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Sharing our 
stories

Changing Lives

John, Sophia, Deb and Zoe at Camp Eden Wood

Sophia and Zoe, summer camp 2015

Sisters take on camp together
The Wright family has a long history of love for camp. John 
and Deb met while working at Camp Friendship. They 
married and had two daughters. Sophia, is eight with Down 
syndrome, and Zoe is age 7 and neurotypical. The Wrights 
knew they wanted to share their love of camp with the 
girls. 

John recalls his meaningful camp experience, “My first 
week, I met the most wonderful little boy with Down syn-
drome who changed my life forever. I learned firsthand 
that everyone has their own way of experiencing the world, 
and even though they may be considered ‘disabled,’ they 
can see things I may not notice.” John adds that camp 
gives participants and staff the chance to experience these 
insights in a beautiful and supportive setting.

Zoe: My favorite thing 
was spending time 
with Erin and meeting 
other new people. I 
got to stay for my first 
overnight without my 
parents, eat pizza in 
the dining hall and go 
to the camp dance! I 
especially loved the 
crafts and can't wait to 
come back again soon!

Deb started out as a volunteer and then returned as the 
volunteer coordinator. “I had really enjoyed working as a 
counselor at 4-H camp, so it was a fun new experience 
to work with youth helping children and adults with dis-
abilities. It was really rewarding to help them learn how 
to stretch themselves and grow.”

Their camp experience inspired the Wrights to offer this 
experience with their children. “As our daughters have 
grown older, we wanted to introduce them to our love of 
camp,” Deb said. “We learned about the option for day 
camp, which seemed like a good fit for Sophia as an 
introduction to camp.” 

Sisters continued on pg. 2
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Best of True friends 2015
Experiences and adventures for all

$ We continue to improve the 
online registration system and 
now more than 50% of our 
families apply electronically.   

In addition to the nearly $1 
million of planned subsidies to 
reduce the financial burden on 
families, an additional $305K in 
financial assistance was 
provided in all programs.   

Hosted the MN Special 
Olympics residential 
sports camp for the first 
time. It was our sin-
gle largest residential 
camp session in 2015 
with 120 campers. 

ACA (American 
Camping Association) 
re-accredited all True 
Friends camps.  

A Multi-Sensory Environment was 
completed at Camp Friendship.

There were 1,738 volunteers who gave 
33,662 hours in a variety of roles. The 
number of volunteers who earned the 
prestigious Presidential Volunteer 
Service Gold Award also increased.

“When Zoe learned there was 
a sibling week, she was set on 
going too. We thought she’d want 
a chance to do her own thing, 
but she was so excited after our 
tour of Camp Eden Wood, that 
she sure didn’t want to miss out 
on something so fun that Sophia 
would get to do,” added Deb.

...continued from cover storySisters

Sophia: The slip-and-slide was my 
favorite activity. They added soap to 
make it even more slippery, and I went 
really fast! I met lots of counselors 
and other campers and loved being at 
camp!

Manager of Camping Erin LaVine says she saw something special with 
these sisters. “As soon as Sophia and Zoe walked through our doors, I 
knew they were camp people! Their amazing attitudes and excitement 
towards camp was contagious and uplifting.” Erin observed that the girls 
were there for each other throughout the week, and each of their 

Zoe, Erin and Sophia, summer camp 2015experiences were as unique as they are. “Each week of camp is 
memorable in its own way,” Erin said, “But there is something truly magical about sibling camps.”
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Rider Stories Changing Lives

Meet Isabell: True Strides’ rock star

Isabelle is a happy, expressive seven-year-old with 
cerebral palsy. She graces the profile photo of the 
True Strides Facebook page and her smile gives 
warmth to our online presence. When she came to 
True Strides one year ago, her arms, fingers and 
legs were very tight, making it difficult for her to 
complete independent movements. Isabelle also 
struggled with limited head control and scissoring 
legs during supported ambulation (walking).

After a year of targeted programming, she is able to 
hold her head up independently. She is able to trot 
in a supported sitting position without head assist 
from a staff member and she is able to bear weight 
and walk with assistance across the sand, leading 
her horse, Kal. 

Her medical therapists are so excited, they wish to 
come and see Isabelle ride. They are all thrilled with 
the progress occurring so quickly in Isabelle’s little 
body along with her parents and our True Strides 
staff. The photos from Isabelle’s lessons reflect the 
impact of Hippotherapy where “therapy is fun, goals 
are reached and dreams become a reality!”

