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How You can help Children with FASD  
Make Decisions  
 
Good decision making is very hard for children with FASD. Every-
day decisions are difficult for them to make. Because their brains 
work differently, children with FASD may not be able to clearly  
understand the outcome of their actions. They may also have trouble 
sorting out the facts when they make decisions.  
 
Most parents help their children to learn how to make good decisions 
and wise choices. Parents and caregivers of youngsters with FASD 
soon discover that their children need extra help learning how to 
make decisions. They might need this help for a longer time than 
other children do. This sheet offers you some tips on how to teach 
your child about how to make good decisions and wise choices.  
 
First, some ‘real life’ examples… 
 

Example #1 
 
It’s a cold winter day and your child doesn’t want to put on her coat, 
hat or mitts.  
 
 How you can help 
  Your child may not understand that she is cold because she 
 doesn’t have enough clothes on. In the cool fall weather, start 
 teaching her to wear her mitts and hat. Let her hands get a little 
 chilly and then have her put on her mitts and hat. Say to her, 
 “When my hands are cold I always put mitts on. When my 
 body and head feel cold I always wear a hat. Don’t your hands 
 and head feel warmer with your mitts and hat on?” Do this over 
 and over again. You can help her stay safe in cold weather. 
 

Example #2  
 
You’re in a grocery store and your child opens a bulk candy bin full 
of bright coloured candy. He reaches for some candy to eat. You tell 
him that you’ll first need to pay for the candy - it’s not free. A few 
minutes later, he picks up an apple and takes a bite. 
 
 How you can help 
 This little boy didn’t understand that you have to pay for ALL 
 the food you take in the store. He needs a very clear and simple 
 direction. “We don’t put things in our pockets until we’ve paid 
 for them. We need to pay for everything we take from every 
 store. After we pay for our food at the check out you can eat 
 something.” 
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Some Tips to Improve Decision-Making: 
 
 
1. A child with FASD takes longer to learn some things. Routine is important. Try to do 
 things the same way every day. For example, your child needs to put his dirty clothes in 
 the laundry hamper every time he gets into his pyjamas. Repeat, repeat, repeat- it will 
 help your child develop a good life skill.  
 
 
2. Try to keep your explanations short. Use the same words each time. A rhyme or rap 
 may help your child remember the order of things to be done. For example, “Feed the 
 cat, outside there’s snow, wear your hat, off to school you go.”  
 
 
3. Use visual cues or hints whenever you can. For example, put a picture of a coat over 
 the coat hook where your child should put her coat. 
 
 
4. Offer only 2 choices at a time. For example, “Do you want to wear your blue sweater 
 or your red sweater today?”  
 
 
5. Try to cut down on things that distract the child with FASD. It’s hard for them to think 
 straight when a lot is going on. For example, if a few children are getting ready to go 
 outside, it will be easier for you and the child with FASD to get ready before or after the 
 other children. 
 
 
6. It is important to leave enough time for a child with FASD to move from one activity to 
 another. It may help to set a timer for 3 minutes and let your child know that when it 
 rings it’s time to stop playing and get ready for school. 
 
 
7. Point out good decisions and good choices made by your child. For example, “That was 
 great that you didn’t run into the street after your ball! You made a good decision. I’m 
 proud of you.” 
 
 
8. Try to stay calm and cool. If you get angry or lose it your child may become excited or 
 confused and lose control of his or her behaviour.  
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How You can help your Child with FASD  
Make and Keep Friends 
 
It can be hard for children with FASD to get along with others their own age. 
Children with FASD tend to have the social skills of a child much younger 
than their peers. To cope with daily life, children with FASD need to use a 
lot of energy focusing on themselves. And sometimes this leads them to miss 
the subtle messages and habits of friendship. For example, they may not wait 
their turn. Or they may stand too close to others and get into their ‘personal 
space’.  
 
It can be very lonely and frustrating when other children don’t want to play 
with them. This makes them in danger of being taken advantage of or bullied 
by others. For a parent it is hard seeing your child not ‘fit in’. Here are some 
tips on how you can help your child become more aware of how friends act 
with each other.  
 
First, some ‘real life’ examples… 
 

Example #1  
 
A child with FASD is on the schoolyard all alone. The children ignore him. 
 
 What is happening 
 This child doesn’t know how to ask to be part of the other groups. He 
 finds it hard to just join in. The other children don’t make the effort to 
 include him. He needs help knowing and practicing what to say to 
 join a group.  
 

Example #2  
 
When your 10 year-old with FASD comes home from school he wants to 
play with the 6 year-old down the street and not with his 10 year-old 
neighbour. He feels more comfortable playing with someone younger. He 
likes the games played by the 6 year-old more. 
 
 What to do 
 Your child just may not be able to play well with children his own 
 age. Avoid situations where his lower maturity level makes it hard for 
 him, such as in competitive sports.  
 

Example #3 
 
Your 7 year-old son is at the pool and he’s trying to join a group of teenage 
boys who are jumping off the diving board. 
 
 What to do  
 He doesn’t understand that the teens don’t want him. Help your child 
 become sensitive to body language and facial expressions. Look at 
 pictures of people in books and  magazines together and ask them what 
 they think the people are  thinking or feeling. Explain how humans 
 ‘talk’ in many ways not just by using words. Play act together and see 
 if your child can figure out what emotions you are expressing.  
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Some Tips for Friendship:  
 
1.  Find games and activities that help your child build social skills. Safe and supervised 
 groups such as Scouts, Girl Guides, Air Cadets or swimming or skating lessons are great. 
 
2.  Don’t expect that your child will have a large group of friends. One or two close friends 
 who have known her for many years will not only be good friends but, care enough about 
 her to help her stay safe.  
 
3.  Keep an eye on your child when he plays with others. This way you can explain why 
 things may have gone wrong and, how he might want to act the next time to get along  
 better with his friends. You could also protect a child from children who are too rough or 
 cruel.  
 
4. Children with FASD usually feel best in a place they know and in situations they can  
 predict. Avoid large sleepovers and parties because they can be too confusing and over
 whelming to a child with FASD. A sleepover with one friend in her own home would be 
 best. A birthday party with 2 friends over for a short time would be more successful than 
 a large party with many children and a lot of chaos for a long time! 
 
5. Over and over again teach them the social skills of listening, taking turns, not talking 
 when others are and taking an interest in other people by asking them questions. Your 
 child will need help and lessons on all these subtle ways of friendship.  
 
6. Talk to your child’s teachers and ask them to make efforts to include your child in  
 activities and groups. And, thank them for their efforts. Your child’s teacher will be more 
 likely to help if she sees you notice her extra care.  
 
7. Sometimes children don’t notice that they are different. Even though we know they are 
 less mature than their peers, if they are happy the way they are then that’s where they are 
 at and that’s great.  
 
8. If you see that some children are being cruel to your child, you may need to step in and 
 stop them. Try to do this gently, so that your child is not embarrassed. Then, when 
 there’s a chance, talk to the children about how great it is that we’re all different, how 
 boring it would be if we were all the same. Ask the other children how they might feel if 
 they were left out or teased. 
 
9. From a very young age, children learn a lot from their friends. All parents need to keep an 
 eye on the friend their children make. Like other parents, you may need to forbid your 
 child from being with certain kids and be happy they are with others. 
 
10. Supervise, supervise and supervise. Keeping a close eye on your child and their play
 mates so you can step in and help them sort things out at the first sign of overexcitement, 
 stress, exhaustion, misunderstanding or trouble.  
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How You can help Teens with FASD Manage 
Money 
 
 
Managing money can be very confusing for people with FASD. Money 
and the value of money are hard to understand. $20.00 for a chocolate 
bar and $20.00 for a pair of new shoes may both seem like good prices 
to the teen or adult with FASD. Money is an abstract concept. That 
means while you can touch money and hold it in your hand, what 
money can buy or what money can do are ideas.  
 
How much is something really worth? What happens if you don’t pay 
your phone bill and your phone gets cut off? Why should we try to save 
money? How do you get out of debt?  
 
This sheet offers some tips on how you can guide and teach your teen or 
adult about managing money.  
 
But first some ‘real-life’ examples... 
 
 

Example #1 
 
A 14-year old lends money to a friend. She is surprised and confused 
when she doesn’t get the money back. This is not the first time she has 
lost money this way. 
 
 How you can help 
 It is okay to let this girl make mistakes by ‘lending’ small 
 amounts of money. If she is broke because she never gets back 
 the money she lends, maybe she will learn that lending money is 
 not a good idea. If she is not learning from her mistakes, make it 
 a rule that she needs to  ask a parent or trusted friend before she 
 lends money to anyone. 
 

Example #2  
 
A teen sells his new $100 running shoes to a friend for $5.00. He  
doesn’t understand what he did wrong. 
 
 What you can do 
 Go with the teen and ask that his shoes be returned for $5.00.  
 Explain that we don’t sell our things to other people without  
 asking a parent or trusted adult.  
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Some Tips to help with Money Management: 
 
Teens with FASD usually ‘live in the moment’. Living in the moment means that when they want 
something they do not think about past mistakes or understand that what they do affects the future. 
You’ll need to be patient and explain over and over again how to spend money wisely. You can help 
your teen or adult with FASD get into the habit of thinking before he spends his money. 
 
If your teen lives at home: 
1. You can help your teen understand the value of money. Go shopping together. Give her a small 
 list of items your family needs and tell her she only has $20.00 to spend. Have her write down 
 the prices of the items she puts in her cart and add the prices up on a calculator. This will help 
 her understand that the food she puts in the cart all cost money. You can then guide her to 
 choose healthy food that fits in her budget.  
 
2. Teach your teen with FASD to write in a notebook which bills need to be paid and when they 

need to be paid. This will become his budget book. Have the teen write down when he spends 
money on his bills, food, clothes, medicine or fun. Staple an envelope to the back of the note-
book to keep all receipts in. Try to get him into the habit of writing totals in this notebook. It is 
important to keep the notebook in the same place all the time. Teach him to have a trusted family 
member or friend help him with his money. 

