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This presentation is a collective product of the Supporting Perinatal substance use, 
Prevention, Recovery and Treatment in Colorado (SuPPoRT Colorado) FASD Awareness 

Work Group.  

The FASD Awareness Work Group is dedicated to building Colorado’s statewide 
capacity to identify Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders and support impacted families.
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FASD
● Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD) is a term describing the 

range of effects that can occur in an individual prenatally 
exposed to alcohol.

● These effects may include physical, mental, behavioral, and/or 
learning disabilities with lifelong implications. Often, a person 
with FASD has a combination of these conditions. These 
conditions can affect each person in different ways and can 
range from mild to severe. (FASD United, 2022)
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FASDs

● More prevalent than many believe
• 1 in 20 U.S. children may have an FASD.  (May, et al. 2018)

● Often underidentified and misdiagnosed
• Support and training to recognize FASD, diagnose and 

provide the needed resources to families is critical.
• More professional training on FASDs is needed.
• Stigma contributes to FASD being underreported and 

misdiagnosed. 

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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FASD is the umbrella term for 
these diagnoses:

● Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS)
● Partial Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (pFAS)
● Alcohol Related Neurodevelopmental Disorder (ARND)
● Static Encephalopathy related to Prenatal Alcohol Exposure
● Neurobehavioral Disorder associated with Prenatal Alcohol 

Exposure (ND-PAE) (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 5 
(DSM 5)

● Alcohol Related Birth Defects (ARBD)

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Why get a diagnosis? 
● Better understanding of behaviors

○ Can’t vs Won’t 
○ Executive function deficits

● Developmental disability services/supports in Colorado
● Special Education eligibility (“Other” category)
● Criminal justice involvement prevention/consideration
● Social Security qualification
● (Early) identification leads to better outcomes. 

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Reducing Stigma Around FASDs

● Stigma is a major reason FASD is substantially under- diagnosed and helps 
explain why FASD remains a largely “hidden disability.” 

● Healthcare providers should ask women about their alcohol use and 
communicate with empathy. 

● Stigma is reduced for children and adults when there is a formal diagnosis 
and interventions and supports are available. (FASD United)

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Facts about FASDs

● There is no known safe amount or type of alcohol use during 
pregnancy.

● FASDs are lifelong and there is no cure, but there are 
approaches that can help support individuals and families.

● You can’t tell by looking at someone if they have an FASD.

● An individual with an FASD may have an average or above 
average IQ.

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Impacts of Prenatal Alcohol 
Exposure

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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A teratogen is an agent that can cause a birth defect:

● Alcohol, some illicit substances, and some prescription 
medications are defined as teratogens.

● Alcohol can cause permanent damage to the brain and other 
organs for the developing fetus throughout an entire 
pregnancy.

● Alcohol has the greatest potential for harm of all illicit and 
prescription substances.

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Alcohol Use During Pregnancy: 
By the Numbers

Substance 1st 
Trimester

2nd 
Trimester

3rd 
Trimester

Alcohol 21.8 % 4.9 % 3.4 %

National Data

SAMHSA, National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 2019

Colorado Data

FASD Awareness Work Group 

CDC, Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System, 2018-2020



Any time there is prenatal alcohol 
exposure during pregnancy, it is 
possible that an FASD will occur. 
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The Building Blocks of  Brain Development © – further adapted by the CO Brain Injury Steering Committee, 2016.
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Individuals with an FASD are likely to 
show gaps in: 
Attention: Easily distracted (noises, sights, sounds around them)

One thing at a time (cannot take notes while listening)

Inhibition: No mental brakes; no filter on what is said
Poor impulse control

Processing Speed: A 30-second kid in a 5-second world 
Processing the question when others have already answered. 
Choosing the last choice given 
Blindly agreeing or disagreeing 

Sensory Processing: Overwhelmed by sounds, textures or lights
May need constant movement, chewing, etc.
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Individuals with an FASD are likely to show 
gaps in: (cont.)

Memory: Trouble with multi-step directions
Unable to remember directions day to day
Easily overwhelmed when given a lot of information
Confabulation - a memory error; gaps are unconsciously filled with 
fabricated, misinterpreted, or distorted information; with no 
awareness that they aren’t telling the truth

Problem Difficulties breaking down or sequencing steps in a large project
Solving: Trouble with abstract concepts (time, $/budgeting, relationships)

Struggles with open ended questions
Decision making is difficult; weighing pros and cons

Planning/ Disorganized - materials, or thoughts (in conversations)
Organization: Difficulty completing homework 
 Deficits in executive functioning

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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A Hallmark of FASD is Unevenness 

●  Variable quality of skills and abilities

● Some skills match chronological age 
and others skills may not.