“Miss Isabelle is our little rock star! She 
loves riding with her pony girlfriends, while 
giving 100% effort and focus. I’ve known 
Isabelle since her preschool days. The 
amount of growth in all areas is 
phenomenal. Her physical progress since 
starting True Strides gives our staff goose 
bumps! No jump is too high for Isabelle.”

-Director of True Strides Shari Mangas

"Isabelle loves to interact and play games 
with her fellow riders. When she has peers 
riding with her, she tries hard to follow and 
play games like they do. The interaction 
helps her mentally and physically figure out 
how to be independent. She looks forward 
to riding every Saturday morning!"

-Emily, Isabelle’s Mother

‘Like’ True Strides on Facebook for more stories and updates from the farm!
facebook.com/TrueStridesTherapyHorses
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Volunteer
Be the difference

make a difference in the lives of individuals with disabilities. 
truefriends.org/volunteer 

volunteerservices@truefriends.org | 952.852.0101 x399

Eleven students from Grand Valley State 
University in Allendale, Michigan signed up for 
an Alternative Break service trip, bringing them 
across the Midwest to join in the craziness and 
excitement of Winter Camp at Camp Friendship 
January 2-7. Led by a fantastic student leader, 
these students walked through our doors and 
have been leaving us in awe ever since.

I had the privilege of chatting with a few 
members of the group as they prepared to head 
out on an afternoon bowling adventure with a 
group of campers, and the thoughtful comments 
I received sent warmth all the way to my chilly 
toes. From reflections on the nervous 
anticipation they arrived with, to the immense impact each camper has had on their personal journeys in 
just a few short days; each moment they shared with me affirmed the purpose of our mission.

“This past week I had the opportunity to visit True 
Friends. Each of us have learned and grown 
tremendously in just a few short days. Going here as 
volunteers I thought our job was to impact the campers, 
but leaving, I know that they have impacted our lives so 
much more. I am so grateful to have had this eye-
opening and heart warming experience, but I'm 
especially grateful to have shared it with each of [my 
group members.] Thank you for the great memories.”

Mekayla, GVSU Volunteer

“Listening to Mekayla share her experience is heart-
warming to me as a parent and knowing what an 
impact this experience has had on her is truly amazing. 
Her career goal is to be a physical therapist and 
having volunteered at camp has made her passion for 
that career even stronger. Thank you for allowing her 
this opportunity!”

Jackie, Mekayla’s mother

"I was totally nervous coming into the 
week, but being with these campers 
changes everything. This population has 
so much passion and love to share. I've 
learned the power of ‘yes.’ Saying ‘yes, 
you can do this or that activity’ makes 
their day. We're giving them that 
opportunity."

We couldn't say it better ourselves. GVSU 
students: Thank you. Thank you for say-
ing yes. Thank you for being a part of 
providing life-changing experiences to the 
campers we serve. Thank you for showing 
up despite the nerves and what-are-we-
getting-ourselves-into moments and for 
teaching us all a powerful lesson in the 
sweetness of sacrifice. We can't wait to 
have you back this summer!

By Maureen O'Connor, Volunteer Services 
Coordinator

GVSU Students Spend 
Alternative Break Volunteering
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Alumni Connection
Camp Impacts Futures

Reconnect with old camp friends and share your stories on our Facebook group!
Visit facebook.com/groups/truefriendsalum or scan the code to join.

Yeeji of Daegu, South Korea spent her first summer working 
with True Friends as a Health and Medication Aide at Camp 
Friendship this past year. She chose to work at camp because 
she wanted experience in a non-hospital setting. “All of our 
clinical work is either in a hospital or nursing home 
setting,” said Yeeji. She also liked the independence of 
working as a Health and Medication Aide.  

Camper, Jack M. helping Yeeji with 
her face paint

Yeeji and fellow HMA, Cat at 
the camp dance

Yeeji learned many applica-
ble skills like how to handle 
emergency situations, 
basic hands-on nursing skills 
and how to interact with the 
disability population. “The two 
most important things I have 

learned are general nursing assessment skills and communication skills 
with different populations,” said Yeeji. 

When asked about her favorite memory, Yeeji said, “Picking just one 
favorite memory is hard.” She did share a story about receiving a 
handmade card from a camper, who waited in the health center until 
Yeeji got back to deliver the card in person. “It was really rewarding 
seeing the impact that I made on the campers’ week.”