 
3. Do not to give her large amounts of money to spend all on her own. If she get gifts of money at 

Christmas or birthdays, help her spend it wisely. If the teen insists on an expensive item like a 
stereo, have her save it in the bank for one month. This will allow her time to think things over 
before she spends a lot of money. Praise her when she makes good decisions.  

 
4. Have your teen spend some of the money she earns or receives from allowance (her money) on 

the things she wants or needs. This will help her understand that shampoo, clothes and treats all 
cost money. 

 
5. Have your teen pay for a magazine subscription or his own phone or internet. When the bill 
 comes in the teen’s name, help him to read the bill and find out what amount of money must be 
 paid and on what date it must be paid. 
  
6. Teach your teen important money skills like how to use a pay phone, coin operated laundry, or 

pay for a bus or a cab ride. Teach her to look up a phone number in a phone book so she is not 
spending money to call directory assistance. Teach your teen to take back video and game  

 rentals on time. Show him how quickly the charges add up every day they are not returned. 
 
7. Teach your teen that it is cheaper to spend $80.00 on food for 2 weeks than to spend $5.00 a 
 meal each day eating out. 
 
8. When your teen is about to leave home set up a system to support her. She will need to know 

who she can call anytime she needs help. Make sure she takes her budget book and keep  
 checking to see if she is paying her bills.  
 
9. Give your teen the freedom to make small mistakes but try not to bail him out. We all learn from 

mistakes. Teens and adults with FASD need to make more mistakes before they really  
 understand and remember.  
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How you can Help Adults with FASD  
Manage Money 
 
When an adult moves out of the family home money is an important 
issue. Many adults with FASD have very little money so when money 
problems start, things can get bad in a short time. Managing money can 
be very confusing for people with FASD. Money and the value of money are 
hard to understand. $20.00 for a chocolate bar and $20.00 for a pair of new 
shoes may both seem like good prices to the adult with FASD. Money is an 
abstract concept. That means while you can touch money and hold it in your 
hand, what money can buy or what money can do are ideas. How much is 
something really worth? What happens if you don’t pay your phone bill and 
your phone gets cut off? Why should we try to save money? How do you get 
out of debt?  
 
Plan ahead the best you can to avoid serious money problems. Lack of money 
can lead to poor health, isolation, and dangerous situations for adults with 
FASD. 
 
This sheet offers some tips on how you can guide and teach an adult about 
managing money.  
 
But first some ‘real-life’ examples... 
 

Example #1 
 
An adult has just spent her entire cheque on things she wanted but didn’t 
need. Now she doesn’t have enough money to pay her power bill. She 
thought her bill was paid because last month she gave the money to a friend 
to pay it. Her power bill is now 2 months behind. 
 
 What you can do 
 If she is on social assistance arrange with her worker to have rent, 
 power, water and energy bills paid directly. Cheques for personal cash 
 can be given every 2 weeks instead of once a month. 

 
Example #2 
 
An adult meets a really nice person and begins to spend time with this person 
and thinks of him as a friend. He spends money on activities and invites his 
friend to his home. After a few visits things start to disappear. CDs, movies, 
clothes, and even food disappear. Sometimes the new friend asks to borrow 
things, but mostly they are just taken. 
 
 What you can do 
 Teach that not everybody can be trusted. Hopefully this lesson will be 
 learned when items are taken again and again, but expect that this will 
 be hard to learn. Explain over and over that it is best not to lend your 
 things out and that these items cost a lot of money. At Christmas and 
 birthdays the items can be replaced as gifts. It is best not to give  
 expensive gifts because they may disappear. 
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Some Tips to Help with Money Management: 
 
 
1. Find a trustee. It’s better if the trustee is not a family member or friend. A trustee can 
 help to manage money before it becomes a problem. The trustee will give him small 
 amounts of money and supervise bill paying. There are agencies that act as trustees, call 
 community organizations for ideas or referral to organizations that provide this service. 
 You can also look under lawyers in the phone book for this service. 
 
2. If the adult is having trouble spending money wisely, you can help her out in many ways. 
 Do not lend her money. If you do, do not expect to get your money back. You can buy 
 food, a bus pass, or gift certificates for a food store, a haircut, or entertainment services 
 that are in her neighbourhood. Never give her cash. 
 
3. Do not give expensive gifts. These are often pawned for small amounts of cash and 
 never bought back. 
 
4. If she is receiving social assistance it can help is she is designated as a person with a  
 disability. A doctor needs to fill out a form that states that this person has a disability 
 that makes it hard for her to find and keep a job, and that the disability will last for longer 
 than one year. There may also be rental supplements available also. Call the Network at    
 1-866-673-3276 for information. 
 
5. Avoid debit cards and personal cheques. It is harder to spend money if he has to go to 
 the bank when it is open. If a debit card it used set up a daily withdrawal limit with the 
 bank. Make a rule that credit cards are not a good choice. 
 
6. Teach that gambling does not make you rich, it makes you poorer. Gambling makes the 
 government, casinos and bingos rich. Make a rule that gambling is not a good choice. 
 
7. Avoid big phone bills. Set up account restrictions with the phone company including no 
 long distance calling out and no additional features like caller ID, call waiting etc. 
 
8. Teach an adult with FASD to use a notebook to write down which bills need to be paid 
 and when they need to be paid. This will become his budget book. Teach that bills are 
 paid first. Have him write down everything else that he spends his money on like food, 
 entertainment, clothes, and medicine. Teach him to staple an envelope to the back of 
 the book and keep all receipts. Help him to keep track of where he his spending money. 
 
9. Teach him to keep his budget book in the same place all the time. Have a trusted family 

member, friend or support person check that the bills are getting paid and help with  
 purchasing items. 



 

 

 

How You can help Teens and Adults with 
FASD Make Decisions 
 
Good decision making is a life-long challenge for a person with 
FASD. They will need the aid of someone who can be trusted to help 
them make good decisions. But how do you help your teen or adult to 
be independent? 
  
Teens with FASD are like most teens: they want to feel good about 
themselves, have friends and be independent. But, because of the way 
their brains work, they are likely to act first and think later. They are 
often more impulsive than their peers and, quick decisions can lead to 
trouble. This sheet offers some tips on how you can guide and teach 
your teen or adult to make good decisions.  
 
But first some ‘real-life’ examples and tips... 
 

Example #1  
 
A teenager has a paper route. He does a great job delivering papers 
everyday after school! But, he forgets to pick up the customer’s 
monthly payments. Collecting money is not part of his daily routine.  
 
 How you can help 
 Help him make collecting money part of his routine. On  
 collection day a parent or trusted friend could walk his route 
 with him. This way he’ll be reminded to collect the money. 
 And, he’ll have someone to help if he needs to make change for 
 a customer. Explain that his job includes delivering papers,  
 collecting money and paying the newspaper business their 
 share.  
 

Example #2 
 
An adult is on her way home from work and she has just enough 
money for the bus. While she’s waiting for the bus to come she gets 
hungry. She goes into the store and buys a chocolate bar. Now she 
doesn’t have enough money for the bus and she is going to have to 
walk home. 
 
 How you can help 
 You can help this woman learn to budget her pay. A monthly 
 bus pass, or enough bus tickets to last her the whole month, 
 would help her get home safely from work. 
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Some Tips to Improve Decision Making: 
 
1.  Youth and adults with FASD need a long time to learn some things. You can help by being 
 patient and explaining some things over and over again.  
 
2.  A person with FASD may need a lot of time to make good decisions. Try to give them plenty 
 of time to make up their mind. You can also explain how the decisions we make effect how 
 our life turns out.  
 For example, you can explain how a bus pass really works. Even though a bus pass seems to 
 cost more money than bus tickets, it can sometimes be cheaper. Explain how a bus pass will 
 let them use the bus as many times a day as they want and, on any day of the week. It’s less 
 hassle finding the right change too.  Help them consider the pros and cons. 
 
3.  Try to have fewer things to distract them when they have to make a decision.  
 For example, before the family orders food in a restaurant, talk about what meals are on the 
 menu and help them decide what they want to eat and drink. Then let them order food first 
 from the waitress or waiter. If you go to the same restaurant every time they may feel more 
 relaxed and less confused. (Foods that have food colouring or additives and preservatives can 
 effect behaviour in negative ways.)  
 
4.  Help them understand that everyone makes mistakes. And, that it’s good to stay calm when 
 you’ve made a mistake. 
 Teach them to look around and see if there is someone they know who they can ask for help. 
 If they don’t know anyone, teach them that it is okay to ask for help from a mom or a grand
 mother. Help them understand that getting angry or rude will make things more confusing for 
 them.  
 
5. You need to show them why it is best to think things over before they do something they are 

not sure of. Good decisions often aren’t easy to make. Life is complicated. But, good  
 decisions sure are easier to live with. Make sure you point out when they make good decisions. 
 Talk about different situations and how what they decide to do could be a good choice or a 
 poor choice. For example, what would you do if you missed the bus? Would you stay in the 
 bus shelter and wait for the next bus? Or, would you walk to work even if it’s really cold out? 
 
6.  Point out how everyone has responsibilities to ourselves and to others.  
 For example, it is our job to keep our bodies clean and to wear clean clothes. And, it is our job 
 to try to keep our homes clean and tidy. Talk together about the important life skills people 
 need to live well with others and with them self.  
 
7.  Talk and show them about what it means to be a grown-up. Explain that it takes time to learn 
 to be a mature adult. In life, everyone needs help from a family member or trusted friend. Tell 
 them how you, or friends or Elders have learned to manage adult life. Try to make your  
 examples short and clear.  
 
8.  Take time to explain what can happen when money is spent on the wrong things or when a job 
 is not done right. For example, if all the money is spent on new clothes, how will the rent be 
 paid and food bought? 
 
9.  Life skills, Life Skills. Life Skills. Make their chores and responsibilities habits in their lives. 
 If they have good habits and clear routines they will have less decisions to make every day.  



