of developmentally disabled people 
as dangerous mental defectives persisted. Others only slightly less 
enlightened, regard mentally challenged individuals as an unsightly 
embarrassment. Fortunately, neighbors soon revised their opinions once 
the homes were established and realized what fine neighbors they made.

In 1971, the first group home, Garry House, was approved only after 
much lobbying of municipal council members and was bitterly opposed by 
neighbors who expressed their opposition at a noisy City Council meeting. 
Yet, after the home had been in operation for a few months, opposition 
disappeared -- despite the occasional incident-- as when one resident 
decided he would “assist” the postal service by collecting mail, which had 
just been delivered to neighboring homes!

Supervising staff found that with careful coaching the residents could 
take over many of the responsibilities of running the home. At Garry 
House, the residents divided up the household chores (cooking dinner, 
table setting, cleaning up) and made themselves responsible for their 
own laundry, cleaning their rooms and making their own lunches and 
breakfasts. The residents went shopping, made budgets (some had their 
own bank accounts) and went to barber shops and beauty salons. Guests 
came for dinner and weekends were a time to hold parties and dances. 
The residents were able to live their lives with as little intervention as 
possible by the house staff.

The ultimate aim, of course, was to ‘graduate’ the residents so they could 
live on their own. Often the next step after Garry House was Arlington, 
a purpose-built townhouse development that offered semi-independent 
living for 36 adults with developmental disabilities.

Arlington, the centerpiece of the residential program, was designed as 
part of the Champlain Heights subdivision. In 1969, the City of Vancouver 
announced the development, which was to be suburban area complete 
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with schools, parks, shopping areas and housing, including “social 
housing.” The association immediately applied to the city to purchase land 
there for a group residence.

It took six years for the project to reach fruition: There were negotiations 
with the city council over purchase of the land, in-depth studies into new 
trends in housing for the handicapped, and architectural plans were 
prepared. There were more negotiations with a planning department 
familiar with requirements for hospitals and schools but at a loss when it 
came to designing “normal” accommodation for special needs people.

Financing the $600,000 project was a problem as there was a freeze 
on provincial government financing of group homes. There were the 
expected objections of the neighbours - although it was one neighbour, 
shocked at her own action in signing a protest petition, which tipped off 
the association in time to head off reaction before serious damage was 
done.

Today, Arlington comprises two handsome cedar and stucco-finished 
buildings with eight separate units; four housed for six people each, two 
suites for four people each and two suites with two people each.

PREsCHOOL - A nEW ROLE
Research undertaken in the 1950’s already revealed the great benefits of 
beginning specialized training of developmentally disabled children well 
before school age.

The first tentative step in this direction was setting up study groups to 
teach parents what developments to expect of their special needs infant 
or toddler. The culmination of those initial study groups was the creation 
of the Infant Development Program (IDP). The premise, supported by 
scientific research, was that movement and sensory stimulation in the 
earliest months could lead to significant and lasting gains in development.

As part of the program, professionals visited families at home and 
worked with groups, showing how simple equipment - a balance board, a 
partly inflated beach ball or an infant swing - could be used to stimulate 
development and at the same time provide a happy play experience for 
the child and for parents.

The program was spearheaded by a group of parents of young children 
with developmental disabilities who convinced the association and then 
the Department of Human Resources to support a pilot project. The 
program started in the summer of 1972 with Denise Varley, a volunteer 
and parent of a special needs child, pinch-hitting until the program’s first 
director, Susan Innes, became involved a few months later. The program 
developed rapidly with the help of volunteers.

The provincial government was so impressed with the program after 
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two years, and had received so many applications for similar programs 
in other regions, that it decided to make the services available to other 
chapters as well. Dana Brynelsen, who had been appointed director 
of the program in the spring of 1973, acted as the first provincial infant 
development consultant.

Earlier, in 1959, the preschool program started with the opening of the 
Sunshine Kindergarten in the Marpole-Oakridge Community Centre, and 
the next year the Rainbow Kindergarten at St. George’s Church at 47th 
and Fraser. Provincial government funding of the kindergartens was 
obtained in 1962, making it possible to have five sessions a week, instead 
of two, and allowing more staff to be hired.

Volunteers were essential in the first years of operations, and today 
continue to play an important role. The Women’s Auxiliary to the United 
Commercial Travelers of America and the Vancouver Volunteer Bureau 
supplied assistants for the classes.

