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THEN
AND 
NOW

1914 The Big Sister Movement begins in 
Toronto, led by Hilda Burns, social 
worker. Its mandate is to work with and 
advocate for teenage girls referred by the 
juvenile court as offenders. The aim of 
the movement: “To correct and prevent 
delinquency.” 

The sub-committee of the Local Council 
of Women’s Committee on Prevention of 
Traf� c in Women and Equal Moral 
Standards became the Big Sister 
Movement.

The Big Sister movement accepted 
into the Council as one of 65 member 
organizations.

Hilda Burns recruits Bessie Kurata, 
a teacher in the Social Service Department 
of the Toronto to work with her. 
Ms. Kurata became � eld secretary for the 
area east of Parliament while Ms. Burns 
continued to serve the western section.

1910
1919

�

1915 125 girls referred to the Big Sisters. There 
were only 87 volunteers to befriend them. 

1916 Membership in The Big Sister Association 
numbers 89.
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First annual meeting of the Big Sister 
Association held at the Friends’ Church 
on Maitland St.

The Big Sister Association formally 
applies for membership in the Federation 
for Community Service.

Big Sister case � les number 507, total 
cash in bank $1400.

1919

1916 Hilda Burns to be the � rst president of 
The Big Sister Association, a position 
she agrees to hold for one year while 
maintaining her position as � eld secretary 
in the western division.

First constitution and guidelines for The 
Big Sister Association written and 
unanimously adopted.

The Municipal Council of the City of 
Toronto offers The Big Sister Associa-
tion a rent-free, unfurnished room behind 
the juvenile court in the city hall for their 
meetings.

Treasurers’ end of year report indicates 
a balance of $908.

1917

1920
1929

�
The Big Sister Scholarship fund established and � ve 
monthly bursaries ditributed to � ve recipients during this 
school year (max: $8/month).

The Big Sister Association roster lists 54 active volunteers.

The Big Sister Association joins with the Big Brothers to 
organize the � rst convention in Toronto.

1920

The Big Sister Association adopts this 
platform:

• Good housing
• Supervised boarding homes where 

girls can get comfortable and cheer-
ful bedrooms and where there would 
be accommodation in which to 
entertain friends other than in their 
bedrooms

• A living wage for girls
• Shorter working hours
• Teaching of sex hygiene in the 

schools
• Raising school leaving age to 16, 

with part-time study up to the age of 
18 and over

• Vocational training and vocational 
guidance

1918
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The Big Sister Association extends its service to 
young women released from prison. 

Circles are formed as auxiliary groups of The Big 
Sister Association. Circle members support and 
fundraise for the Association. The women involved 
are particularly interested in the practical aspects 
of assistance – clothes, food, education allowances, 
and gifts at Christmas. The � rst � ve Circles are 
formed: Lawrence Park, Hill, Moore Park, 
Central (later becomes Helen Robertson Circle) 
and Parkdale (the forerunner of York Circle).

Helen Robertson, a graduate of the University of 
Toronto School of Social Work, joins The Big Sister 
Association to provide counselling services.

The Big Sister Association receives $5000 from the 
estate of Mrs. F. J. (Ethel Ames) Coombs. Terms of 
the will earmarks $250/year to the Scholarship Fund.

1926

1922 The Big Sister Board sets age limit at 18 for girls 
accepted for counselling. The range for girls 
accepted for counselling is between 12 and 18 years.

A year of � nancial crises makes it imperative to 
fundraise. Total budget $10,763.

1925
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1930
1939

�
1930 The Big Sister Association legally incorporated as 

The Big Sister Association of Toronto and York.

1936 The Big Sister Association sponsors 16 club groups 
that meet regularly in several areas of the city, suburbs, 
and in churches, the YMCA, YWCA or branches of the 
Neighbourhood Workers’ Association.

1937 Hope Page Circle and Rosedale Circle are formed.

1940
1949

�
1939 - 1941

Junior Hill Circle � ourishes

1941 The Big Sister Association formalizes policy 
that, “Funds raised in the name of the The Big 
Sister Association may be used only for the 
work of the Agency.”

Rosedale Circle amalgamates with Village 
Circle.

The Big Sister Association leases a new of� ce 
at 20 Wellesley St.

1945 Ellen S. Bates Joy Blossom Fund established in 
memory of a New York-based philanthropist. 

First Big Sister Association quarterly newsletter is 
published.

1947 Helen Robertson resigns after 20 years of service.

1942 Margaret Scott Circle forms. It will run until 
1973.
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1950
1959

�
1950 The Big Sister Association purchases a house at 

22 Charles Street and moves operations from Wellesley 
Street without any disruption in service.

1951 Mary Lugsdin joins staff as general secretary.

1952 Scholarship fund for post-secondary education launches. 
The program costs $7000 and allows 104 girls to 
continue their education through secondary school.

The Big Sister Association buys 34 Huntley Street.

y

Renovations to 34 Huntley St. completed and 
an open house was held in May. “Teen Shop” 
established in the basement of Huntley to provide 
clothes and other necessities to the young women.