  

 

How You can help Your Child with FASD  
Figure out Reality and Fantasy 
 
All children tell stories. Children see the world differently than adults do. But, 
children with FASD have a hard time knowing the difference between reality 
and fantasy.  
 
Your child may lie, over and over again, about many things. But, they probably 
aren’t doing it because they are a ‘bad kid’. They may be having trouble with 
their short-term memory, so they are filling in the blanks. They may be trying 
to please you by telling you what they think you want to hear. Or, they may be 
having trouble thinking in a logical way. Because of the way their brain works, 
they might really believe the lies that they are telling you.  
 
This can be very frustrating and confusing for parents and others. Sometimes 
it’s hard to feel close to someone whom you can’t trust or believe. This tip 
sheet offers you some ideas on how to cope and teach your child about reality 
and fantasy. 
 

Example #1 
 
You ask your son if he has brushed his teeth. He says he has. But, you see that 
his toothbrush is still dry. You feel mad because he seems to be willfully lying. 
 
 What is happening 
 He is telling the truth as he sees it. He HAS brushed, many times in the 
 last month. Because of the way his brain works, his sense of time is 
 different from yours. He doesn’t connect your question with something 
 that has happened in the last half hour. His answer shows that he  
 processes information differently.  
 

Example #2 
 
One member of the family has lost $20 while doing laundry. The rest of the 
family has been told that the money is missing. The next day your child with 
FASD finds the money. She insists that this $20 was not the one that had been 
lost, even though she found it in the laundry room. 
 
 What is happening:  
 The child with FASD may believe she is telling the truth. She can’t 
 connect the money she has found with the lost cash. After all, in her 
 mind that money is lost - the money she found isn’t lost!  
 Even when something seems clear and obvious to you, it might not be to 
 your child. You’ll need to make an effort, over and over again, to fill in 
 the gaps of what your child can’t understand. For example, when talking 
 to your child, ask questions like, “Do you think it might be that 
 _______’s money fell out onto the floor when she was loading her 
 clothes into the washer? Could this be her money? Could you have  
 found ______’s lost money”? 

 

 
 
 

FASD  
Tip #6 

 
Developed by: 
 
FASD Support Network  
of Saskatchewan  
510 Cynthia Street 
Saskatoon, SK  
S7L 7K7 
 
Phone for free: 
1-866-673-3276 
In Saskatoon call: 975-0884 
E-mail:  
fasdnetwork@sasktel.net 
Website: 
www.skfasnetwork.ca 
 
Please feel free to photocopy 
and use these sheets. 

F
etal A

lcoh
ol S

p
ectru

m
 D

isord
er



 

 

 

F
etal A

lcoh
ol S

p
ectru

m
 D

isord
er

 

Some Tips to Help with Telling the Truth: 
 
1.  Can your child tell you when she has made a mistake or lied? There are times when 
 you will need to help a child sort out the truth from a lie. It helps to have an open and 
 honest relationship with each other.  
 
2.  Learn to give very clear instruction like, “Go brush your teeth please.”  A clear order is 
 less confusing than asking questions. 
 
3.  Encourage your child to tell you what is true, not what they think you want to hear. 
 
4.  Practice story telling with your child. Have your child tell you stories and praise them 
 for having a good imagination. Tell them that there are good times to make things up 
 and bad times. Offer real life examples. 
 
5.  Read stories with your child every day. Many books are based on make believe. Have 
 your child tell you when he thinks the story might be true or when it is made up. If you 
 go to the library, the librarian can help you pick some good books that work for kids 
 your child’s age.  
 
6.  Be very careful about what you allow your child to see, read and hear. Your child may 
 have a lot of trouble separating reality from fiction in the things they see.  
 Be aware that a child may believe that what they see on TV shows, movies and video 
 games are “real”. Music and pictures can be very suggestive and confusing to a child 
 with FASD. Some video games are very violent and /or sexually inappropriate for  
 children. Take the time to sit and watch the TV or a movie with your child. You will be 
 able to help them sort out fact from fiction. 
 
7.  Be careful about what games you allow your children to play. 
 
8. Be your child’s ‘external brain’. Know what they have been doing and need to do next. 

This way you will know what really happened and be able to guide your child to  
 remember the facts. 
 
9.  Help family members and school staff understand that your child may not remember 
 things as they really happened. Be positive about it if you can and suggest some of the 
 ideas mentioned here. Do this before there’s a problem, if you can.  
 
10. If you catch your child lying, try to remain calm. If you yell they will get distracted and 
 find it harder to understand what they have done wrong. 
 
11. Every child needs love and responds to love. If you speak with compassion they may be 
 more open to listening to you. 



  

 

How You can help Children with FASD  
Learn to Cope with their Senses  
 
Some children with FASD are very sensitive to touch, movement, 
light or sound. Because of the way their brains work, children with 
FASD may be so focused on what they hear, see or feel on their skin 
that they can’t focus on other things. When children have over-
sensitive senses, they may need to shut down. Or they might act out 
and act badly as they try to stop the thing that is bothering them. This 
can be very hard for parents to cope with, especially when you are out 
in public.  
 
It is important to remember that some children with FASD have 
senses that don’t work well or that are numb. They really can’t tell 
when they are hot or cold. And some may not feel pain as much as 
other children can. Try to help these children dress in the right way for 
the weather and to check them for illness or injury.   
 
Here are some ’real-life’ examples and strategies...  
 
Example #1 
 
A parent takes her child to a puppet show at the library. All week 
they’ve wanted to go! But, when they get there the room is noisy and 
crowded and the child gets nervous. He plugs his ears and as he gets 
more frustrated he starts to yell, “shut up” at the kids around him. 
 
 What you can learn 
 This child is over-sensitive to sound. The noise in a crowded 
 room is too much for him. He tries to cope by covering his ears. 
 His sensitivity to noise makes him frustrated and over-
 stimulated.  
 
Example #2 
 
A 7-year old child takes off her socks as soon as she gets home from 
school. Sometimes she takes her socks off at school. When the girl is 
asked why she takes off her socks she says, “I can’t stand to wear 
them”. 
 
 What you can learn 
 She is over-sensitive to the clothing she’s wearing. She can feel 
 even the small seam in a sock and can’t ‘tune out’ that feeling. 
 This means she can only focus on the clothes that bother her and 
 nothing else. She needs to wear clothes that are comfortable for 
 her. 
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Tips on How to Adapt to Sensitivities: 
 
Try to find out what your child is reacting to so that you can avoid what’s causing them trou-
ble. Try not to go to places where your child may be over-stimulated by noise, light etc.. You 
may also want to be pro-active and have sunglasses or headphones ready. If a child is showing 
signs of over-sensitivity to something, and heading to a ‘meltdown’ try to leave before the 
meltdown happens. As the child gets older, he or she can be taught why they are feeling over-
sensitive, and how they can avoid these situations. An Occupational Therapist may be able to 
suggest some exercises or ways to reduce the child’s sensitivities. 
 
Sensitivities to Noise: 
 
1.  If you want or need to go to public places like malls or fast food restaurants try to go at 
 quiet times of the day. Fewer people go mid-afternoon or early in the day. 
 
2. Holding the child’s hand will help them feel calmer and less confused by the hustle and 
 bustle around them. Plan to stay for a short time only.  
 
3. Turn down the TV, radio, telephone etc. Do not have the TV and video games on in the 
 same room. It is too much for the child with FASD to hear at one time. 
 
4. Speak to your child in a quiet voice . 
 
Sensitivities to Light: 
 
1. If a child seems sensitive to light offer sunglasses, tinted goggles or a big sunhat.  
 
2. Use dim lighting when you can. 
 
3. Avoid flickering or blinking lights like the ones on Christmas tree decorations. 
 
 4. Avoid TV shows, movies and video games that use flashing lights and flashing things to 
 make you notice the screen.  
 
Sensitivities to Touch: 
 
1. Wash all clothing a couple of times before wearing.  
 
2. Turn socks and gloves inside out so the seams won’t bother them. 
 
3. Comfort is the most important thing for your child. Buy soft feeling clothes and avoid 
 stiff and scratchy clothes. Remove all tags. Bedding needs to feel comfortable for the 
 child. Some children like heavy blankets on their beds (even in summer) and, some like 
 light blankets on their bed (even in winter).  
 
4.  To some children firm touch feels better than light touch. Some children like their hair 
 stroked while some children like a firm backrub. Find out what kind of touch your child 
 likes.  



  

 

How You can help Children and Teens with 
FASD Learn about Ownership  
 
Children and teens with FASD often have trouble understanding what 
‘ownership’ means. There are many reasons for this. First, because they 
might be ‘living in the moment’, if they see something they want and it’s 
available they take it. Or, because of problems with short-term memory, they 
might not remember taking it. Or, they might have thought that it was theirs 
or that someone had given it to them. They also might lie and deny stealing 
because they are afraid of being in trouble. Finally, because each day is new 
and different to someone with FASD, the child or teen may not remember 
that they had stolen before and that this was the wrong thing to do.  
 
It is hard to know what to do when a child or teen with FASD steals some-
thing. Are they stealing because they are behaving badly? Or, because they 
really didn’t understand that it is wrong to take things that belong to other 
people? You will need to use your judgment in each case. And, you’ll need to 
teach them over and over again about what ownership means.  
 
Here are some tips on how you can do this and some ‘real life’ examples… 
 

Example #1 
 A child sees a blue jacket he likes at school. So, he takes it and wears it. 
 
 What happened 
 The jacket doesn’t seem to belong to anybody. He doesn’t consider 
 who owns it. It looks at that moment that no one does and, his  
 thinking is based ‘in the moment’. Because of the way his brain 
 works, he doesn’t think ahead to what would happen when the owner 
 of the  jacket sees him wearing it.  
 

Example #2  
A teen with FASD asks her older sister if she can wear her sweater. The sister 
says, “Yes”, but she assumes that she is loaning it and not giving it to the lit-
tle sister. She may not give it back. She argues that it’s now hers and that her 
big sister ‘gave’ it to her. 
 