Another preschool was set up in Richmond in 1961 in the Steveston 
Community Centre. At the start there were only three children. Mrs. 
Corinne Kerr remembers:

“I had seen a notice in the local grocery store about a new 
kindergarten starting up for retarded children. My son was just five 
years old then, the right age for kindergarten, so I called the number. 
That was when I met Mrs. Soika, who had three sons, two of whom 
were retarded;(that was what we called disabilities in those days) So 
her two boys and my son all played together, and we had a teacher 
who taught them what she could. Then other parents joined us and 
we really got things rolling. We fought to get the school boards to 
listen to us. We really just wanted our children to be able to go to 
school.”

In Vancouver, the association’s preschool program was moved from its 
quarters at St. Matthew’s Church to the army huts on the University of 
British Columbia campus. A child study council was formed at UBC with 
the objective to create an observation unit for teachers educating special 
needs children.

The important collaboration continued with UBC in 1966 when a three-
year pilot project playschool was started in co-operation with the 
Department of Special Education. Two years later, the British Columbia 
Mental Retardation Institute was formed, a centennial project of the British 
Colombia Association. The goal of the institute was to train professionals 
such as psychologists, teachers, psychiatrists and doctors, to work with 
mentally handicapped children.

In 1974 the UBC preschool moved into the Bob Berwick Centre, a new 
facility built with funds raised by the Variety Club, thanks largely to two 
Christmas fund drives by the Vancouver Sun newspaper. VRAMR, the 
Department of Human Resources, University of British Columbia, and 
the Vancouver School Board shared operating costs of the centre, which 
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accommodated 32 preschoolers. A nominal student fee also contributed 
to meeting the preschool costs.

TO PLAY - THE DOORs OPEn
In the middle years, the scope of recreational activities available to 
individuals with developmental disabilities steadily expanded. Soon there 
were two social clubs, at Sunset Memorial and Hastings East community 
centres, and an afternoon tea group for 14 elderly ladies. In 1962, the 
Vancouver Board of Parks and Recreation expanded their summer 
playground program to include mentally disabled individuals, and even 
hired a qualified person to 
co-ordinate the activities.

An association newsletter for the summer of 1973 illustrated the variety 
of community-based programs that developed. Among the activities listed 
were: The Parks Board Summer Fun program; swimming at Marpole-Oak 
pool, with a Master Swim program for adults able to swim two lengths 
of the pool; a visit of the floor hockey team to Courtney for two days 
of camping and a game at Bevan Lodge; an invitation from the North 
Shore YMCA to send some children to their day and overnight camps; a 
hiking trip to a cabin on Hollyburn Mountain offering swimming, cooking, 
campfires and natural trails; a track and field program culminating in a trip 
to the Winnipeg Special Olympics; and a free trip for most of the people in 
the workshops and schools to the Shrine Circus.

In 1977 the association spent more than a million dollars on programs for 
people with developmental disabilities, a far cry from the day when the 
hat went around for a few dollars at parents’ meetings.

The association’s two preschool programs served 47 children and 
provided education training for 250 students from UBC and community 
colleges. The infant development staff served over 60 families and made 
450 home visits; a wide variety of recreational outings, from picnicking to 
theatre outings, were organized. There was a night school program for 
adults with developmental disabilities and an after-school program for 
Oakridge school students.

Relations with government, the community and the senior provincial 
and national associations began to shift. Because of this, the VRAMR 
embarked on a long-range study of its rules and responsibilities.

The basic question was: Should the association direct its focus away 
from the service field and become primarily an advocate for people with 
developmental disabilities and a monitor of services provided by others? 
Or perhaps become a separate organization set up to provide services, 
in partnership with the government, with the association becoming an 
independent critic?
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There were some forceful arguments for such a change. With increasing 
government funding of services for handicapped individuals, it became 
harder to act as a critical advocate. The government had the financial 
and professional resources essential for providing the modern spectrum 
of services, while the association had experience in moving from theory 
to the real world and a unique insight into the needs and capabilities of 
people with developmental disabilities.
The association was also engaged in the important work of trying to co-
ordinate its services, to establish a continuum of service so that there 
was less chance of a client being cut adrift at some point in his/her life. 
The nature of the services continued to change and grow, from separate 
programs for developmentally disabled people to integrated ones, 
using community resources that brought them into contact with ordinary 
citizens.