1953

1955
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1956 Gay Venture Circle forms, the � rst new Circle in 
10 years.

The Big Sister Association scholarships now awarded on 
basis of need rather than girl’s ability to obtain good 
grades.

1958 Circle volunteers begin to relieve the counsellors of 
cooking and kitchen duty and, once a month, a Circle 
assumes these responsibilities.

1959 Daughters of the Hill Circle form Oriole Circle.

100 Big Sisters serve on committees.

Mr. C. F. Basil Tippet, good friend and adviser to the Big 
Sister Association, dies and members of Lawrence Park 
Circle establish a memorial fund in his memory. Fund 
used for advanced education bursaries.

Big Sisters pay off mortgage for Huntley Street.

1955

1957 Hilda Burns dies.
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1960
1969

�
1960 Age limit raised from 18 to 21 years for girls in 

Huntley Street counselling program.

1963 Big Sisters launch campaign to raise funds for the 
Madison Group Home. The Home requires a $300,000 
fundraising effort, many times more than any amount 
ever raised for a single project by the Big Sister 
Association.

The Tely - Dec 14/63

1959

1961 The Big Sister Association withdraws membership in 
local council of women. The aims of the organization 
no longer furthered the constitutional purpose of the 
The Big Sister Association.
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1963

1964 The Big Sister Thrift Shop opens its doors at 1743 
Avenue Road, Toronto. The intent of the Shop is 
to consolidate the fundraising efforts of all Circles. 
Immediately successful, the Shop will donate the 
pro� ts to Big Sister Councelling Service. Not only 
does the Shop prove to be a signi� cant � nancial 
contributor, but it serves an important community 
relations role for the Association.

1964
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1964
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1965 Madison House opens, the � rst residence of its kind in Canada. The 
residence is the The Big Sister Association’s response to the chronic short-
age of appropriate housing in Toronto for girls over sixteen years old, not 
living at home while making the transition to adulthood.

Kingsway Circle forms.

1966 Name changes to The Big 
Sister Association of 
Metropolitan Toronto.

1969 Oriole Circle amalgamates 
with Gay Venture Circle to 
form a larger group.
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Mary Lugsdin, Executive Director, 
resigns after 22 years.

Big Sister Association offers the 
� rst co-operative apartment for 
girls.

1970
1979

�
Gay Venture Circle completes a study 
on the Role of the Volunteer in direct 
service. Recommendations made 
to hire a professional director of 
volunteers, who will develop a 
recruitment, training and supervision 
program.

1970

The Direct Service Program begins, 
promoting increased volunteer/   
client involvement. The Program 
will be so successful that it will 
become the cornerstone of future 
volunteer recruitment by The Big 
Sister Association. 

Circle members become involved 
in the Special Friend Program of-
fering one-on-one tutoring to the 
young people at 34 Huntley Street 
and the Madison residence.  

1973

1973
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1974 60th Anniversary celebration of the 
Big Sister Association is held at the 
Rosedale Golf Club.

To re� ect the expanding youth-in-crisis 
counselling support they provide,The 
Big Sister Association changes its name 
to Huntley Youth Services. Both male 
and female caseworkers make up the 
professional staff, working now with 
boys and girls.

The Residential Treatment Centre for 
girls 11 – 16 years old opens, � nanced 
by the Ontario Ministry of Health, but 
run by Huntley Youth Services. Located 
on St. Clair Avenue, it will later move to 
Maynard Avenue and, � nally, to a house 
on Runnymede Road.

The Special Friend Volunteer Program 
starts, matching trained volunteers 
with clients, to provide informal 
adult support and friendship to youth.

For the � rst time professionals and 
members from the community were 
elected to the Board including six men.

Gordon Wolfe becomes 
the � rst male Executive 
Director.

1973
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Rosamond McKellar

Helen Robinson

Past Presidents of the Board

Florence Honderich

Doris Tippet & Pauline McGibbon Grace Wood & Elma Popovic with a customer
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Shop Volunteers
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Decades of Caring

Inner City

Fashion from the Shop at an Annual Meeting Annual Luncheon

Maynard Property
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1975 A co-operative apartment 
opened for boys in conjunction 
with Central Toronto Youth 
Services.

Avenue Circle forms with some 
former members of Margaret 
Scott Circle.

A legacy from the estate of 
Grace Fell makes it possible for 
the Association to produce a 
� lm of Huntley Youth Services 
in action.

Springarama is held at St. Law-
rence market, and is held twice 
in the 1970s.

1977 Jubilee Circle forms.

259 women in 12 Circles are members of the The Big Sister Association.

The Diversion Project initiated to keep boys and girls out of court or 
training schools.

Therapeutic living accommodation offered including: a group 
home for girls 15 and over, a treatment centre for girls with 
serious behaviour problems, a co-op apartment to house girls in 
need of experience living with others, and a co-op house for boys.

