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Catherine Wilson Foundation continues her legacy
of scholarships and community support

by Heather Anne Wakeling Lister

Mary Ellen Warren enjoys her
role as the volunteer executive
director of the Catherine Wilson
Foundation. Having been born and
raised in Sarnia, she left to study
at Guelph and Laurier universities,
with psychology and social work
in community development being
her main interests. Focusing on the
community development branch
of social work, Warren took these
skills through many moves, even
living for a while in San Francisco—
but when her mother sent an
advertisement for the 1994 execu-
tive director position for Rebound,
she returned home.

Currently living in Mooretown,
Warren has been involved with the
Catherine Wilson Foundation since
2015, loving “being a small part
of community support to those
programs. There are so many wor-
thwhile projects that it is very hard
for the board of directors to choose
where the dollars go. | admire and
respect Catherine Wilson who set
up the foundation in her name
to grant scholarships to students
from initially S.CLTS. and then
Great Lakes Secondary School and
other community programs.

For those unfamiliar with Wilson,
she was an English teacher at
S.CILTS. high school for 35 years.
She set up a foundation in her
retirement to continue to support
students of S.CLTS. and other
community endeavours. Upon her
death, Wilson left her entire estate
to the foundation, which distribu-
tes income from the yearly interest
earned in the permanent endow-
ment fund.

And they do so in such a manner
establishing perpetuity whereby
they have quietly used this interest
to offer supportive funds to arange
of eligible organizations and activi-
ties providing support in areas of
genuine need. Effectively building
on the strength of unsung commu-
nity heroes.

Warren initially came to the foun-
dation upon invitation from John
Ruffilli. A retired lawyer, Ruffilli
asked her to support the board
with administrative work and deve-
lopment of governance, policy

manuals, application processes,
website development.

“I had experience in the above
work after 17 years of being execu-
tive director of Rebound and sub-
sequent work at the courthouse
with diversion programs for adults
with minor offences”

In this regard Warren found she
shared a commonality with Wilson
in that innovative ideas that are
driven from the heart and soul,
empathy and care about people
are utmost in importance. “If a
person can care about people with
whom they don't identify with,
then this contributes to the whole
of society.”

“While | did not know Catherine
personally, my mother Bev Blizzard
did. Mom was one of Wilson's
English students, and being a quiet
person, Mom benefited tremen-
dously from Wilson's lifelong devo-
tion to children and youth. In later
years, when Catherine had her own
vision issues, she became invol-
ved with the CNIB, as she wanted

Sarnia Lambton to be a place for

everyone.’

While Warren is not a voting
member, but provides adminis-
trative support, most of the board
members have had a personal rela-
tionship with Wilson.

“Dr. Gordon Warren was her opto-
metrist. Mr. Bill Chong was a close
family friend and former student.
Catherine had even taught his
father and became a friend with
Bill's dad in later years. Mr. Scott
McKelvie was one of her students
and Mr. John Ruffilli was her lawyer”
“On our website there is a photo

of Catherine with Scott McKelvie

when he was one of her students at
S.CLTS. which is now Great Lakes
Secondary School after amalga-
mating with St. Clair High School.
Ms. Laurie Girard is a dedicated
community member and retired
teacher. Catherine remained com-
mitted to youth and the commu-
nity throughout her life."

Since 2014, the board has helped
support Community Concern for
the Medically Fragile. This paren-
t-led group was behind the deve-
lopment of Standing Oaks, and the
foundation derives much pleasure

by providing funds for their hands-
-on musicand art programs. Warren
says “this program really touches
our hearts. It is totally volunteer
led, and parents have had to work
very hard to raise funds”

And, “I've purchased some of the
art, and it's just awesome.”

The call for applications takes
place annually between January 1
through March 31, and preference
is given to ideas and initiatives
which improve the quality of life
in Sarnia-Lambton particularly in
the areas of health, education, and
social services.

“We are small but mighty. We are
a small group of dedicated people
granting approximately $125,000
per year in scholarships and com-
munity programs. We welcome
applications from any charitable
organization with requests ran-
ging from $1,000 and above, and
offer seven $4,000 scholarships for
post-secondary education for stu-
dents from Great Lakes Secondary

Catrh-'re Wilson

School.

In particular, the foundation
honoured Wilson in that they hel-
ped fund an expansion of the Great
Lakes School Library, and in return
it was named in her honour.

Additionally, the foundation was
also an early and large donor to
the Pathways Health Centre’s the-
rapeutic swimming pool.

“Catherine would have loved that”

For more information, please refer
to catherinewilsonfoundation.org