At the Oakridge School, owned and operated by the Vancouver School 
Board, a school consultative committee of parents was established to 
provide input into the curriculum of children’s development. The idea of 
a separate school for special needs students was modified as the school 
board set up classes in regular schools - an effort which the association 
encouraged, and the school board expanded. In Richmond, the Board of 
School Trustees embarked on a phased program of integrating groups of 
students from Crestwood School into the regular school system.

In the residential field, as the provincial government moved at long last 
on the principle of de-institutionalization, the association geared up 
to provide community group homes and support services which were 
needed to meet an expansion challenge.
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The next 10 Years: 1977 - 1987
By the year 1987, the association had 650 members. There were many 
changes, including a new name. The word “retarded” was no longer used; 
at the insistence of clients themselves the association was re-named the 
“Vancouver-Richmond Association for Mentally Handicapped People”.

The Ministry of Human Resources changed to the Ministry of Social 
Services and Housing, and continued to be a major source of funding. In 
1988, the Garry Street residence was closed and sold.

Three preschools existed, with many of the classrooms being integrated. 
A variety of vocational options sprung up, including workshops, a social 
education program, pre-vocational training, and “Work Stations in 
Industry” (with handicapped people working alongside regular workers.)

Some adults with developmental disabilities moved into their own 
apartments with minimal support. Perhaps the greatest change was the 
gradual development of public awareness and positive attitudes towards 
mentally disabled people living and working as part of the community.

TO LEARn: EDUCATiOn
In 1977 a third preschool was added to the already existing Berwick and 
Richmond preschools. This was the Eastside Children’s Place, started by 
community groups concerned about the lack of programs on the eastside. 
It was first held in the Calvary Baptist Church at 1st and Salisbury, and 
was initially funded by the Social Planning Department of the City of 
Vancouver as a pilot project. The Ministry of Human Resources began 
funding on a per diem basis in November 1977 and global funding was 
approved in November of 1978.

In 1978 the school moved to the Church of the Nazarene basement at 
19th and Kingsway. VRAMHP was responsible for the operation of this 
preschool, and the preschool was re-named the Champlain Child Centre. 
It was moved to a new building, which was described as a “state of 
the art” daycare centre in beautiful, bright surroundings adjacent to the 
Champlain Heights Community Centre. The Variety Club provided funding 
for much of the centre’s equipment. One of the most positive aspects 
of the preschool program was that integration of “typical” children with 
special needs children proved to be very successful.

In 1980 Berwick Preschool added a fifth classroom as an experimental 
integrated classroom serving 11 children. Despite the success of the 
integrated classroom, its future became tenuous in 1982, due to a 
retrenchment policy and increased fees, which resulted in six out of seven 
typical children being withdrawn. However, thanks to the parents, who 
rallied and raised additional money, six new children enrolled and the 
program was able to continue.
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In 1982 the restraint policies resulted in funding for Berwick from UBC. 
VRAMHP became completely responsible for the administration of 
Berwick preschool which had been shared previously between UBC and 
the B.C. Mental Retardation Institute (BCMRI).

In 1985 the association’s Richmond Preschool changed its name to 
Southview Preschool, and in September of 1986, the first group of typical 
three-year-old children began attending two days per week. These 
arrangements made the preschool one of the few partially integrated child 
centres.

With early integration in preschools, parents became less willing to accept 
segregated education programs. As a direct result of strong parental 
lobbying from VRAMHP, major changes took place in both Richmond and 
Vancouver public school and college programs, to the extent that nearly 
all children became involved in an integrated setting for at least a part of 
their education.

The administration of the association’s services for children underwent 
a major change in 1985 with the formation of a Children’s Services 
Department responsible for providing consistent, quality programs for 
children from birth to 19 years of age, in five programs. These were: the 
Infant Development Program, three preschools and Latchkey, an after- 
school program. The department assumed responsibility for ensuring that 
parents of children in the public school system had access to services 
available through the community and VRAMHP.

1985 was also a year of change for the Infant Development Program, with 
a new office at the Richmond Health Unit. The toddler group moved to the 
beautifully renovated fire hall in Marpole Place.

The Latchkey program moved from its location at the Oakridge School 
Annex to the Riley Park Community Centre where it had full use of all the 
facilities such as a swimming pool, skating rink, gym, games room and 
cafeteria.

