Family Violence
Services

About Family Violence Services
Child Development Institute provides programs to help women and children who have experienced
family violence or other trauma. We also help children, youth and families who have been affected by
childhood sexual abuse.
Violence happens in all types of relationships, including dating, common-law, same-sex, or marriage,
and it can occur even after a relationship has ended. Violence in families can affect children and teens
in a variety of ways. Some children may act out and have trouble making friends, while other children
become quiet and withdrawn. Children may have trouble eating, sleeping and concentrating at school.
Violence may also introduce unique parenting challenges.
Our Family Violence Services offer group counselling programs, shelter services and specialized sexual
abuse services to support women and children in healing from the effects of violence and abuse.
Our programs are designed to address the various challenges families experience at different stages in
their lives. Some families access one program while others may access multiple programs. Our highlytrained Family Violence Services staff work with families to identify their specific needs and may refer
them to other CDI programs or help them access external resources as needed.
Free cultural interpretation is available for all Family Violence Services programs.
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Fazelah’s story:

A mother reconnects with her son
I first heard about Mothers in Mind™ from my support worker at the
Children’s Aid Society. She suggested the program when I told her I
was having a hard time being a mom to my three-year old son after
ﬂeeing years of abuse by his father. We were doing well on our own
but I didn’t always feel close to my son, Amir, or know how to comfort
him. Sometimes he reminded me of his father and I was scared that
one day he would hurt me just like his father had.

Mothers in Mind™ is a mother
and child group program
specifically designed to meet the
parenting needs of mothers who
have experienced family violence,
childhood abuse or sexual assault
and have children under the age
of four. The program focuses on
the needs of mothers who find
that these hurtful experiences are
making parenting diﬃcult. The
10-week program helps mothers
learn ways to manage stress and
other challenging feelings, foster
healthy self-esteem, and respond
to their children in a sensitive,
supportive and effective manner.
For more information, please visit
www.mothersinmind.ca.

The first time I went to Mothers in Mind™ I was a bit nervous and
didn’t know what to expect, but after the first session I knew that it
was going to help me be a better mom for Amir. Each week we talked
about different issues and I started to understand how my past
experiences of abuse were affecting my parenting. It was nice to meet
other moms who were going through the same things as me.
After a few weeks I started to feel closer to my son. The last few years
had been really stressful for me and I wasn’t always patient with Amir.
At Mothers in Mind™ I learned how to manage my stress and other
emotions better and respond to Amir’s needs in a more caring way. I
started to enjoy playing with him and even though he sometimes still
reminds me of his father, I now know how to deal with my emotions
when that happens.
I noticed some changes in Amir too. At first he didn’t really play with
the other kids in the group. He was shy and wasn’t used to being
around other kids. But he slowly started to feel more comfortable and
after a few weeks he couldn’t wait to get there to play with his friends.
I’m really glad that I went to Mothers in Mind™. It has made a big
difference for both Amir and me, and I am so proud and happy to be
his mom. I finally feel like I’m the mom I always thought I could be.

Maria and Carmen’s story:
Maria

A family’s journey to healing

I never imagined that one day I would be living in a shelter with my kids. The abuse started just after my
oldest daughter Carmen was born. I kept hoping it would get better, and sometimes it did, but it always
started again.
I told myself that I had to stay in the relationship because the kids needed a dad but when he started
hitting my two younger kids I knew I had to leave for their sake. Once I decided to leave, I wasn’t sure
where to start. I knew he checked the computer to see what websites I was looking at so I went to the
library to use a computer. After a few searches I found a website for a shelter and called them. A few
days later when my partner was at work, I packed a few basic things and took my kids, Carmen, who was
nine, Manuel who was four and Elisa who had just turned three, to the shelter.
It wasn’t easy. I was worried and overwhelmed. I was nervous that my partner would find us and make
us come back home. I didn’t trust anyone for the first few days. I wouldn’t let the kids leave our room,
other than for meals. A worker at the shelter told me it was normal to be feeling this way and thought
it might be helpful if I talked to someone.
A counsellor named Zahra started coming to see me once
a week at the shelter. She is the first person I ever told
about the abuse, and I was relieved to finally have someone to talk to. I told her that I was worried about how
the situation was affecting my kids and she gave me some
ideas to help them when they’re having a hard time. We
also talked a lot about how guilty I felt about everything
my kids had been through, and Zahra helped me understand these feelings. She explained the cycle of violence
and the reasons women stay in abusive relationships. For
me, it was the fear of being isolated from my friends and
family, and what my partner might do if we left. Talking
about all of these things slowly started to make me feel
better.