 How to help  
 People in this teen’s life need to be very clear when they lend her 
 things. “Yes, you can borrow my sweater for the dance. But, I’ll need 
 it back tomorrow. This is not a gift to keep.” 
 

Example #3  
Some children are on the playground. One child has a skipping rope. Another 
child with FASD takes the skipping rope. 
 
 How to help 
 The child with FASD wants the skipping rope and even  though she 
 knows it belongs to someone else she picks it up and puts it in her 
 backpack. This is something we might expect from a 2 year-old child. 
 This may be the age this child functions at.  Talk, over and over again, 
 about how ownership works. Describe things as your jacket, my  
 wallet, Jane’s skipping rope. 
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Tips to Teach about Ownership: 
 
 
1. Most children will take something that is not theirs at least once while they are young. It 
 is up to the parent or caregiver to teach a child about ownership and right from wrong. 
 Be patient. Ownership is a hard thing to learn from children and teens with FASD.  
 
 
2. If your child takes something that is not theirs, ask her how she would feel if her  
 favourite toy or shoes were stolen. Help them to understand that no one likes to have 
 their things stolen.  
 
 
3. If your child takes something which doesn’t belong to her, make sure she returns it with 
 an apology. Practice how she will say sorry. Go with her for support.  
 
 
4. Mark the things your child owns with a sticker. For example, everything with blue 
 stickers are his. If they don’t have his sticker on them, he should not take or use them. 
 
 
5. If your child takes something that is not theirs, do not get caught up in an argument. Sim
 ply say, “This … belongs to …” Have them return the item. Stealing needs to be dealt 
 with quickly, firmly and with appropriate consequences.  
 
 
6. Valuables should not be left around where a child may come across them. Lock up 
 things like coin or stamp collections, cameras, money and jewelry. 
 
 
7. Stores and malls are not good places for children and teens to “hang out”.  A good rule 
 is that a parent must always go with the child or teen to the store or mall. Shoplifting 
 can be a big problem with children and teens with FASD.  
 
 
8. Supervise, supervise, supervise. Children and teens with FASD need supervision at 
 home, at school, during free time, and all the time. 



  

 

Making Changes with Children and Youth 
with FASD   
 
Life is full of change. For children and teens, adults control many of the 
changes.  Moving to a new home, starting school, changing classrooms 
or teachers, changes in the family or moving to the next grade are 
changes children often face. But for children and youth with FASD, 
change can be very difficult to cope with. Along with the big changes, 
they may really struggle with simple every day changes such as, stop-
ping play to go eat. There are many ways you can help your child or 
teen learn to cope with change.  
 
Here we offer some ‘real life’ examples and tips... 
  
Example #1 
 
At school a child with FASD is working on his math. The teacher tells 
all her students to stop and get ready to go to gym class. The girl with 
FASD starts shouting that she’s not done with her math! 
 
 What is happening 
 It is hard for this child to get into her math work and then have to 
 leave. Changing from one activity to another is harder for her 
 than for most children. It would help if the teacher would give 
 her advance notice before a change in class needs to be made.  
 
Example #2 
 
A teenaged girl with FASD is being given a ride to a friend’s home. On 
the way she asks, over and over again, which streets they will be going 
down and at which corners they will turn. 
 
 What is happening 
  She wants to make sure she’ll get home. She’s nervous about not 
 having control of getting there and she believes there is one 
 ‘right’ way to get to her house.  
 
Example #3 
 
One day a child with FASD gets to school late. She is really upset about 
being late. But instead of going into her classroom, she stands just in-
side the door and she can’t move. 
 
 What is happening 
 Being late has changed her routine. She doesn’t know what to do 
 so she does nothing. She is a concrete thinker. It is hard for her 
 to problem solve about what she should do next. If she usually 
 hangs her coat up at 8:50, and it is now 9:05, what should she do? 
 

 

 
Developed by: 
 
FASD Support Network  
of Saskatchewan  
510 Cynthia Street 
Saskatoon, SK  
S7L 7K7 
 
Phone for free: 
1-866-673-3276 
In Saskatoon call: 975-0884 
E-mail:  
fasdnetwork@sasktel.net 
Website: 
www.skfasnetwork.ca 
 
Please feel free to photocopy 
and use these sheets. 

 
 
 

FASD  
Tip #9 

F
etal A

lcoh
ol S

p
ectru

m
 D

isord
er



  

 

 

F
etal A

lcoh
ol S

p
ectru

m
 D

isord
er

Some Tips to help Your Child Deal with Change: 
 
1.  Create routines so your child knows what comes next in the day. Try hard to stick to the 
 same routines. This way no matter how much change is in their life, their home life will 
 be secure. Structure helps ease stress. 
 
2. For young children, it is helpful to have a board with pictures that show the daily  
 routine. (Many preschools and daycares have picture boards.) 
 
3.  Tell your child ahead of time if the routine has to change. Some children may need a 
 full day’s notice of change, and others may do best with just a few minutes warning.  
 
4.  Sometimes plans change. Talk with your child or teen about what might happen if the 
 plan doesn’t go the way you hope. For example, “What will we do if our car isn’t fixed 
 by tomorrow?” 
 
5. Sometimes it makes sense to plan for problems. Talking about a plan B or C can teach 
 your child or teen about how decisions need to be flexible. For example, “Since our car 
 is always breaking down, do you think we should look into getting a bus pass?” Have a 
 ‘plan B’ and maybe a ‘plan C’ too. 
 
6. Break changes into small steps. For example, “First you need to put away your toys.” 
 “Okay, now let’s go brush our teeth.” “Good, here are your pajamas.” A long list of 
 things to do is very confusing for children and teens with FASD  
 
7. Instructions need to be simple and clear. It helps to look each other in the eye. 
 
8. A countdown may be helpful for younger children. For example, “Play for five more 
 minutes and then it’s time for your bath. …three more minutes… Time to put the toys 
 away your bath is ready.” 
 
9. Using an egg timer may help your child or teen ‘see’ how much time is left for a certain 
 activity. For example, if you ask them to do homework for 15 minutes, they will hear 
 the bell when the time is up. 
 
10. When you can, let your child finish the thing they are working on. Some children really 
 like and need to take their time to finish things. They enjoy working on things at their 
 own pace and like to finish a project.  
 
11. Organize yourself for the morning. Have school clothes out and ready to wear. Have 
 backpacks packed and ready to go.  
 
12. Use photos of real people and places to help prepare a child for moves from one grade to 
 another or to a different school or home. For example, a ‘transition book’ can help get a 
 child ready for a move to the next grade. This book can have pictures of the child with 
 this year’s teacher and pictures of the child with next year’s teacher. The book can hold 
 pictures of the child’s new classroom, where he should put his boots, what door to come 
 in etc. This may make it easier for him to adapt to a big change in his life.  



  

 

Tips to help your Child or Teen with FASD  
Take part in Sports and Activities  
 
Many children love sports and want to join team sports and group activities. 
But, for some children with FASD the demands of teamwork, following  
instructions, improving skills quickly and competition leads to more stress 
than fun. Here are some tips that can guide you in helping a child who is 
really keen to take part in sports and activities.  
 
First, some ‘real life’ examples... 
 

Example #1 
 
A child really wants to take swimming lessons. She’s like a fish in water and 
loves swimming. But, the swimming teacher says that she can’t move to the 
next level because she didn’t master all the skills she was supposed to. She is 
really upset by this. 
 
 What is happening 
 This child is gaining some new skills in the class. Regular lessons 
 are quite rigid about what needs to be learned in a set amount of time. 
 This can be frustrating for the child because she wants to do well and 
 move up to the next level.  
 
 What to do 
 As a child moves up the levels in swimming, the skill level becomes 
 more difficult. Many children need to repeat levels. If this child d
 doesn’t want to repeat a level until she gains the needed skills, many 
 communities offer one-on-one lessons for children with special needs. 
 The YMCA or YWCA would be able to help you find out more about 
 lessons in your area. Some small towns will offer one class just for 
 children with special needs. 
 

Example #2 
 
A 12 year-old boy wants to join a school soccer team because his best friend 
is on the team. You are nervous because the last time he tried a team sport 
the coach complained that he didn’t follow directions well and he wasn’t 
focused enough.  
 
 What to do 
 Should he get another chance, but what if he fails again? This boy is 
 coping in the best way he can and he just wants to do what other kids 
 can.  
 
 His coach needs to watch him carefully and get to know his strengths. 
 A parent or caregiver can talk to the coach to explain how FASD  
 limits what he can do but also talk about what strengths he has that 
 could  help a team. The parent may want to explain how important 
 emotionally is to this boy to play on the team. The coach wouldn’t 
 know this without some background information.  
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Tips on how to have Fun with Sports and Activities: 
 
 
 
 
1.  Don’t be shy to talk to your child’s coaches or teachers about the things that are hard for 
 your child. Coaches and teachers care about children and want your child to have a 
 good season on the team. If you share information about your child with the coach or 
 teacher, they will know more about how to help your child succeed.  
 
 
2. Share some information about FASD with the group leader or coach. They need to  
 understand why your child needs longer to do things or has some trouble following  
 directions. 
 
 
3.  If your child has a close friend, try to have them join a group together. It will help your 
 child to go with someone she or he knows.  
 
 
4. Your child’s friends and team mates can be a support to your child and can help him 

make good choices. 
 
 
5.  Help your child to choose activities that she enjoys and has fun doing. This gives her a 
 chance to be successful.  
 
 
6.  Supervise, supervise, supervise. Go to your child’s team practices and games.  
 
 
7. Be there and help her by explaining things. Watch for inappropriate behaviour and help 

her if she misunderstands something.  
 
 
8.  Practice with your child to help him learn the new skills. 
 
 
9. Ask your child to tell you all about his or her activities. Ask many questions about the 

coach and the other players. Listen for things that are challenging for him and also things 
that he is doing well.  