The Latchkey program’s children used these facilities during public time, 
resulting in very positive interaction between the typical and special 
needs groups, both of whom learned from one another. Typical children, 
who wandered into the Latchkey room to play with the toys, soon began 
playing with the children. Some of the Latchkey program’s children began 
joining regular community centre programs such as cooking, arts and 
crafts, pottery and floor hockey. In the beginning, one staff member went 
with them to provide extra support, but gradually this was phased out.
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TO LiVE: REsiDEnTiAL sERViCEs
In September of 1978 a new home for five children was opened in 
Richmond, bringing the total number of residential beds provided by 
VRAMR at that time to 78 (55 adult, 10 children and 13 hostel). All clients 
who lived in residences received 24-hour staff supervision.

1979 saw a major breakthrough as it marked the start of the Community 
Apartment program. Sixteen adults, funded by the Ministry of Human 
Resources were able to live on their own in apartments in the community. 
With minimal support from staff, these adults learned how to budget 
their government cheques to pay for rent, learned how to buy food 
and cook their own meals, and learned other skills such as shopping, 
health care and use of leisure time. This gave these adults a feeling of 
accomplishment, self-worth and control over their lives.

In November of 1979 the Board of Directors of VRAMR endorsed the 
statement, “It is the goal of the Department of Residential Services that 
mentally retarded persons regardless of age or degree of handicap, 
have the same opportunity as other citizens to live in community-based 
housing, consistent with their needs and capabilities.”

1980 saw the beginning of yet another revolutionary “living” concept - the 
Semi-Independent Living program. The idea was that a small group of 
adults (usually three) would be relocated into rental accommodation in the 
community, with supervision from a live-in house manager.

In September 1980, the first semi-independent house was opened with 
four adults at East 37th Avenue in Vancouver with a grant for subsidized 
rental housing from the B.C. Housing Management Commission. 
Later that year, two more adults joined the program, living in their own 
apartment and drawing on the established support system. This program 
provided some adults with another option that was less restrictive than a 
group home, but did not require the independent capacity necessary in 
the Community Apartment Program.

1980 was a very busy year for Residential Services. The short-stay 
hostel at Marine Drive was closed and two separate hostels for adults 
and children were opened. Eight beds were provided for children in a 
bright and modern two-level home on East 37th Avenue, and three beds 
for adults with developmental disabilities became available at Arlington 
Street.

A major achievement took place in November 1984 that caught the 
public’s attention, chronicled in local newspapers. The Tranquille 
Institution in Kamloops closed down and homes had to be found for the 
residents in their home communities. With funding from the Ministry of 
Social Services and Housing, two homes were opened: Sunnymede 
group home in Richmond and East 47th in Vancouver. Some of the eight 
residents who were transferred had previously lived in an institution for 
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over 40 years, and never had a room of their own, tasted gourmet food, 
or gone out for dinner at a restaurant or gone shopping. All residents, 
participated regularly in community activities, some going to workshops 
on a regular basis, some involved with local clubs.

Community attitudes however, were slower to change. Sunnymede 
almost did not get off the ground due to publicized complaints from local 
residents who thought the value of their property would go down if a 
group home for mentally disabled people came into their neighborhood. 
Fortunately, the group home did eventually open, and people’s attitudes 
began to change as they saw the positive aspects of having people with 
developmental disabilities living and working in their communities.

In 1987 Residential Services provided beds for 123 people. This was 
broken down into five group homes for adolescents, 37 people in adult 
group homes, 25 in supported living (formerly semi-independent- this 
name change came about in 1987): 44 in semi-independent situations 
(formerly called community apartments until 1987) and 12 respite care 
beds, four for adults and eight for children.

TO PLAY: RECREATiOn & LEisURE sERViCEs
Since 1977, the Recreation & Leisure Services Department gradually 
phased out direct recreation programming and moved into the areas 
of advocacy and support services, such as leisure counseling, leisure 
education, leisure skills training and one-to-one leisure friendship 
services.

The philosophy behind this goal was based on the principal of 
normalization and the fundamental belief that all people, regardless 
of their ability, have the right to access recreation and leisure services 
offered by the community.

Although many opportunities in the community were becoming available 
to individuals with developmental disabilities, most of these programs 
were of a segregated nature. It was felt that with some adaptations 
and extra volunteers, mentally challenged individuals could take part in 
“regular” recreation programs such as swimming and bowling.

Accordingly, in September 1985, the Recreation & Leisure Services 
Department and Volunteer Services Department were amalgamated 
into the new department of Community Resource Development. Direct 
recreational programming was entirely phased out, although programs 
such as Saturday bowling continued under the direction of volunteers.

The popular summer Holiday Options program remained under the 
administration of VRAHMP, and in the summer of 1987 was in full swing, 
with people vacationing in places such as Victoria, Harrison Hot Springs, 
Whistler, Caribou dude ranches and even Disneyland and Hawaii.
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nEW DiRECTiOns: FUnDRAising AnD PUBLiC 
RELATiOns
Under the umbrella of the new department of Community Resource 
Development, fundraising and public relations were expanded, as both 
of these areas were major priorities for the department in 1987. Public 
relations was a vital way to inform and provide education to the public, 
helping to reduce the misconceptions people still carried about people 
with developmental disabilities.

Recognizing a need to continue to raise awareness as well as funds 
for the association, a Development Department was set up in 1990, 
which in 1992 was registered as a charitable society under the name of 
The Independence Foundation. In 1998, the name was changed to the 
Developmental Disabilities Foundation, and the following year organized 
the very first Reach for the Stars events, including a community day at 
Trout Lake and a fundraising gala dinner and silent auction. Early on, the 
Foundation partnered with Scoatiabank to sponsor the gala, which has 
been held annually for eight years.

Although not under the direct auspices of the department, an important 
source of funds was the association’s relationship with Value Village 
which began in 1980. The association collected donations of clothing and 
furnishings which were provided to Value Village, which in turn gave a 
percentage of the income to the association.

To oversee the direction of the business, the Developmental Disabilities 
Trust was established in 1980. Over the next few years, the business 
grew substantially. By the late 1990’s, a fleet of trucks was purchased and 
more drivers hired to pick up donations from homes, but within a few short 
years, there were not enough trucks to meet the demands.

To enable people to donate at any time, a Bin program was initiated 
in 2002. Today there are 300 donation bins located around the Lower 
Mainland and a fleet of 10 trucks, as well as a “Donation Station”, a large 
warehouse set up in Richmond where people can bring donations of 
furniture and clothing.

sOCiAL WORK
Although the Social Work Department had been part of the association 
for many years, in the 1980’s the department began to be phased out. In 
1982 there had been only one full time social worker, instead of two, and 
in May 1987, that position came to an end. The second position in 1987 
also came under review as provincial government social workers from the 
Ministry of Social Services and Housing began taking a more active roll in 
providing assessments.

A major funding change came as clients were assessed on an individual 
basis, instead of having a blanket amount allocated to a residence. This 
made the association and the government more accountable and better 
able to provide services.
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Then and now: The next 18 Years: 
1988- 2006
The association went through many structural changes in the 1990’s. 
Demands for services continued to increase, and the association grew 
exponentially at this time. The biggest changes came in 1998 after the 
association’s current Executive Director Alanna Hendren came on board.

That same year, VRAMHP changed its name to become the 
Developmental Disabilities Association. The new name reflected the shift 
in terminology from the stigmatized words “mentally handicapped” to the 
more progressive term “developmentally disabled” established by leaders 
of the Community Living movement, including the clients themselves.

To help serve more families wanting to access services, a Family Support 
Worker was hired, and an increasing need for staff coordination lead to 
the establishment of a Human Resources Department that same year. 
In 2000, the association’s head office was moved to Richmond, where it 
remains today.

A new mission statement for the association was created in 2001: 
“We enable people with developmental disabilities to achieve their full 
potential.”

Following changes from within the membership, the association’s 
Constitution & Bylaws were revised and updated in 2002. Union strikes 
in 1997 and 1999 meant that non-union staff had to help out during 
the strike periods to ensure that services at our residential programs 
continued to operate.

ADULT sERViCEs
In the late 1980’s a few of the association’s vocational programs were 
shut down. Among those were the popular Pandora Industries and the 
Richmond Assembly program. In 1997 the association also closed the 
Teamwork Vocational Program.

The changes in vocational programming came as a response to 
amendments in the Employment Standards Act. Before the changes 
to the act, sheltered vocational workplaces provided adults with 
developmental disabilities with more time to complete projects, flexible 
hours, and staff support in return for lower wages. Since the legislation, 
many of the vocational programs were shut down or clients sent into 
a ‘real’ work place, meaning that they were required to receive B.C.’s 
minimum wage and had to adhere to regular employment regulations.