Maria met Zahra though CDI’s Shelters
Program, which provides counselling services
to mothers with children under 16 who have
experienced family violence or sexual abuse,
and are living in a CDI partner shelter in
Toronto. Counselling is provided at the shelter
with the opportunity for follow-up support
once families move out. Families can meet with
a counsellor once, or can access counselling on
an ongoing basis.

Carmen

(Maria’s nine-year old daughter)
I was so mad because we had to move into the
shelter and I had to start a new school where I didn’t
know anybody. I missed my dad a lot and wanted
to see him but I was also scared because he had hit
my mom and my brother and sister. I was so confused
and frustrated and started to be mean to my mom
and my brother and sister. I wasn’t making any
friends at my new school because I was angry all
the time and didn’t want to talk to anyone. I felt sick
and didn’t want to go to school.
One day a worker at the shelter introduced me to
Dominique and said she could help me at my new
school. Dominique was really nice. She talked to my
new teachers and during recess she helped me make
some new friends. Sometimes I talked with
Dominique alone about living in the shelter and how
much I missed my dad. Some days I was really mad
and some days I was really sad. Dominique told me
that lots of kids feel like this when their parents fight
at home. She helped me figure out how I could make
myself feel better when I was feeling mad or sad.

Carmen met Dominique through CDI’s School Liaison Program, a school-based program that
supports children ages 4 to 16 living in CDI partner shelters and attending a new school. School
Liaison Workers work with children, mothers, and shelter and school staff to support children
during this transition. The School Liaison Worker meets with the child and their mother to orient
them to the school, and is available at the school to support the child’s emotional and social
development and help them succeed academically. Follow-up services are available to children
at their new school once they move out of the shelter.

Maria
I was worried about how my kids were dealing with
living in a shelter. Dominique helped Carmen deal with
some of her anger and emotions but I knew she
needed more help. I didn’t know if the younger kids
even understood what was going on but I started to
notice changes in them. Manuel was acting out and was
being aggressive and Elisa had become withdrawn.
Neither of them wanted to play with the other kids in
the shelter.
One day I told Zahra that I thought we were ready to
start talking as a family about what had happened, but
I wasn’t sure how. Zahra told me about a program called
Here to Help that she thought would help us. We had
to wait for the next Here to Help session to start so
Zahra said that in the meantime we could go to a
drop-in program called Transitions. One week I was
having a really hard time and decided to go.

Transitions is a drop-in group program to
support women and children who have
experienced family violence or other trauma,
and are currently in crisis or transition. The
drop-in group is run weekly and provides
mothers with the opportunity to get
occasional support, resources and referrals
as issues arise. Children attend a separate
group where they learn stress management
strategies and work on their social skills.