● Every individual is impacted 
differently, with different strengths 
and challenges.

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Won’t vs. Can’t Behavior
“Kids do well if they CAN”-Ross Greene

Shift your perspective

“I won't”
I have the skills, but 

choose not to use them
Judgmental

Willful
Defiant

Rewards and 
Punishments

Frustration
Guilt/Shame

“I can’t”
I don’t have the 
skills or cannot 

access them right 
now

Curious
Too many stressors
Skills and Deficits
Find and remove 

barriers
Supported

Strengthened

FASD Awareness Work Group 

 Yet! 
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Why is changing your perspective 
important? 

In order to prevent:

● School problems

● Employment failure

● Behavioral/Mental health conditions

● Substance misuse

● Criminal justice involvement 

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Types of support and needs vary 
widely

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Support Options

● Diagnostic Services: Ensuring access to quality and affordable diagnostic services 
can support families in receiving additional services and supports

○ Here you can find a Colorado provider list and additional information: FASD 
United - Illuminate Colorado

● Early Intervention: Children diagnosed under the FASD umbrella are not eligible 
for services through Part C of IDEA on the basis of diagnosis alone. CHildren can be 
referred for evaluation if there are developmental or learning concerns: 

○ Child Find Directory.

FASD Awareness Work Group 

https://www.illuminatecolorado.org/fasd/
https://www.illuminatecolorado.org/fasd/
https://www.cde.state.co.us/early/childfinddirectoryinfo
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Support Options (cont.)
● Parenting Training & Support: Should be tailored to each family’s unique needs. 

This may include: Trust-Based/Trauma Responsive parenting models, parents support 
groups and respite care.

○ Illuminate Colorado has a group for parents and caregivers of children and young 
adults with an FASD diagnosis: 
Parents of Children with Special Needs — Circle of Parents Colorado

● NOFAS Colorado has Facebook Page:  To bring together families impacted by 
FASDS. The group is supported by Illuminate Colorado, the Colorado affiliate. 

○  NOFAS Colorado | Facebook

FASD Awareness Work Group 

https://www.circleofparentsco.org/fasd
https://www.facebook.com/groups/NOFASColorado
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Support Options (cont.)
● Medicaid-Funded Services: Individuals impacted by FASDs may be eligible for 

Medicaid-funded services.

● Medical Care: Specific health conditions may require monitoring and treatment. 

Medications may be used to manage hyperactivity, depression or anxiety.

● Occupational Therapy: May help with impulse control and sensory issues.

● Behavioral and Education Therapies: May help children and youth develop adaptive skills, 

appropriate social behavior, and learning readiness.

● Screening Across Systems: Standardized screening in health care, school, and other 

systems designed to support families.

FASD Awareness Work Group 
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Developmental Disability Services

● Fetal alcohol exposure is the leading known cause of developmental disabilities.

● In Colorado, an FASD-related diagnosis can lead to Medicaid-funded 

Developmental Disability services - child or adult. 

● A Community-Centered Board* for each county can determine eligibility. 

● Other services: Medicaid, Medicare, Social Security benefits, including Adult 

Disabled Child benefits when parents take Social Security, 

Special Education support (“Other” category under IDEA).

*See https://hcpf.colorado.gov/community-centered-boards

FASD Awareness Work Group 

https://hcpf.colorado.gov/community-centered-boards


27 Video available for free at: www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/fasd_pd



28

“Try harder” does not work as a 
support…

● Instead:
○ Offer encouragement
○ Change the environment, not the person
○ Make adjustments to support needs
○ All About Me Booklet provides real life examples on how 

to best support! 
■ All About Me, Brain Differences.pub (fasdwaterlooregion.ca)

FASD Awareness Work Group 

https://www.fasdwaterlooregion.ca/assets/images/general/all_about_me.pdf
https://www.fasdwaterlooregion.ca/assets/images/general/all_about_me.pdf
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For more information or to get involved 
with the SuPPort Colorado FASD 

Awareness Work Group, please contact 
Kelli Sutton at: 

ksutton@illuminatecolorado.org

FASD Awareness Work Group 

mailto:ksutton@illuminatecolorado.org


We hope this has helped you 
become FASD informed, and we 

hope you share widely! 
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FASD United: FASD United -Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders

Colorado Department of Education: Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD) | CDE (state.co.us)

Book: Diane Malbin, Trying Differently Rather Than Harder: Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders, 
September 6, 2017

https://fasdunited.org/
https://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/FASD
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● Copy and paste logos as needed

● You can hide or delete this slide once 

the slide deck is ready to go!

Here are extra logos:


