
Sexuality and the Individual With an FASD

Individuals with an FASD 
are more likely to have 
issues with sexuality
Unfortunately it is more common for an 
individual with an FASD to have issues around 
sexuality than those without this diagnosis.  
77% of individuals with an FASD have 
experienced physical and/or sexual abuse.  
(Clark et al 2004)  As well, 50% have had 
repeated problems with inappropriate sexual 
behavior. (Kellerman, 2002)

There are several reasons why these issues 
arise.  As a result of prenatal exposure to 
alcohol, the individual often has difficulties 
with certain brain functions.  Decision making 

skills are often impaired creating an inability 
to weigh the pros and cons when decision 
making.  This can often lead to making poor 
choices when it comes to sexuality.  As well, 
this is compounded with their difficulty in 
problem solving skills and with processing 
information.

The youth has normal hormonal growth, but 
typically their social development is impaired.  
This means their biological age does not 
match with their emotional age.    These 
issues can result in the individual easily 
becoming a sexual victim and/or a sexual 
perpetrator.  Their lack of impulse control can 
create problems with inappropriate sexual 
behaviour such as masturbating or exposing 
themselves in public places.

Because of the difficulties individuals have 
around the area of sexuality, it is very 
important to include sexual education 
throughout the growth of the child as well as 
to continue into adulthood.  

For more information 
about FASD and 
Sexuality, see:

http://fasd.alberta.ca/
documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
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This newsletter contains information regarding resources, 
services, articles, research and any other materials that might 
inform and provide support to frontline workers and caregivers.  
If you wish to share information or to be added to our e-list 
subscription, please contact fasdsolutions@hotmail.com 

http://fasd.alberta.ca/documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
http://fasd.alberta.ca/documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
http://fasd.alberta.ca/documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
http://fasd.alberta.ca/documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
http://fasd.alberta.ca/documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
http://fasd.alberta.ca/documents/Mar_17_2010.pdf
mailto:fasdsolutions@hotmail.com
mailto:fasdsolutions@hotmail.com


Rylan Kafara: Working 
Towards Developing 
Natural Supports through 
Community and Recreation
Rylan Kafara is a face you will see often at 
the Bissell Centre, Boyle Street, and other 
Inner City locations. I’ve ran into him a few 
times now at the Commonwealth Rec. Centre. 
He’s often at the University, he frequents the 
museums, and is key to connecting our 
participants to animal therapy and other 
healing activities.

As the Inner City Recreation Coordinator out 
of the Bissell and Boyle Centres, Kafara has 
spurred countless opportunities for people to 
achieve amazing things. This even includes a 
long history of volunteering with individuals 
with disabilities as he coached a Special 
Olympics Swim Club for years. In fact, one of 
his participants won gold in the Ireland 
Special Olympics. 

“And you just can’t do better than that. He’s 
world champion!” relays Kafara. “He’s the 
best in the world. That obviously had a pretty 
huge impact on him personally, but it also had 
an impact on the team as well, and the 
community.”

Now Kafara coordinates the Inner City 
Recreation Program, which caters to 
individuals who access inner city services and 
are experiencing barriers to recreation. “It 
can be that they can’t get to the sport that 
they want to play so they need a ride or 
there’s a cost involved and they can’t pay,” 
says Kafara. 

He also emphasizes the wide spectrum of 
activities he facilitates, “So it’s not just sports. 
It can be arts, cultural, and educational 
activities - anything people can do to relax, 
hang out with others. Anything they can do to 
work on their social skills, build confidence. It 
counts. And, yah know, it has to be fun.”

And Kafara has lots of fun things going on -  
snowboarding, Animal Therapy, floor hockey, 
and snow shoeing to name a few. Another 
that seemed particularly interesting is the 
Humanities 101 at the U of A through the 
Community Service Learning Program. “The 
particular theme this month is called asking 
questions,” explains Kafara. “Asking 
questions about pop culture, literature, about 
art. So good questions that help with 
learning. So they have their class near 
campus and the day or two after we will go 
out and do a field trip that reinforces what 
they’ve been learning about.” For example, 
“We are going to ask good questions about 
art and then we are going to the art gallery 
and looking at it through a different lens than 
they might have before using those questions 

they learned in class. So it’s still fun. It’s 
community. Everybody’s still learning from 
each other so it still counts as recreation”.  

When asked how people are responding, 
Kafara states, “Oh really positively. A lot of 
times they are getting to do things they have 
never done before. The Humanities 101 is a 
university course designed for the inner city 
community who may have never had the 
opportunity for post-secondary education 
before. So again it’s another removal of a 
barrier that exists.”

Kafara has noticed definite benefits for 
people who attend these programs. He said 
it’s impressive to see how people can change 
not only over the course of one day, but how 
their lives can change over the course of the 
program. 

“I had a participant that would come with me 
to collective kitchen that was pretty shy,” he 
elaborates. “And we would be a team when 
we are doing the classes and the participant 
would just kind of look over my shoulder as I 
was doing the chopping or whatever and then 
slowly she started taking more and more 
responsibility on until now I basically look 
over her shoulder. And she not only got that 
confidence and learned those skills but now 
she’s taken over the role as the official 
coordinator for the program.” 

“You can see the progression that is made just 
by doing things that a lot of people take for 
granted” says Kafara. “Like going to the pool 
or going for lunch but that basic interaction 
between people that’s positive and focused 
on something that can bring out all these 
really good skills in people. I think it’s the 
recipe for success. It can be on any level.” 

Kafara also emphasizes that participants 
connecting with each other is the biggest part. 
Participants have gotten active as a part of 

programming but that led to a healthy habits 
of going out, meeting people, and naturally 
becoming part of the community. 

“A lot of people just came to swim practice 
because their friends were there,” he said, 
laughing. “Swimming was secondary. They 
were doing kick sets, their heads up and 
chatting the whole way. Just being involved 
for so long you can just see how long those 
relationships last and how strong those 
connections are. On every level. Not just with 
the team but with anybody who might come 
and coach or with officials at swim meet.”

These connections expand to the community 
as well. Kafara would go for lunch one day 
and a swimmer from the community would 
come out of the kitchen and say ‘hi’. And just 
as simply as that another facet of the 
community developed. 

“Just all these connections that resonate in the 
community. And they’re natural and positive.”

Referring to the importance of those natural 
connections for our inner city participants, 
Kafara states, “Like one guy I took him to the 
rec. centre. And then I was there a few weeks 
later. And he turned up himself at the same 
time. A coincidence. We sat and chatted. We 
did the same thing only it wasn’t planned. Just 
natural. Just friends meeting up at the pool. 
Just relaxing, nice experiences. These have a 
really big impact when you actually think 
about it and can have the wider reaching 
implications for things like health equity. 
When you remove those barriers, make things 
natural, and just have this natural support in 
wellness terms.”

If you have any questions or know a 
participant who could benefit from this 
program, please contact Rylan Kafara @ 
780-860-6154.



Citations:
Aunos, M., Goupil, G. & Feldman, M.A. (2004) ‘Mothers with an intellectual disability who do and do not have custody of their children’, JoDD, 10, pp. 65-79.

Arevalo, S., Prado, G., &Amaro, H. (2008) ‘Spirituality, sense of coherence, and coping responses in women receiving treatment for alcohol and drug addiction’, 
Evaluation and Program Planning, 31(1), pp. 113-123.

Feldman, M.A., Leger, M. & Walton-Allen, N. (1997) ‘stress in Mothers with Intellectual Disabilities’, Journal of Child & Family Studies, 6, pp. 471-485.

Llewellyn, G. & McConnell D. (2002) ‘Mother with learning difficulties and their support networks’, Journal of Intellectual Disabilities, 46, pp: 17-34.

McConnell, D., Dalziel, A., Llewellyn, G., Laidlaw, K. & Hindmarsh, G. (2008) ‘Strengthening the social relationships of mothers with learning difficulties’, Journal of 
Learning Disabilities, 37, pp: 66-75.

Streissguth, A.P., Bookstein, F.L., and Barr (1996), ‘H.M. A dose–response study of the enduring effects of prenatal alcohol exposure: Birth to 14 years’,In: Spohr, H.L., 
and Steinhausen, H.C., eds. Alcohol, Pregnancy, and the Developing Child. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 141–168.

Totten, M. (2010) ‘Investigating the Linkages between FASD, Gangs, Sexual Exploitation and Woman Abuse in the Canadian Aboriginal Population: A Preliminary 
Study.’ First Peoples Child & Family Review, 5(2). Available from: 
http://linksource.ebsco.com.ezproxy.liv.ac.uk/linking.aspx?genre=article&isbn=&issn=1708489X&title=First+Peoples+Child+%26+Family
+Review&volume=5&issue=2&date=20101101&year=2010&atitle=Investigating+the+Linkages+between+FASD%2c+Gangs%2c+Sexual+Exploitation+and+Woman
+Abuse+in+the+Canadian+Aboriginal+Population%3a+A+Preliminary+Study.&aulast=Totten%2c+Mark&spage=9&sid=EBSCO:Supplemental+Index&pid=
(accessed on 27 February 2014).

The impact of Social 
Connections on Overall 
Health for Women with an 
FASD By Julie Strome

Mothers with learning difficulties tend to have 
smaller social networks than other mothers 
and report lower levels of social support 
(Llewellyn & McConnell, 2002). They are also 
more likely than their peers to suffer poor 
physical and mental health, which are both 
consequences and causes of tenuous social 
relationships (Feldman et al., 1997).

Specific to FASD, all of the above is 
compounded by increased rates of childhood 

sexual abuse, sexual slavery and exploitation 
(Totten et al., 2010). Addictions, not 
surprisingly, are also much higher in this 
population. This is particularly true for women 
as 70% of women as opposed to 50% of men 
with an FASD will struggle with addictions 
(Streissguth et al.). There are many factors 
that can contribute to this (compromised 
prefrontal cortex, adverse childhood 
experiences, genetics etc.), but the bigger 
issue being discussed here is that many of 
these women are isolated. 

According to Aunos et al., (2004), a  
huge contributing factor to high levels of 
stress is social disconnection. With this, 
women, at a much higher rate than men, tend 
to use substances to cope with trauma, 

...a  huge contributing factor 
to high levels of stress is social 
disconnection.

anxiety and other daily stresses (Arevalo et 
al., 2008). Relative to treatment for 
addictions, my experience has been that 
those women who complete traditional 
programs often relapse soon after the 
structure and support of the treatment 
environment ends. This, in large part, is due 
to the fact that their environment outside the 
institution has little to no natural supports. In 
other words, these women might have 
“workers,” but in the evening, on the 
weekends, outside those business hours, this 
is the majority of their lives. So what 
happens there?

It is not the intention here to bring up the 
negatives. The suggestion is that maybe we 
need to shift the focus of our support for 
these women. For instance, the Australian 
Supported Learning Program (ASLP) 
developed a study designed to improve the 
psychological health of mothers with 
learning disabilities through methods 
designed to assist in strengthening their 
social relationships. The idea is that if the 
women are better connected to natural 
supports, their mental health will improve 
and subsequent improvements in parenting 
will ensue. The results of this study showed 
that perceived psychological health and 
enhanced social support systems were far 
greater after this program than the 
benchmarks for family support and parent 
training programs (McConnell et al., 2008). 
Aiding in moving these women from isolation 
to more inclusive environments, helping them 
develop natural supports and feel more 
comfortable in healthy communities 
therefore seems like a promising solution to 
some of these issues. This may not be the 
ultimate remedy but it is certainly something 
worth talking more about!
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Spend time with people

In order to make friends, you first need 
to put yourself somewhere where you 
will be with people.  It is difficult to make 
friends if you spend the majority of your 
time at home.  A good place to be 
around people is by joining an 
organization, club or team.  If your 
interest is in music, join a band.  If you 
love sports, join a sports team.  If you 
love the outdoors, join a hiking group or 
gardening club.  Figure out what your 
interests are, and then see if you can 
find a group of people with that same 
interest.  If you have something in 
common, it is easier to have 
conversations with them.  Volunteering is 
also a great way to meet new people. 
Working alongside other volunteers 
helps build bonds with people you would 
not have otherwise gotten to know.

Talk to people
Once you have put yourself in a position 
where you are around other people, you 
now need to open up and talk with 
them.  First of all, make eye contact.  Try 
not to squint, look bored or frown.  Your 
body language is the first thing people 
will notice.  If you look unapproachable, 
people will not warm up to you enough 
to have a conversation.  Smile and look 
inviting and you will be amazed at how 

that will bring people to you.  Once you 
have someone’s attention, start a 
conversation.  The topic of the 
conversation does not have to be 
anything too deep.  First introduce 
yourself and then talk about the 
weather, ask for help or give a 
compliment.  Then follow up with a 
related question.  This will get the other 
individual into the conversation.  Small 
talk should be kept light and cheery.  Try 
not to complain about something as that 
will make you look like you have a 
negative attitude.  Finally, be sure to 
listen.  It is important that you make the 
other person feel that what they are 
saying matters and is interesting.  You 

must first give people a chance to talk in 
order to be a good listener.  If you do all 
the talking, the person might think that 
you are too self-centered and don’t 
really care about them.

Building the friendship 
Once you see a possible friendship 
developing, initiate a get-together.  Ask 
them out for coffee or for lunch so that 
you might have an opportunity to get to 
know each other better.  However, it is 
very important not to pressure someone 
into being friends.  Don’t call them 
repeatedly or stop by their house 
uninvited.  Friendships take time.  Too 

much too fast can scare people away.  
Spend time with them, but again, be sure 
you are not smothering them.  Spend as 
much time away from them as you do 
with them.  Once the friendship begins to 
grow, show that you are loyal, reliable 
and trustworthy.  Be there for your new 
friend when they ask for help.  Give up 
your time to help them when they need 
it.  But be sure you are not being taken 
advantage of.  They should also be just 
as willing to help you when you ask for 
help.  Make sure the person makes you 
feel good about yourself and do not ask 
you to do things that make you feel 
uncomfortable.  Cherish the friends you 
make that are positive influences in your 
life, and do your best to be a good 
influence in theirs.

How to Make and Keep Friends
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