From this initiative, Starworks Packing and Assembly, located on Marine 
Drive, opened in September of 2000. This program was designed to 



24

essentially pay for itself through various work contracts. Clients now had 
the opportunity to work for full wages and learn the responsibilities of 
taking home a significantly larger paycheque. Today, Starworks continues 
to be successful, and employs 40 adults with developmental disabilities.

For people with developmental disabilities who were not able to work 
at Starworks, yet who wanted to participate in activities and meet new 
people, they were able go to the Main Street Drop-In Program when it 
opened in 1999. The Drop-In gave adults opportunities for community 
inclusion and to learn various skills needed to live independently.

Grandview Day Program, which emerged as a new day program for high 
needs clients following the closure of DDA’s Social Education Centre 
(SEC), opened at its current location in 1999. Individuals from SEC 
were moved into day programs at both Grandview and at C.O.R.E. A 
Snoezelen room, a therapeutic, sensory environment for clients to use for 
relaxation or stimulation, was installed at Grandview in 2006. C.O.R.E. 
opened at its current location on Kent Avenue in South Vancouver in 
1998.

The West 8th Day Program for adults with developmental disabilities 
opened in the early 90’s, and moved to its present location in 1995. The 
Fraser Day Program, located in East Vancouver, opened in 1993.

It was an extremely difficult decision to make, but after determining that it 
was not financially feasible to continue operations, Hero’s restaurant was 
closed in 2000.
Insert any other info re: adult services from 1995 – 2003/2005:
In August of 1988, the association’s very first group home, Garry House, 
was sold. The following year, three new group homes in Richmond were 
opened. The adults living at Minoru, Robinson and Langton houses 
quickly developed their own network, accessing all community facilities 
and spending social evenings in each other’s company.

Curzon group home in Richmond opened in 1990. Between 1991 and 
1992, Milford and Camsell group homes opened, also in Richmond. 
Milford was closed in 1999 and reopened in a newer house called Taseko. 
Two townhouses were also opened in 1991 in Vancouver, allowing even 
more adults to live within their communities. In 1995 the Sophia residence 
was closed, and not long after, re-opened as the East 45th Avenue group 
home.

In 2004, the group home residences at Taseko, Sunnymede and one 
group home suite at the Arlington residences were closed due to major 
funding cuts to the association’s budget from the provincial government. 
This was a difficult year for the association, as the 1.14 million dollar 
budget cut meant the closure of 3 group homes, relocation of the nearly 
20 affected individuals to other DDA group homes, and the equivalent of 
26 full-time residential staff positions eliminated.

Through this period of financial uncertainty, the Board, Executive 
Director, senior management and staff all worked together to ensure 
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that the quality of life for the children and adults in our care were not 
compromised, and the cooperative efforts of everyone involved made this 
transition time as smooth as possible.
Renovations took place in 2005 at the Arlington, Azure and Curzon group 
homes to better meet the needs of the residents. The association was 
also able to purchase two much-needed new vans for adult clients at our 
residential and day programs with the funds raised at the Reach for the 
Stars gala event held that year.

CHiLDREn sERViCEs
In 1992, Playhouse Child Development Centre moved to a new site in 
the Downtown East Side and the following year into a portable building, 
where an infant care program was established.

Following this move, a new program was established at the Downtown 
Eastside site, called Waterside Child Development Centre. Twelve new 
spaces for toddlers were established there in 1994. Playhouse re-opened 
at its new location in East Vancouver in the summer of 1996.

In 1993, in response to the difficulty of programming for the 6 to 19 year 
old age group at Leisure Challenge, a new out-of-school program called 
Brock Junction was established at Brock Elementary School. It provides 
service to typical and special needs children from ages five to twelve.

That same year, the association’s Adult Hostel was closed. The Ministry 
funding was used to create a community-based option for families, 
and the program was transferred to children’s services, along with the 
Children’s Hostel. A community based respite option was also created for 
children at that time.

Between 1993 and 1996, the Ministry changed its service delivery model 
for families with special needs children from infancy to age 12. This had 
previously been known as the Special Needs Day Care Program. A few 
childcare programs had large contracts for delivering service, but families 
wanted more options in the community. A new supported childcare service 
was delivered via a consultative model with less direct one-on-one 
support.

In 1997, after years spent working with the Richmond early intervention 
community around the implementation of supported childcare, VRAMHP 
was awarded the contract to operate this service in Richmond. By 2002, 
120 Richmond families were receiving service in over 50 community 
childcare programs.