Practical work experience and fun, all in a summer at camp

• Ages 18+

• 7-12 week commitment

• Enjoy working outdoors

• Passion for FUN!

*Housing, meals and comprehensive training provided as part of compensation package

Apply online Today &
make a difference this summer:

truefriends.org/jobs
hireme@truefriends.org

Ready to trade 
classrooms for 

campfires?
requirements:

GROW YOUR CAREER
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What’s happening
Events for camp

host your events at Camp... and bring them to the next level With team quest
Open year-round, our inviting cabins and variety of 
meeting spaces can fit nearly any style of gathering. 
Escape the daily grind with hiking trails, campfires 
and many other outdoor activities followed by 
delicious home-cooked meals. When you stay with 
us, you support the mission of True Friends. 
Visit conferenceandretreat.org for more information. 

Achieve more than ever before with our dynamic 
team building and leadership programs. These 
programs give participants the freedom to move 
out of their comfort zones, conquering their fears 
through team support and individual determination. 
Team Quest operates on and off-site year round. 
Visit team-quest.org for more information.

952.852.0104

10th ANNUAL DANCE WITH COURAGE DANCE MARATHON

Sunday, March 20, 2016 • 12 p.m.-6 p.m.

Over the last 10 years, Dance Arts Centre has teamed up with True 
Friends, to host an annual Dance With Courage event, raising over 
$160,000.  For the 10th Anniversary a Dance Marathon is being held 
at the Eden Prairie Center, featuring: 

• Dance Party - Fun, large group dance lessons for all ages and 
skills in salsa, line dance, hip hop, Kids Dance Jam, jazz & more

• Live Performances - by Dance Arts Centre Competition Teams, 
Vikings Cheerleaders, Minnesota State University Mankato Dance 
Team, Crash Dance Productions & more! 
Visit the website for details and an updated schedule of activities:

dancewithcourage.dojiggy.com

Contact:
Dance Arts Centre at 952.937.2618
True Friends at 952.697.2293

Open 
House Camp COurage

Camp FriendShip

May 15 • 1-3 pm

May 1 • 1-3 pm
Camp eden WOOd

Camp COurage nOrth
May 15 • 1-3 pm

RSVP: 952.852.0110 x6

May 1 • 1-3 pm

Take a tour, explore the cabins, chat with staff 
and see first-hand why we love camp so much.
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To make a donation visit truefriends.org/giving 
or send donations to:

True Friends
10509 108th St. NW

Annandale, MN 55302

Giving is good
Donors make projects possible

did yOu knOW?
Most legacy gifts are made by everyday people who 
want to make a difference. One simple way is to 
designate True Friends as a percentage beneficiary in 
your retirement plans. Want to know more? 
Contact our Development Office at 952-697-2290.

Helping campers in need

(L to R) True Friends Board Chair John Bredemus, 
President & CEO Ed Stracke, Lion Terry Wold, Lion 
Theresa Goff, Lion Tom Fiecke, Program 
Development Manager Jason Colvin, 
Lion Ed Farrington, and Lion Brian Sheehan

The Lions Club International Foundation presents a 
$100,000 check to True Friends to fund a fully-
accessible ropes course at Camp Courage and four 
new vans for the agency.

LCIF Grant: Project Update

Lions Clubs have been long-time supporters of True Friends and it’s never been more evident than with 
the gifts given recently. In January, the Lions Club International Foundation (LCIF) presented True Friends 
with a check for $100k!

To make this LCIF grant possible, True Friends needed to match at least $100k – and 37 different 
Minnesota Lions clubs stepped in to help. The LCIF supports the causes that individual Lions Clubs 
support with special programs like this matching grant.

A total of $230,000 was raised to purchase four new 
vans and construct a first-of-its-kind wheelchair accessi-
ble, high ropes course at Camp Courage. Special thanks 
the Lions Clubs and other donors (including Paul’s Pals 
who provided the lead gift, Finish Line Youth Foundation 
and the Buuck Family Foundation) who helped us go 
beyond the goal. This outstanding generosity and part-
nership truly enhances the innovative programs at True 
Friends.

$50   $100   $250   $500+
Arts &
Crafts

supplies

A week of
meals &
s'mores

Adapted
recreation
equipment

Camper
Scholarships



10509 108th Street NW
Annandale, MN 55302
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US PoStage
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www.truefriends.org 952.852.0101

TrueFriendsCan

800.450.8376 info@truefriends.org
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