I was so glad that I made the decision to go to Transitions. I met other moms who were going through
the same things as me. Some had also just moved into a shelter and others had moved out of the shelter
and were moving on with their lives. Transitions was there when I needed it and helped me get through
some hard times.
Transitions was really good for my kids too. After we all had dinner together the moms and the kids went
to separate groups. The kids did different activities that were fun and showed them ways to deal with
their emotions and manage stress. One week Manuel told me they blew bubbles and his group leader
told him he could pretend he was blowing bubbles to help him focus on his breathing when he needed
to calm down. I’ve seen him do this when he’s angry or frustrated and it really seems to help.
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Carmen
After a few weeks at the shelter I was feeling really homesick. I was sad because my birthday was coming
up and I knew I wouldn’t be able to help my mom make spaghetti and meatballs like we did every year
for my birthday. When I told Dominique how I was feeling she thought I might like to go to something
called Taste of Home. She said that every week at Taste of Home the kids in the shelter cook and then
eat a meal together.
The next week I went to Taste of Home and loved it! First we had a snack and talked about our day and
then we had to get “Kitchen Ready”. At first I didn’t know what that meant, but I learned that it’s an
activity, like yoga, that helps us calm down and make sure we’re ready to go into the kitchen. Then we
got everything ready for the recipes we would be making. That night we made curried chicken. I had
never had it and it was delicious! I went back almost every week and had a lot of fun making and eating
dinner with other kids in the shelter.
Even though I really liked the cooking, sometimes if I was having a bad day I would get angry or
frustrated in the kitchen. When that happened I would do some stretching and breathing in the “Take a
Break Corner” to help me relax. It was nice that I didn’t get in trouble when I was having a hard time.
Now when my little brother is bugging me I take a break like in the kitchen and it really works!
I had never made a recipe from start to finish before so I was really proud
of myself for learning how to make so many different things.

Taste of Home is a unique and innovative after school cooking program that helps children living in shelters develop a
healthy lifestyle. Throughout the 25-week drop-in program,
children learn how to prepare healthy, budget-friendly meals.
The program also focuses on various stress management
techniques to assist children in better managing the stresses
of everyday life and adjusting to living in a shelter.

Maria
After enjoying the Transitions drop-in group so much, we
were excited to start Here to Help. We had been at the
shelter for almost four months and for the most part we had
settled in. Carmen was doing well in school, Manuel was
managing his aggression and Elisa was starting to be more
independent. But I was still concerned about how the abuse
had affected them, and we still hadn’t really talked about it
as a family.
Just like in Transitions, each Here to Help night started with
a group dinner. After dinner we did a family activity and
talked about a different topic each week. During the family
activities we were finally able to talk as a family about what
had happened and how we were each feeling. The Here to
Help workers helped us work through some really hard
conversations, but we needed to deal with these issues
before we could move forward.
Here to Help helped me build a stronger relationship with
my kids and I learned how to support them better. For the
first time, I really heard Carmen when she told me how much
she missed her dad. She told me how confused she was about
her dad and now I’ve learned how to talk to her and support
her when she’s missing him.
During one of the group activities I realized that Manuel saw
more of the violence than I had realized. He remembered
his dad hurting him too. I had hoped that he didn’t remember
any of it so it was really hard to hear him talking about it. This
helped me understand why he was being aggressive and
bullying other kids, and I learned how to listen to him and
answer some of his hard questions.

Here to Help is a group intervention
program for mothers with children
ages 4 to 16 who have experienced
family violence. The group runs for
11 weeks and is offered three times
per year. The group provides a safe
and supportive environment for
mothers and children to talk about
the violence they have experienced,
and helps families process their
emotions together.
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Carmen
I was so excited when we moved out of the shelter. My mom found a job and an apartment. It was a bit
small and I had to share a room with Elisa but I didn’t mind. I used to get mad at her all the time but now
I like playing with her. My mom says that in a few years I will be old enough to babysit her and Manuel.
I was nervous when my mom told me I was going to have to start a new school again but this time was
better. I used some of the things I learned with Dominique. It was a lot easier to make friends at my new
school because I wasn’t as mad and angry anymore. Dominique also came to visit me there a couple of
times and it was so nice to see her.
Wednesdays are my favourite day of the week because I make dinner for my mom and brother and
sister. Each week I make a different recipe from my Taste of Home cookbook and they always tell me how
good everything is. I even have a special meal planned for my mom’s birthday next week!
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Maria
Moving out of the shelter was bittersweet. I was really excited about moving on,
but I was also nervous about leaving the security of the shelter and being on my
own for the first time. The first few weeks were tough, but everything I had learned
over the past year really helped me. I’ve been back to Transitions a few times for
some extra support and it’s good to know we can drop in when we’re having a hard
time.
The kids settled into our new place quickly and they are doing really well. Every
night at dinner we talk about our day. If one of them has a bad day I know how to
listen and help them. It isn’t always easy and I know there will be challenges as the
kids grow up, but I’ve learned how to deal with things better.
I can’t believe how far our family has come in a year. We couldn’t have done it
without all the help and support we received.
Asking for help was hard but I’m really
glad I did. For the first time in years
I can say that I feel happy, and
I’m excited about the future.
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Priya’s story:

Finding the courage to speak up
When we moved to Canada I was excited about starting grade 7. It took a while to get used to my new school,
but I quickly made friends. I was pretty happy, but then something happened that changed everything.
One night my uncle came to my bedroom and touched me in a way that made me feel uncomfortable. He said
that if I told anyone he would stop being our immigration sponsor and we would have to leave Canada. A few
days later it happened again, and then it just kept happening. I tried to not be alone with him, but we lived in
his house so it was really hard.
I was confused and scared. I couldn’t concentrate at school and stopped hanging out with my friends. At home
I was either yelling or in my room crying. My mom kept asking me what was wrong but I was too scared to tell
her. It got better when we moved into our own apartment but I still had to see my uncle at family functions.
My mom knew I was unhappy and sad and one day told me I could tell her anything and she would help me. I
finally told her what had happened. She was really upset, but said I did the right thing by telling her. She knew
I needed help so she called an agency that helped us when we moved to Canada. They told her to call the
police and gave her information about a program at CDI that helps girls who have been sexually abused.
When I first met my counsellor Dina I was nervous but she said that talking would help me feel better. I met
with Dina once a week and she helped me understand that while I had been sexually abused it wasn’t my fault.
We talked a lot and I learned to deal with my emotions and feelings about what happened. Then I went to a
support group for teen girls who had also been sexually assaulted and at first it was really scary to talk about
my experience, but it was good to meet other girls who had been through the same thing as me.
I’m so glad I decided to tell my mom what happened and that she believed me. I still have diﬃcult days but I’m
doing better in school and I’ve started to hang out with my old friends. We’re all really excited about starting
high school soon.

Priya was referred to the Central Agencies Sexual Abuse Treatment (CASAT) Program. CDI provides
overall coordination for CASAT, a coalition of more than 30 Toronto agencies focused on promoting
maximum recovery from child sexual abuse for children and youth ages 4 to 18. Together with our
community partners, CASAT works to improve services for children, youth and families affected by
sexual abuse and trauma.

Understanding child sexual abuse
What is sexual abuse?
• Sexual abuse is defined as any unwanted sexual act done without a person’s consent.
• This can be anything from touching of a sexual nature to sexual assault.
• It may involve physical force, threats, intimidation or other forms of coercion.
• It may involve exposure to sexual activity or material, including via the internet or videos.
• It is abuse when a person uses his/her power over a child or youth to involve him or her in

any sexual act.

• An offender is often someone well known to the child or youth.

How do I report sexual abuse?
IF A CHILD OR YOUTH IS IN IMMINENT DANGER, CALL 911
If you suspect a child or youth is being abused or is at risk of being abused, please call your local Children’s
Aid Society (CAS) or police agency immediately. All CASs have emergency service 24 hours a day, so you
can call anytime. In Toronto, call:
• Children’s Aid Society of Toronto: 416-924-4646, www.torontocas.ca
• Catholic Children’s Aid Society of Toronto: 416-395-1500, www.ccas.toronto.on.ca
• Native Child and Family Services: 416-969-8510, www.nativechild.org
• Jewish Child & Family Services: 416-638-7800, www.jfandcs.com
• Toronto Police Services - 416-808-2222, www.torontopolice.on.ca

For other Children’s Aid Societies in Ontario, visit www.oacas.org
Information for children and youth
• If you or someone you know has been abused, tell an adult you trust and keep telling until you

find someone who can help you.

• Contact a local crisis line or Kids Help Phone at 1-888-668-6868 or www.kidshelpphone.ca
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Information and resources
What is abuse?
When thinking about family violence many people often only think about physical abuse. While this is
one form of violence, there are many different power and control tactics that are often used:
• Emotional or psychological abuse: Intimidation, isolation, name calling, insults, threats,

stalking.

• Physical abuse: Hitting, kicking, slapping, spitting, punching, pushing, hair pulling, choking.
• Sexual abuse: Forces you to participate in unwanted, inappropriate, unsafe or degrading

sexual acts.
• Child abuse: Physical, emotional or sexual abuse of children, neglect, turning your children
against you, forcing your children to abuse you.
• Financial abuse: The abuser controls all of the money, takes your money, puts you in debt,

refuses to contribute financially, prevents you from working.

• Religious or spiritual abuse: The abuser forces you to convert to their religious beliefs, doesn’t

allow you to practice your beliefs or is disrespectful of your beliefs or practices.

• Male privilege: The abuser makes all of the decisions, treats you like a servant, defines gender

roles in the family.

Where can I go for help?
IF YOU OR SOMEONE YOU KNOW IS IN IMMINENT DANGER CALL 911
• Assaulted Women’s Helpline – 24-hour helpline for women in need of counselling, crisis

support or advocacy: 416-863-0511, www.awhl.ca

• Central Intake for Toronto Shelters – For families needing access to an emergency shelter in

Toronto: 416-338-4766

• 211 Toronto – Central resource for community, social and health information: 211,

www.211toronto.ca

• Toronto Police Services: 416-808-2222, www.torontopolice.on.ca
• Kids Help Phone - Canada-wide anonymous counselling for kids, teens and young adults; avail

able 24 hours a day, 365 day a year. 1-888-668-6868, www.kidshelpphone.ca

• Femaide – A provincial helpline for Francophone women dealing with violence.

1-877-336-2433, www.femaide.ca

About Child Development Institute
Child Development Institute (CDI) is an accredited children’s mental health agency, providing a range
of programs and services for children under the age of 12, youth ages 13-18 and their families. We offer
evidence-based programs across three streams: Early Intervention Services, Family Violence Services
and Healthy Child Development.
Our approach is family-focused and we work with each child and family’s unique strengths, needs and
challenges. We help them to uncover their abilities, give them tools to succeed, and support them in
overcoming challenges.
Our Early Intervention programs help children and families struggling with social-emotional and
behavioural issues. Our individual, group and school-based programs help them get back on track.
SNAP® (Stop Now And Plan), CDI’s proven early intervention model, is incorporated into many of our
programs, and helps children effectively manage their emotions and behaviour.
For children and their mothers who are healing from family violence or sexual abuse, our Family
Violence programs offer group and individual counselling, parenting support and links to community
supports.
Our Healthy Child Development program includes six early learning
centres and the Parkdale-High Park Ontario Early Years Centre. Our
program provides young children with a play-based early learning
environment.

Note: Names in this publication have been changed to protect confidentiality.
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For more
information
please contact:
Head Oﬃce

Child Development Institute
197 Euclid Avenue, Toronto, Ontario, M6J 2J8

T: 416-603-1827
F: 416-603-6655
www.childdevelop.ca

Child Development Institute is a registered charity. If you would like to support our work, please visit www.childdevelop.ca.
Charitable Reg. No. 119292795RR0001