1979 Circles launch Youthline at 34 Huntley Street.

Youthline takes its � rst calls. Developed as a Big Sister Association 
anniversary project, Youthline will become an identi� able and 
well-known telephone support system in Toronto for distressed 
young adults.

1976 Humber Circle forms.

Big Sisters mark 65th anniversary.
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1980
1989

�

Inner City Youth Program, an 
outreach program for downtown 
street youth, begins operation. It is 
the � rst of its kind in Canada. Inner 
City will come to be recognized 
for its quality work in the areas of 
street youth, prostitution and AIDS 
education.

1980

1981 The Big Sister Association buys 
the Thrift Shop Building.
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The opening of Roy Thomson Hall is an occasion for a fundraiser 
for the Big Sister Association.

The Summer Program is expanded to provide camping experience 
for the “hard to serve client.”

Scarborough Youth Services begins operation, further expanding 
needed services to outside the downtown core. It provides 
counselling, outreach programs and a co-op residence for 
Scarborough youth.

The Day Treatment program begins as a collaborative venture with 
the Toronto Board of Education and is designed to provide an 
alternative way for troubled teenagers to continue their studies 
while out of the regular school system. Priority is given to the 
clients of Huntley Youth Services and Central Toronto Youth 
Services.

1982

1983

Committee structures are altered and 
Circle members become part of the 
Community Service Committee. The new 
structure leads to the establishment of the 
Association of Circle Presidents.

Puttin’ on the Ritz is a successful 
fundraiser.

1986

Celebrates 70th Anniversary.1984
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1987 Maynard residence moves to Runnymede 
Road.

1989 The Big Sister Association celebrates its 
75th anniversary with a theatre night at 
St. Lawrence Centre.

The Thrift Shop celebrates its 25th 
anniversary.

There are over 350 volunteers involved 
in the work of the Big Sister Association.  

The counselling service at Huntley Street 
adds a sexual abuse survivors group. 

Huntley Youth Services changes its name 
to YouthLink.
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1990
1999

�

1990 Phantom of the Opera fundraiser is held.

1991 Huntley Street premises set on � re, some archives are 
lost and extensive renovations are required.

Madison residence barely escapes a � re bombing by 
hate groups.

1993 A permanent home for Inner City was purchased at 
149 Gerrard Street East with government funding and 
fundraising efforts by the Association.

1994 The Board is restructured and reduced in size.

The Shop direction comes under the mandate of the 
Board.

During this decade, the Board and the Big Sister 
Association work closely to solve the funding and 
administrative problems while continuing to provide 
high quality service to youth.

The Big Sister Association celebrates 80 years.  

80th Anniversary 
Celebration
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2000
2009

�

2004

Blueslink fundraiser established “Cool Cause” 
‘Hot Music.’

2009

At the urging of the United Way, YouthLink 
agrees to relocate to Scarborough to respond 
to the acute lack of services for the rapidly 
growing population of vulnerable youth in 
this area of Toronto. After a successful capital 
campaign headed by Circle members, and the 
sale of 34 Huntley St., Warden Avenue was 
purchased and renovated for the main 
YouthLink of� ces and its core services. 
YouthLink is accredited by Children’s 
Mental Health Association.

Inner City and Youth Skills Zone move to 
7 Vanauley St.

Jennifer Baterchuk & Carolann Barr - Innercity
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2005 There is a signi� cant expansion of youth outreach in Scarborough.

YouthLink becomes trustee for North West Scarborough Youth Centre.

2006 YouthLink Thrift Shop sold after 42 years at 1743 Avenue Road.

2007 Thrift Shop closes. Proceeds are partly directed to paying off the mortgage 
at 747 Warden Ave. and the remainder ($100,000) is set aside to be a 
legacy fund of The Big Sister Association. The Legacy Fund is established 
to provide scholarships/bursaries for clients of YouthLink. 

North West Scarborough Youth Centre becomes a YouthLink program.

2008 First bursaries given out from the Legacy Fund.

2009 YouthLink launches Positive Parenting Program.

YouthLink partners with Pathways to Education to host program in 
Scarborough Village.

2010
2014

�

After much consideration, the 
Inner City program and Youth 
Skills Zone close. The building 
is bought by the YMCA which 
continues many of the programs 
and services for street-involved 
youth.

2012

2014 The Big Sisters celebrate 100 
years at the Toronto Cricket 
& Skating Club, June 4, 2014.
John Honderich guest speaker.
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The Big Sister Legacy Fund was established in 2008 to honour the dedication and commitment of 
the women who formed The Big Sister Association, which many years later evolved into YouthLink. 
 
The Fund provides scholarships, bursaries and practical aid to YouthLink clients to enable them to 
further their education through secondary, post-secondary or apprenticeship programs.

Awards of up to $2,000 per applicant are made twice a year to youth who have demonstrated keen 
commitment and aptitude to continue their studies but do not have adequate financial resources. 

Donations are welcome.  Contact YouthLink 416-967-1773, or visit the website at youthlink.ca