At this same time, the Provincial government initiated a new policy: 
Previously, parents of children with special needs had the full cost of 
childcare covered by government, including the extra supports needed. 
Now, parents had to pay for the childcare services, but the special needs 
supports were still provided by the Ministry at no cost. A new special 
needs subsidy was initiated at that time.
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In 2000, the association created a Family Support and Advocacy 
program. Also that year, the provincial Infant Development Program was 
awarded the Distinguished Service to Families Award from the Board of 
Directors of the BC Council for Families.

In 2002, Waterside Child Development Centre was the beneficiary of 
an expansion that enabled the daycare to now support three-year-old 
children in addition to the established infant and toddler program, for a 
total of 18 childcare spaces.

Riverside Child Development Centre in Richmond opened in 1997. In 
Vancouver, DDA began operating the daycare and preschool programs 
at Kids in General and at Kids at G.F. Strong in 2002. DDA now operates 
seven childcare centres and two after-school programs, serving 
approximately 500 children.

Formerly utilized as the Children’s Hostel, the house on East 37th 
Avenue, where our Leisure Challenge after-school program now 
operates, underwent major renovations in 2004 with financial help from 
Variety – The Children’s Charity and CKNW’s Orphan Fund, and was 
renamed the DDA Variety Clubhouse.

In 2004, DDA’s contracts for both the Vancouver and the Richmond 
Supported Child Care Programs were not renewed. That same year, the 
Kaslo Street Child & Family Services site opened, which now houses 
the Infant Development Program, Respite Services and the office of the 
Family Support Worker for children.

Major playground renovations were completed in 2005 at Kids at G.F. 
Strong, Berwick, Champlain, and Kids in General Child Development 
Centres, thanks in large part to grant funding available that year from 
the Ministry of Child & Family Development. Also in 2005, managers and 
staff from DDA’s children’s programs had the opportunity to participate in 
a number of professional development workshops and seminars to share 
information regarding best methods and practices for early childhood 
development.

THE AssOCiATiOn TODAY... AnD TOMORROW
Much has happened within the association in terms of development 
of new programs and services, and changes within the organizational 
structure itself.

The association has evolved substantially since 12 people met 55 years 
ago to discuss their joys and sorrows in caring for their special children. 
Today, DDA provides programs and services to over 1,600 children 
and adults with developmental disabilities and their families throughout 
Vancouver and Richmond.
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The story of the Developmental Disabilities Association is above all else, 
a human story. The challenges of today are not those of yesterday, but 
the goal remains the same- “to ensure that all people with developmental 
disabilities have the opportunity to participate in and contribute to society 
and the community in which they live to the fullest extent of their abilities 
and potential.”

FUTURE DiRECTiOns
Parents whose children were not accepted into the public school system 
more than fifty years ago initiated this organization, which has grown 
and evolved as a result of the strong commitment of parents who have 
continued to demand services for their sons and daughters.

This strong base of support has maintained the vitality of the organization 
through many changes. Dedicated parents have recruited community-
minded friends and neighbors, and together they formed committees and 
a Board of Directors that has maintained the philosophy of providing high 
quality services for people with developmental disabilities.

The board continues to advocate with the community and with 
governments to provide opportunities for people with developmental 
disabilities to live, work and to be accepted in our communities. 
Professional staff have been hired to carry out the association’s initiatives, 
and the partnership of staff and volunteers has developed into an 
organization with a great deal of energy and commitment.

The association boomed into a big business, but it has also kept its big 
heart. The parents, volunteers and its clients give the association its “big 
heart”: the vital force which has driven the organization through the years 
and which will continue to carry it forward.
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Epilogue
In his years Bobby Purdy, the son of association founder Leola Purdy, 
benefited from the early school programs run by the Vancouver 
Association and later went to a workshop in New Westminster and the 
farm-training centre in Ladner. He “graduated” too soon to enjoy the 
opportunities offered by the Oakridge School and other newer programs.

But the boy whom doctors once said would not even learn to walk lived 
happily in a boarding home in White Rock. He went bowling on Friday 
mornings, swam in a local pool and played basketball at a nearby school. 
On Sundays, he visited his mother and they spend quiet, satisfying hours 
together.

Mrs. Leola Purdy passed away in 2000. As an early advocate for the 
rights of children with developmental disabilities, her legacy is the 
establishment of the association that still stands strong today, for which 
she will always be remembered in our hearts.