 
 
10.  Cheer her on because she’s an awesome child.  
 



  

 

How to Care for the Caregiver of Children 
and Youth with FASD 
 
Being a parent or caregiver can be a great experience, but it is also  
tiring and challenging. Families with children with FASD are often 
under a great deal of stress. Others don’t always understand the issues 
they face everyday. This can make one feel alone and overwhelmed. 
You and your family need you to take care of yourself. If you are 
stressed and tired you won’t be able to see clearly or give your kids all 
that they need. And, stressful times seem even worse when you are  
exhausted. Here are some tips on how you can take time to care for 
yourself.  
 
First, some ‘real life’ examples... 
 

Example #1 
 
Your son’s teacher tells you that he’s doing fine, but you know that he 
has a ‘meltdown’ most days when he gets home from school. You 
dread the time between school and supper. 
 
 What is happening 
 Your son is probably trying really hard at school. He’s putting so 
 much effort into his work that he’s exhausted. He knows that 
 home is safe place and he can relax. He does this by letting his 
 feelings loose and letting go of feelings that have been building 
 up all day. 
 
 What to do 
 You can help your son develop some good relaxation habits.  
 Listening to his favorite music with the headphones on or quietly 
 watching a favorite movie can help him unwind. Maybe some 
 quiet time in his room is what he needs to help him calm down 
 or a bike ride will help him relax after school. Find out what 
 works for your son and encourage him to relax in a positive way.  
 

Example #2 
 
Your family has been invited to spend Christmas Day with your part-
ner’s parents. You know your children will be uncomfortable there and 
out of their routine. But, you don’t want to upset your in-laws. You lie 
awake at night worrying about how you can keep everyone happy.  
 
 What to do 
 You know from experience that your children need structure and 
 routine but your in-laws don’t understand this. Share information 
 about FASD and how it relates to your child. Ask them to come 
 to your home for Christmas. Or go to their home for a short visit- 
 maybe for breakfast and then spend the rest of your day at home.  
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Some Tips on How to Care for Yourself: 
 
1.  All parents have dreams for their kids. It may be hard for parents of children with 
 FASD to deal with disappointment or guilt. A counselor, religious leader or Elder may 
 be able to help you. 
 
2. Think about what helps you to relax and make a real effort to do it every day or at least 

every week. Have coffee with a friend, take a long bath with the bathroom door locked, 
call a parent you like, go out with your partner, go to a support group, hire a babysitter 
or share and swap childcare.  

 
3.  Find someone to talk to who understand what it’s like living with children with FASD. 
 This could be a family member who is close to you, or another parent of a child with 
 FASD. If you don’t know any other parents, call the FASD Support Network of SK
 (our number is 1-866-673-3276 or 975-0884). We’ll connect you with another parent. 
 It is amazing how many experiences parents share. 
 
4.  Sometimes, the only place your children can truly ‘shine’ is in your own home. Let 
 them  be at home a lot and don’t feel badly about celebrating holidays and birthdays at 
 home where your children feel safe and comfortable.  
 
5. Many children with FASD become very stressed when a family leaves home to go on 

holidays. It can be hard for them to leave a familiar area and routine or stay in a strange 
hotel room. It will be good for everyone if your children can stay in their  

 routine.  
 
6.  Give your relatives some information to read about FASD.  Or, have them call us at 
 the FASD Support Network Saskatchewan .  
 
7.  Arrange for a break for you and /or your partner. Hire a mature babysitter who under
 stands your child and train them about FASD and the importance of routine.  
 
8.  Take time to laugh. Rent a funny movie. Think about the funny side of some of the 
 things your kids do. 
 
9.  Rest, relax, exercise, walk and try to look at the big picture. You are doing the very 
 best job you can.  
 
10. Think about all the things that you love about your children and all the things you  
 admire.  
 
11.  Phone the FASD Network and get involved. Other parents need support and you may 
 be the perfect person to support them. Another parent may be able to help you too. 
 
12.  Educate yourself. Knowledge is empowering.  



  

 

How to Help Children and Teens Succeed in 
Community Groups 
 
This FASD Tip was written for parents to give to a group leader, coach or  
community member. The tips will help those in the community understand 
the behaviours and needs of a child or teen with an FASD. 

 
Being a part of a community group is good for children and teens. Children 
and teens with FASD may have trouble joining in community activities like 
Brownies, Cubs, 4-H and community sports teams. It is important for group 
leaders and their helpers to understand and support a child with FASD. This 
will help the child or teen be successful, make friends, and enjoy the activities 
in their community.  
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples of what might happen... 
 

Example #1 
The group meets in the school gym at 7pm. The children can play with the 
skipping ropes and basketballs until the meeting is ready to start. One child 
cannot settle down when the leader asks that the balls and ropes be put away. 
She runs out of control and hits the other children with the rope. This upsets 
everyone in the group.  
 

 What is happening 
 This child is over-excited. The noise, bright lights and the confusion 
 of all the children playing are hard for her to cope with. 
 

 What you can do 
 Understand what is happening and help the child before there is a prob-

lem. Organize a quiet activity for all the children as they arrive. This 
will help the child with FASD to keep from getting over-excited. Or, 
arrange for the child to arrive right at 7pm or a few minutes late so the 
pre-meeting activity will not get her over-excited. 

 

Example #2 
You are Ryan’s soccer coach. For the past 3 weeks, the teens have been learn-
ing a new skill. Ryan learns it well each week, but at the next practice, he has 
forgotten what he learned. Ryan doesn’t want his team to know that he’s  
forgotten, so he fools around and it looks like he’s not trying. The other teens 
are annoyed at him and don’t want him on the team anymore.  
 

 What’s happening 
 Many children with FASD need to be taught a new skill many times be-

fore it is mastered. Ryan wants to be part of the team and do well. But, 
FASD causes poor memory and he really has forgotten what he knew 
last week. Ryan wants to be liked so he acts silly to hide his poor  

 memory.  
 

 What you can do 
 Be patient and give Ryan lots of time to learn a new skill. Maybe he can 

practice the new skill at home or before the other children arrive for 
practice. Maybe Ryan could have success if he is allowed to be a sup-
porting player rather than a key player. Community groups help all  

 children learn teamwork and gain confidence.  
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Things I would like You to know about FASD 
 

 
My child has Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) and I would like you to know some 
things about this disability. FASD is a permanent, lifelong brain injury. However, with  
support, encouragement, and understanding, people with FASD can have many successes.  
 
People with FASD:  
 
 Usually have an average IQ, are friendly and outgoing, and want to do what everyone 

else is doing. 
 Have some special skills – some are very athletic, some artistic, some have a great sense 

of humour. 
 May have developmental delays, behavioural problems, or learning difficulties. These 

are often invisible and misunderstood. 
 Can experience failure and miss the opportunity to enjoy activities with their peers due 

to their disability. 
 Friendship and community support is important to all children and youth. 
 
Here are some things that might help: 
 
When __________________________feels stressed, you may see him/her____________  
          (child’s name) 
 
_______________________________________________________________________. 
  
What I do when this happens is ___________________________________________ 
 
 _______________________________________________________________________. 
 
Sometimes___________________________ will________________________________ 
 
This is because __________________________________________________________. 
 
What I find works best is ___________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns please call me at ___________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________. 
 
 
For more information about FASD call the FASD Support Network of Saskatchewan at  
1-866-673 –3276 or visit the website at www.skfasnetwork.ca. 
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How to Help a Child or Teen Understand 
Time 
 
Understanding time is hard for people with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder. 
Time is an abstract idea. There is the telling of time, like reading a watch or a 
clock on the wall and the passage of time, such as playing for 30 minutes 
while waiting for supper. There is also being on time, being early or late! 
Time involves numbers and numbers can be very confusing. People with 
FASD learn best when they can touch and see things – time cannot be 
touched or seen.  
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples and tips... 
 

Example #1 
A parent tells a child that he may go bike riding after lunch. The child really 
wants to ride his bike, so he makes a peanut butter sandwich, eats it for lunch, 
and is out riding his bike by 9:30am.  
 
 What is happening  
 The parent gave clear and simple directions for when the child could 

ride his bike. The child knew he could not go riding until after lunch. 
He made lunch, ate it and left. The parent used the word ‘lunchtime’ to 
mean the child could ride his bike in the afternoon, after 12. The child 
understood he needed to eat his lunch before he could ride his bike!  

 
 What you can do 
 If your child can tell time, say “You can ride your bike at 1 o’clock” 

instead of after lunch. Many watches have simple alarms that can be 
set to ring to notify a child when they can do an activity.  

 

Example #2 
Your child asks you over and over again when an event is going to happen. 
“When is Barney on?” “When is it supper time?” “When is Daddy coming 
home?” are just some examples. You are going crazy because he asks the 
same questions twenty times a day! 
 
 What is happening 
 A child with FASD has no internal clock. Passing time, 10 minutes or 

1 hour both feel the same to him. He looks at the clock on the micro-
wave and it says 8:00. He does not know if it means 8:00 in the morn-
ing or 8:00 in the evening. He needs help keeping his day organized. 
Many children with FASD get thoughts stuck in their heads, (this is 
called perseveration). This causes them to ask the same question over 
and over again.  

 
 What you can do 
 A digital clock is much easier for a child to understand than a clock 
 with hands. Be very consistent with how you say the time to your 
 child. We understand that 2:45, fifteen minutes to one and quarter to 
 one all means the same time. A child with FASD may think you are 
 giving him 3 different times. 
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Some Tips to Help your Child Understand Time: 
 
 
1. Establish routines that will help to develop habits. The habits will serve in place of the 

inner clock. 
 
 

2. Use an egg timer for activities like showering and brushing teeth. Teach your child 
 how to set  the timer. 

 
 

3. Use an egg timer or the timer on the oven to remind the child when it is time to pick 
up toys or go to bed.  

 
 
4. Write down what time the child is to leave for school. Tape this  paper under the  
 digital clock on the microwave. Tell your child, “When the numbers match it’s time 
 to leave for school.” 
 
 
5. Compare the passing of time to something the child might understand. “We will be at 
 Grandma’s house in the time it takes to watch Rugrats.” 

 
 

6. Use the radio or TV to help the child understand when it’s time to do something. “It’s 
 time to go when The Magic School Bus is over.” “We will clean up for one more 
 song.” 
 
 
7. Link the time of day to an activity such as brushing teeth before bed or washing the 
 dishes after breakfast. This will help the child develop good lifelong habits. 
 
 
8. FASD causes faulty memory. Teach your child to write down appointments and 
 events in an agenda or day timer and to refer to it often during the day. 
 
 
9. Be your child’s ‘external brain’. They need your help to understand what they need to 
 do and when they need to do it. 
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How You can use Structure to Help  
Children with FASD  
 
Children with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder often have a hard time  
without structure in their lives. When we structure our day, we arrange our 
busy lives into an order that makes sense to us. Some people get up early and 
go to bed early. Some people get up late and go to bed late at night. We like 
to do what works well and helps us in our day-to-day tasks. 
 
A child with FASD needs structure to help with all their daily activities. The 
use of reminders is helpful in giving structure to our daily lives. These  
reminders can be like having an ‘external brain’. An external brain can be 
very helpful. Things like day planners, wall charts, timers, verbal reminders 
and school agendas all help us to make sense of our day. 
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples of how to use structure in your home... 
 

Example #1 
 
A child with FASD is playing in the yard. Her father calls out that it is time 
to go to the doctor. The child has been told many times that they will visit 
the doctor today. The child becomes upset and does not want to go. She re-
fuses to leave the back yard. 
 
 What is happening 
 The child has trouble remembering she has an appointment and gets 

upset because she does not want to leave the fun she is having in the 
yard. She may not have understood the words that were used to tell her 
of the appointment. The child with FASD often does not understand 
the days of the week or the structure of the day without external re-
minders. She does not understand that most appointments need to be 
booked ahead for a set time during the day. 

 
 How you can help 
 When your child gets up in the morning, use both a verbal and visual 

cue to remind her about the appointment. Help her understand what 
time the appointment is. Use words she understands such as after 
breakfast, before morning recess, or after her favourite TV show. Re-
mind her several times. Write it in her school agenda or on the back of 
her hand. If you use a visual calendar, write it down so she can see 
when the appointment will be in her day. 

 

Example #2 
 
A child with FASD always wants to eat and asks over and over again when 
the next meal is. Mom has said that lunch in not for another hour, yet the 
child keeps asking for food. 
 
 How you can help 
 Use visual reminders for meal times. If a meal has just ended, show the 

child on a chart when the next meal is. Teach your child that we eat 
meals at set times. You may have to watch how much food your child 
eats. 
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Tips on How to use Structure in Your Home: 
 
 
1. Meals can be a simple way of having some structure in daily life. Plan meals for the 

same time everyday. For example mealtimes could be 7 a.m. breakfast, 10 a.m. 
snack, 12 p.m. lunch. 

 
 Having this structure can cut down on the child’s stress about eating. The child could 

also learn to see structure in their day by using meal times as markers. You can  
 explain that an activity is happening “before lunch” or “after supper”. 
 
 
2. A weekly calendar that has pictures can help children with FASD understand the 

days of the week. It is helpful to split the day into 3 parts: morning, afternoon, and 
evening. You can place a picture of an event on the day it will happen.  

 
 For example a picture of a church on Sunday morning or a picture of a child in their 
 Brownie uniform on Monday evening. This will help the child remember activities. 
 
 
3. Keep the same activity patterns every day. Children with FASD thrive on routine and 

structure. School gives structure to the day. Staying up really late on weekends or 
holidays can make your child feel out of sorts. This can lead to poor choices and  

 behaviours that are upsetting for the whole family. 
 
 
4.  When your child keeps asking about an activity, have him check the calendar and 

then tell you what activity is on the calendar. Every time he asks have him check the 
calendar. It can be his job to check the calendar and let you know what his schedule 
is. This teaches him to use the calendar as an “external brain”. 

 
 
5. Family activities can be colour coded. All activities for Jamie are blue and all  
 activities for Anna are in red. Mom’s activities in green and Dad’s in orange. 
 
 
6. When changing from one activity to another, children with FASD need time to  
 adjust. Warn your child about a change in plans. 
 
 
7. Helping your child use structure in her day will lead to a better understanding of the 

passage of time, the days of the week, the weeks in the year and even the seasons of 
the year. 
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How You Can Help Children and Teens 
with FASD Develop Routines 
 
Routines are important in everyone’s life. Understanding that we do  
specific things at certain times everyday helps keep us organized. Knowing 
what time the school bus comes on school mornings or what time we go to 
bed helps us feel secure because we know what to do. 
 
Children and Teens with FASD have a hard time being organized. Parents 
or caregivers can help them by creating routines. Routines will help a child 
learn good habits. A child with FASD may never fully understand why it’s 
important to brush and floss their teeth everyday, but what is important is 
that they develop the good routine of brushing and flossing their teeth  
everyday. 
 
Visual aids that show routines are very helpful. A chart with pictures of 
what a child needs to do can help the child see the steps needed to complete 
an activity. For example, a visual chart in the bathroom could include  
pictures of washing their face and hands, brushing and flossing their teeth, 
combing their hair, and putting on deodorant. Verbal prompts, when used 
with visual aids, are very helpful. 
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples and tips to help children, teens or adults 
with daily routines.… 
 

Example #1 
 
Every morning Brad has trouble getting ready for school. When he goes to 
his room to get dressed, he needs to be called several times to hurry up and 
get ready for school. He forgets to brush his teeth and wash his face. Then 
he can’t find his school bag. The more the parent or caregiver tries to hurry 
Brad along the more stressed and upset he gets. Brad often leaves for 
school in tears. 
 
 What is happening 
 To get ready for school, Brad needs to do many things. He doesn’t 

have a routine, so he is very unorganized. He knows he needs to get 
ready and out the door by 8:40 a.m., but can’t understand all the steps 
needed to get him organized. Brad shows his confusion and  

 frustration by becoming loud or angry, maybe even aggressive. He 
may even shut down because he feels so overwhelmed by everything, 
that he can’t do anything. 

 
 What you can do 
 With your child, make a plan of what needs to be done to get ready 

for school. The night before school, help him pack his book bag and 
get his clothes ready. Some children like to lay their clothes out in 
the order the clothes go on. This activity helps them stay on track 
when they are getting dressed. A toaster on the counter with the 
bread, butter, and jam beside it, or a cereal bowl and spoon on the 
table will remind him what he is having for breakfast. Pictures of his 
bathroom routine will help him to leave home clean and neat. 
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Some Tips to Help Use Routines in Daily Activities: 
 
 
1. Decide which parts of your day need routines. Some ideas are wake up and bedtime 

routines, mealtime routines, when to watch TV, play, or do chores. Simple routines 
like sitting in the same seat at the table or in the car are important. 

 
 
2. It is important for parents and caregivers to have routines in their own lives if they 

want to help children with FASD develop routines. Adults who have good routines 
have more energy to teach children how to develop good routines and habits. 

 
 
3.  Keep routines simple and basic. Develop routines that build on your child’s strengths. 
 
 
4.  Think and plan ahead. Think about what could go wrong and make changes to the 
 environment. For example, it can be noisy and confusing for a child when the entry 
 bell rings at school. Having an adult routinely meet the child with FASD at the door to 
 lead them through the maze of children to their classroom can be helpful. 
 
 
5.  When asking your child or teen to do something use the same plain and simple phrase 
 each time, “Sandra, time to get ready for bed.” 
 
 
6. Teach the steps of a task in the same order every time. For example when doing the 

dishes, teach the child to use 3 steps: scrape, rinse, and wash in hot soapy water. Your 
child may not understand why they should scrape the food off the plate, but we know 
it’s a good way to do dishes. 

 
 
7. For some children the first way they learn something is the only way they can  
 successfully do something. Always plan for the future when you teach a child with 
 FASD a new skill. They may not be able to change a routine once it is locked in their 
 brain. 
 
 
8. Routines help children and teens with FASD to succeed and feel good about their  life. 
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 How You can Help Create Success at Camp 
 
Summer camp, whether it is a day camp, or a sleep away camp, can be fun 
and exciting. Camp can be a great way for children to explore the world. 
However, children with FASD have trouble in the less structured setting of 
camp. Children may find it hard to get used to not being in their own home 
with routines they are used to. Meeting so many new children and adults is 
stressful to a child with FASD. All these stresses may cause the child to  
behave in ways we find difficult to understand. Some children act aggres-
sively. Some may be in your face, invading your space. Some children ask 
questions and talk non-stop. Other children may shut down because they feel 
so overwhelmed by everything. 
 
Unsupervised free time may be a problem. The excitement and high energy 
of the activities can also be difficult. This does not mean that children with 
FASD can’t enjoy camp. It means that they need extra support and  
understanding to have a good time at camp. 
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples and some tips about camp... 
 

Example #1 
 
A camper wants to be helpful. She gets up very early and vacuums the cabin 
while others are sleeping and the counselor is at a staff meeting. 
 
 What is happening 
 The child wants to be liked and believes that by doing extra chores 
 the kids in her group will like her more. She knows it makes her mom 
 happy when she vacuums at home. She does not grasp that waking up 
 her cabin mates very early will annoy them. 
 
 How you can help 
 An unsupervised child usually means trouble! Make sure there is  
 always someone in charge in the cabin. FASD causes a child to be 
 impulsive and make poor choices. A child with FASD tends to ‘live 
 in the moment’ and not see how her actions can upset others. 
 

Example #2 
 
A camper is sitting alone on a bench while other campers are having fun 
making tie dyed t-shirts. He is just sitting there and it looks like he doesn’t 
want to be with the other campers. Some of the other children think he is mad 
at them or doesn’t like them anymore. 
 
 What is happening 
 The child with FASD often misses all or part of the instructions. He 
 may not know where he is supposed to be or what he is supposed to be 
 doing. The more he sees the others having fun, the  more frustrated he 
 gets with himself. He really wants to join in but is  too confused to 
 know what to do. 
 
 How you can help 
 Ask staff to be clear in their words and use actions to show how to 
 complete the steps of an activity.   
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Some Tips for Success at Camp: 
 
 1.  Pick a camp with as much structure as possible. Call the camps in your area to ask 

 questions about their programs. Ask about what kinds of structures and routines they 
 have. 
 

 2.  Tell the Camp Director that your child has FASD and explain what this means to your 
 child. Offer to answer all their questions and send them more information about 
 FASD. Let them know they can contact the FASD Support Network of SK so the camp 
 staff learn about FASD and can make plans and be prepared. 

 
3. Supervision, supervision, supervision. Supervision at all times even ‘free’ time. Rules 
 and supervision keep everyone safe. Supervision will help the child to follow the rules.  
 
4.  Camp staff or counselors should meet the child and have plans ready to put into place 

 as soon as the child arrives at camp. 
 
5.  A ‘buddy’ system with an older camper or a junior counselor could be set up to give the 

 child with FASD some extra help and a feeling of security. 
 
6.  Verbal instructions must be short and simple. Be precise and concrete.  Clearly tell the 

 child  what to do, rather than what not to do. 
 
7.  Be consistent and clear with rules. Rules should be as few as possible, but safety for 

 everyone is important so there will need to be some rules. 
 

8. Be ready to repeat and demonstrate instructions as many times as needed. Instructions 
 may be needed each time an activity is presented as learning can take longer for  
  children with FASD. 
 
9.  Consequences for poor choices need to be immediate and short-term. Children with 

 FASD have a poor understanding of cause and effect. 
 
10.  Enjoy the creativity of children with FASD. They may excel in some areas such as 

 crafts and drama. 
 
11. An excellent booklet for parents and camp staff is Your Victory: A Happy Child  
  Supportive Strategies for the Staff of Children’s Summer Camps. For information on 

 how to purchase, call the Network office. 
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Healthy and Safe Sexuality for Teens and 
Adults with FASD 
 
Sexual feelings are normal and healthy. Youth and adults with FASD share 
the same physical changes and desires as everyone else but because of their 
brain injury, they are less mature socially and emotionally. For this reason 
people with FASD need extra support to learn about healthy and safe sexual-
ity. Youth and adults naturally have a desire to have a boyfriend or girlfriend, 
to love, marry, or have a child. We can help them try to understand that not 
all of us marry, not all of us have children, and that relationships take a lot of 
work. We know that relationships can be hard for people with FASD. They 
become even more complicated when there are sexual feelings  
involved. Teaching and talks about sexuality needs to happen early and often. 
Sexuality is a sensitive topic and all talks about sexuality need to maintain 
the self esteem and dignity of the person. Issues of health and safety must be 
stressed. The young person must feel that it is safe to share such personal de-
tails with you. Problems around sexuality may arise.  
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples... 
 

Example #1 
 
Your son is attracted to an older girl at school. She smiles at him and is nice 
to him so he thinks they are boyfriend and girlfriend. He follows her home 
from school and phones her in the evening. He has tried to hug her at a 
school event. His actions at first bother her and then begin to frighten her. 
 
 What is happening 
 Because of brain differences some people with FASD may have  
 trouble reading social cues, facial expressions, or knowing who is a 

good choice as a partner or date. They may think of a friendly smile as 
a sexual advance and then respond with behaviour that is inappropriate 
to the other person or situation. Individuals with FASD may be at high 
risk for committing sexual offences or being sexually exploited due to 
lack of understanding of social boundaries and socially accepted ways 
of showing affection. Be aware of relationships between older teens 
and younger children. It is important to stop all risky behaviour, like  

 following or sexual advances before the behaviour becomes criminal.  
 

Example #2 
 
Your son comes home from school upset one day. The next day you are 
called to the school for a meeting to discuss concerns about your son  
masturbating in the locker room at school. 
 

How you can help 
 Masturbation is a sensitive topic. Occasional masturbation is not cause 

for concern at any age. People with FASD need clear direction about 
safe and healthy masturbation. Your son or daughter may have trouble 
distinguishing when and where it is OK to masturbate. A clear rule like 
“Masturbation is only done in private, in your bedroom, at home.” This 
will help remove confusion between private and public spaces.  
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Example #3 
Your daughter has a boyfriend. You have just found out that she has been sexually active with her boy-
friend. You are concerned about her decision to be sexually active, her sexual health and about possible 
pregnancy. 
 
  How you can help 
 Individuals with FASD may have trouble knowing when physical affection is right for them. They 

will need extra help from family and caregivers to stay safe and be responsible. Consistent and 
rigid social rules about physical affection work best, but this can be difficult as the rules will 
change as people grow up. Due to memory problems, a daily birth control pill may not be the best 
option. A family doctor can give information about kinds of birth control that do not need to be 
taken each day. This might be a better choice. A support person, sister, or trusted friend could at-
tend appointments with a young woman and then pair the appointment with a positive outing like 
going for lunch. Teach that birth control is the responsibility of both partners. Condoms are effec-
tive birth control and also prevent sexually transmitted diseases. Whatever kinds of birth control 
are used, young women and men with FASD will need continued support and external reminders 
about how and why to use birth control. 

Some Tips and Teaching Strategies: 
1.  Practice things like how to shake hands, hug and touch others respectfully.  
 
2. Teach to always ask permission to touch.  Never touch without asking. 
 
3. Know where your kids are and who they are with when they go out.  
 
4. Ensure that the school reinforces what is being taught at home about sexuality and that as parents 
 you know what is being taught at school.  
  
5. Use role play to teach about how to ask someone out on a date or how to say no to sexual  
 advances. 
 
6. Supervision is important. A trusted friend, cousin or sibling might be willing to double date or 
 even go on practice dates.  
 
7. Encourage young couples to attend family events, meet up with friends or get involved in  
 community activities. Let others know to provide extra supervision at events like school dances 
 or camping trips.  
 
8. Be aware of the danger of the internet. Monitor internet activity, set time limits and set rules that 

limit or avoid chat rooms. Look into parental controls to block dangerous internet sites. 
 
9. Talk about sexuality even if it is uncomfortable. If your son or daughter doesn’t get information 
 from you he or she will get it from someone else. If this is hard for you, find a friend or another  
 parent to help you in this task, you do not need to do this alone. 
 
10. When talking about sex, use language that is clear and simple. Use the appropriate name for  
 sexual acts and body parts to avoid confusion and misunderstandings. 
 
11. Rules about sexuality need to be simple, consistent, absolute, and concrete. For example, teach 
 that unprotected sex is never safe. Always use a condom. 
 
12. Demonstrate use of birth control methods and show what birth control looks like.  



  

 

How you can Help a Teen or Adult Avoid 
Drug and Alcohol Use and Abuse 
 
Drug and alcohol use is dangerous for youth and adults with FASD because 
they become addicted quickly. For this reason, it is best if they completely 
avoid using alcohol and illegal drugs. Because alcohol use is widely accepted 
in our culture and drugs are readily available it is difficult to avoid them. Most 
Canadians drink some alcohol some of the time but in amounts that do not 
cause problems. People with FASD may have friends and family members that 
drink alcohol on a regular basis. Because those with FASD are easily  
influenced they will want to join in. This is a big problem because of the  
differences in how their brains work. Addictions are resistant to change and 
treatment, especially because traditional treatment approaches don’t work well 
for people with FASD. Remember too that they are at greater risk when under 
the influence of alcohol or drugs. Drug and alcohol misuse can lead to criminal 
behaviours, victimization, poverty, disrupted relationships and homelessness. 
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples… 
 

Example #1 
 
Your daughter has gone out to a party with friends that you thought were  
trustworthy. She is 17 and has been taught that drinking is not allowed. When 
she comes home you can tell that she has been drinking.  
  
 How you can help 
 Stay calm—wait until the alcohol has left her system before you talk 

about this. Remind your daughter that drinking alcohol is an illegal  
 activity for a 17 year old. Let her know that she does not have to use al-

cohol to fit in. Teach her about her health and taking care of herself. 
Help her understand that alcohol will make it hard for her to make good 
decisions and look after herself. Teach her to never ride in a car if the 
driver has had anything to drink. Help your daughter to go to events 
where there will not be drinking. In the future provide additional  

 supervision for parties. 
 

Example #2 
 
Your 24 year old son has begun a new part time job. He is very eager and 
wants the job to work out. He begins spending time with two of his new co-
workers. You notice he smells like smoke quite often. He seems disoriented 
and confused when he comes home one day. You suspect he has been smoking 
pot with his new friends though he denies this. 
  
 How you can help 
 People with FASD are easily influenced and learn by watching and  
 imitating what others do. Your son may not have known the difference 

between cigarettes and pot when he first tried it. He may also be trying to 
fit in and be accepted by his new coworkers. Remind him that  

 marijuana is illegal and that it is against the law to have it in your pocket, 
in your home, or to use it. Try to find out if he is using and why he is 
using pot. This will help you to decide what to do. Some people use pot 
to feel better about themselves or to calm down. 
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Some Tips and Teaching Strategies: 

   
1. Begin to teach and talk about drugs and alcohol early and often. Use clear and direct 

language along with real life examples.  
 
2. Be specific about which drinks are alcohol and which drugs are illegal drugs. It can be 

confusing to know the difference between medicine and illegal drugs. 
 
3.  Create family rules about drugs and alcohol. Be a good role model to members of 
 your family. 
 
4. Teens need to know that it is against the law for them to use alcohol or drugs and that 
 it is also against the law to have alcohol or drugs in their backpack, purse, room or car.  
 
5. Help teens and adults to find good role models and friends that do not use drugs and 
 alcohol. 
 
6. Help them to find other activities that are fun and provide opportunity to experience 
 success and feel a sense of belonging. A music group, team sport, or other  
 recreational activity is a good choice and gives them something to do and can build 
 positive experiences. 
 
7. When problems arise, like sadness, boredom or feeling alone, deal with these 
 things in positive ways so that drugs or alcohol are not used to self medicate or dull 
 feelings of emotional pain. 
 
8. Use role play, practice and rehearsal to help teens or adults learn to avoid drugs and 
 alcohol. Practice over and over how to say no and how to stay safe.   
 
9. Have a plan in place to deal with situations where drugs or alcohol are available and 

they find it is hard to say no to using. Encourage them to phone home or leave  
 immediately. 
 
10. Support a healthy sense of self so teens and adults do not use drugs and alcohol to fit 
 in or be accepted. Encourage safe alcohol-free activities with positive role models. 
 
11. If a person with FASD develops an addiction, contact the Network for information 

about FASD to share with the addictions counsellor. To improve the chances of  
 success, the counsellor will need to accommodate the unique needs and recognize the 
 brain differences of a person with FASD. 
 
12. Find someone to talk to and to support you. Other parents can share ideas and help 
 you to feel that you are not alone. Call the Network for support. 
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How you can Help a Teen or Adult Avoid 
Trouble with the Law 
 

Supporting a teen or adult with FASD can be difficult. There are many tough is-
sues faced by families and caregivers. Helping a teen or adult stay safe and avoid 
getting into trouble is one of these tough issues. Even when you do your best to 
help avoid trouble with the law, it can happen. Because of brain  
differences, those with FASD are easily convinced to do things that are unsafe or  
illegal. They may take the blame for things they did not do, things they do not 
remember or events they do not understand. Risky activities with peers can also 
create a sense of belonging. Teens and adults with FASD are commonly charged 
with theft, property damage, and assault. Risks of carrying out criminal behaviour 
or being the victim of criminal acts are greater because they may: 
 be impulsive and take risks, 
 have a poor understanding of what might happen next, 
 not understand which actions might get them into trouble, 
 have a poor understanding of ownership and personal boundaries 
 repeat offences due to problems generalizing and learning from mistakes. 
 
Here are some ‘real life’ examples and tips… 
.  

Example #1 
 
You find several music CDs that do not belong to your teen in her backpack. The 
CDs are still wrapped and not the kind of music she listens to. You know she does 
not have the money to buy these items. At first she claims that a friend gave them 
to her then later says that she found them. 
 

How you can help 
STAY CALM. Seek support or guidance if you feel unsure. It usually takes a 
bit of talking, but try to find out how the CDs got into her backpack. Once 
you find out, the police may be involved but it helps if FASD and your teen’s 
unique needs are explained to the police. If at all possible, the teen should not 
be charged. Alternative measures can be used instead of legal charges. Some 
sort of supervised restitution should be carried out. The items must be  
returned by your teen to whomever she took them from. A letter of apology, 
written by your teen, should be given to the victim. FASD is not an excuse for 
getting away with something illegal. A person with FASD must realize there 
are consequences; the consequences just need to be ones that are understood.  
 

Example #2 
 
Your 25 year old son Brian has been charged by the police because of damage to 
property. He was at a party and was involved in a fight. Later, the headlights of a 
car were smashed. Brian admits that he smashed the lights and witnesses confirm 
that it was him.   
   
 How you can help 
 There is no easy answer or quick solution. Brian needs to be supported to 

understand his emotions and to learn ways of solving problems without 
violence and aggression. Many people with FASD have trouble making 
friends, understanding and using social skills, solving problems and  

 controlling emotions. Advocate for a person with FASD when they get 
involved with police, lawyers and judges. Gather resources and provide 
information to those who need to understand FASD.  
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Some Tips to Help Avoid Trouble with the Law and 
Tips if Trouble Happens: 
 
1. Talk about important issues like safety, ownership, right and wrong. Begin these  
 talks early and repeat often. 
 
2. Teach about these ideas in real life settings. Practice the skills by using role play and 

demonstration to teach about right and wrong. Consider videotaping the practice  
 sessions to watch at other times. 
 
3. Create a few clear and direct rules that are understood. 
 
4. Create a circle of support with friends and family. Each member can act as act as an 
 “external brain” for a person with FASD. An external reminder, like a phone call to 
 remind about curfew, can help with decision-making and help avoid impulsive acts. 
 
5. Minimize negative influences. Get to know who your son or daughter hangs out with. 
 Make a list of names addressees and phone numbers in case you need to contact them. 
 
6. Some adults carry a card that states they have FASD. The card has contact information 

for a support person or parent and explains that due to a brain injury they do not under-
stand their legal rights and do not consent to a search or admit to criminal acts.  

  
7. It is the right of an individual charged with an offence to understand the charges and the 

legal process. Everyone has a right to fair representation. Because of the brain injury,  
 people with FASD will need things explained in a way they understand and is fair.  
 
8. Police officers, lawyers and judges should always use plain language. What they say is 

very important and needs to be stated clearly to help with understanding.  
 
9. Be prepared. Gather documents and information about diagnosis, assessments, the  
 supports available and the supports needed. Provide information to lawyers, judges,  
 police officers and others involved. Inform others that FASD is a permanent brain  
 injury and by punishing we do not teach. No amount of jail time will rebuild brain cells. 
 
10. Advocate for restorative justice, mediation or a sentencing circle. Try to make sure that 

the individual understands what to do and is actually able to do what is instructed or  
 expected. They will need support in carrying out or complying with conditions.   
 
11.  Look for ways to create structure and build stable routines into everyday life. Provide 
 chances for safe activities that promote success. Look for strengths. Everyone has 
 things that they are good at. When we can use our strengths and are supported we can 
 avoid problems or deal with our legal troubles in better ways. 
 
12. Remember, you do not have to face difficult situations alone. Look for support and 
 someone to talk to. Call the Network to be matched with another parent. 
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Understanding Fetal Alcohol Spectrum  
Disorder (FASD)  
 
Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is a term used to describe the range 
of disabilities that can occur in a person whose mother drank alcohol while 
pregnant. Some women do not know that alcohol can injure their unborn 
baby; others may not be able to stop using alcohol. Other women stop  drink-
ing when they find out they are pregnant but some injury may already have 
happened. There is no safe amount or safe time to use alcohol during preg-
nancy. In Saskatchewan, one in 100 people may be affected by prenatal alco-
hol use. (SK Prevention Institute 2005). Women need to be supported and 
encouraged to avoid alcohol use during pregnancy and breastfeeding. 
 
Individuals affected by alcohol exposure before they were born are unique 
and will have different amounts of brain injury and disability. The disabilities 
caused by alcohol exposure are present from birth and can include  
physical, learning and behavioural difficulties. Possible diagnoses for those 
affected by FASD are: Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), Partial Fetal Alcohol 
Syndrome (pFAS), or Alcohol Related Neurodevelopmental Disorder 
(ARND).  
 
FASD is often called an invisible disability. The signs and symptoms of 
FASD may go unnoticed or be masked by other things in the individual’s life.  
Most people with FASD look just the same as everyone else, but they have 
some differences in how their brain works and that makes life difficult for 
them. Most individuals with invisible disabilities do not get the support they 
need to succeed in life. Many people with FASD are very smart. Even though 
FASD is a lifelong disability, with the right changes to the  
environment, individuals can be productive and successful members of our 
communities. They can make friends, get jobs and reach the goals they set. 
 
Signs and Symptoms of FASD 
  
A child or adult with a Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder may: 
 
 Have memory problems (especially short term memory) 
 Have difficulty with math, telling time and managing money 
 Be very impulsive 
 Act younger than her or his age 
 Have poor judgement and poor decision making skills 
 Be depressed  
 Be hyperactive 
 Have sensory problems like how they react to temperature, sounds, 

bright lights or busy places 
 Be slow processing information and need more time to learn things 
 Have trouble with social skills, knowing/using boundaries and  
 maintaining friendships 
 Be a concrete thinker; learns best by doing 
 

THERE IS HOPE AND  
THERE IS HELP. 

CONTACT THE NETWORK FOR INFORMATION AND SUPPORT.  
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8 Magic Keys  

 
While there is no recommended “cookbook approach” to working with individuals with FASD there 
are strategies that work, based on the following guidelines: 
 

1.  Concrete – Individuals with FASD do well when people talk in concrete terms; do not use 
words with double meanings, or idioms. Because their social-emotional understanding is far 
below their chronological age, it helps to “think younger” when providing assistance and    
giving instructions.  

 
2. Consistency – Because of the difficulty individuals with FASD experience trying to         

generalize learning from one situation to another, they do best in an environment with few 
changes. This includes language. For example, teachers and parents can coordinate with each 
other to use the same words for key phrases and oral directions.  

 
3. Repetition – Individuals with FASD have chronic short-term memory problems; they forget 

things they want to remember as well as information that has been learned and retained for a 
period of time. In order for something to make it to long-term memory, it may simply need to 
be re-taught and re-taught. 

 
4. Routine – Stable routines that don’t change from day to day will make it easier for individu-

als with FASD to know what to expect next and decrease their anxiety, enabling them to learn.  
 

5. Simplicity – Remember to Keep It Short and Sweet (KISS method). Individuals with FASD 
are easily over-stimulated, leading to “shutdown” at which point no more information can be    
assimilated. Therefore, a simple environment is the foundation for an effective school program. 

 
6. Specific – Say exactly what you mean. Remember that individuals with FASD have difficulty 

with abstractions, generalization, and not being able to “fill in the blanks” when given a      
direction. Tell them step by step what to do, developing appropriate habit patterns. 

 
7. Structure – Structure is the “glue” that makes the world make sense for an individual with 

FASD. If this glue is taken away, the walls fall down! An individual with an FASD achieves 
and is successful because their world provides the appropriate structure as permanent        
foundation. 

 
8. Supervision – Because of their cognitive challenges, individuals with FASD bring a naiveté 

to daily life situations. They need constant supervision, as with much younger children, to   
develop habit patterns of appropriate behaviour. 

 

Not Working? 
 
When a situation with an individual with FASD is confusing and the intervention is not working, then: 

 
Stop Action! 

Observe. 
Listen carefully to find out where he or she is stuck. 

Ask: What is hard? What would help? 
 

 
Reprinted with Permission. Evensen, D. & Lutke, J. (1997). 8 Magic Keys. Adapted version, (2005) 
Minnesota Organization on Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. 
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