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• Diagnosis & Prevalence 

• Behavioural implications

• FASD & particular populations

– The Banksia Hill Detention Centre study



Introduction to FASD



Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 

• Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is a condition characterised by 

– severe, pervasive, neurodevelopmental impairment 

– due to prenatal exposure to alcohol
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Sentinel Facial Features

The majority of people with FASD will not have these facial features

• Palpebral fissures (short eye openings)

• Smooth philtrum (space between nose and upper lip)

• Thin upper lip
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Diagnosis & 

Prevalence



Diagnosis

Diagnosis of FASD requires assessment by a range of clinicians

‘Gold standard’ approach:

• Paediatrician 

• Neuropsychologist/psychologist

• Speech Pathologist

• Occupational Therapist

Australian Guide to the Diagnosis of FASD 

e-Learning Modules for Health Professionals
www.fasdhub.org.au

http://www.fasdhub.org.au/


Diagnostic Considerations

• Developmental, family and school histories

• Cultural considerations

• Languages spoken and need for translators

• Presentation during assessment (tired, agitated, 

confabulation etc.)
Artwork by 16 year old Yamadji boy at BHDC. 

Reproduced with permission. 



Other Considerations

• Interpersonal variability

• Intrapersonal variability

• Comorbidities & secondary disabilities

– Trauma

– Intellectual Disability 

– ADHD 

– Mental health issues

– Acquired brain injury

– Prescription and substance misuse



FASD Prevalence

• International –
– Estimates vary greatly! 

– Between 2-5% of primary school aged children in the US affected (May et al. 2018)

• Western Australia 
– Lililwan project in Fitzroy Valley (Kimberely region) 19.4% of children (Fitzpatrick et al. 2017)

FASD can and does affect people from all ethnic backgrounds

The prevalence of FASD in Australia is still unknown



Misdiagnosis and Missed Diagnoses

86.5% of youth with FASD had never been previously diagnosed or had 

been misdiagnosed (Sample of foster and adopted youth in US; Chasnoff et al., 2015)

• Health professionals are often unaware of FASD diagnostic criteria

• Few routinely ask pregnant women about alcohol use in pregnancy

• Concern about stigmatising families through making a FASD diagnosis.



Behavioural 

implications



Difficulties & impairments:
• Impulsivity/Hyperactivity

• Language difficulties

• Poor memory and learning abilities

• Problems with time and money

• Unable to plan

• Unable to judge cause and effect

• Sensory difficulties

• Social difficulties

• Easily led and manipulated

Difficulties & impairments can lead to:
• Early school disengagement

• Drug and alcohol misuse

• Poor mental health

• Unemployment

• Engagement with the justice system



Developmental delay

Developmental age 
often does not equate 
to chronological age
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Affect regulation

• Children with FASD have a predisposition and vulnerability to mental health disorders 
and are at risk for abuse and neglect over their life course

• Severe impairment of Affect Regulation domain is present when individual meets 
DSM-5 criteria for mood and anxiety disorders including:
– Major Depressive Disorder (with recurrent episodes), 

– Persistent Depressive Disorder

– Disruptive Mood Dysregulation Disorder

– Separation Anxiety Disorder 

– Selective Mutism, 

– Social Anxiety Disorder, 

– Panic Disorder,

– Agoraphobia, or 

– Generalised Anxiety Disorder

• They have increased rates of externalising and internalising behavioural           

problems which are commonly reported by both parents and teachers



Life expectancy

• Canadian research found the average life expectancy of people with 

Fetal Alcohol Syndrome was 34 years (95% CI: 31 to 37 years)

• Leading causes of death for people with FAS were “external causes” 

(44%), including suicide (15%), accidents (14%), poisoning by illegal 

drugs or alcohol (7%), and other (7%)

• Other common causes of death were diseases of the nervous and 

respiratory systems (8% each), diseases of the digestive system (7%), 

congenital malformations (7%), mental and behavioural disorders (4%), 

and diseases of the circulatory system (4%)

(Thanh & Jonsson, 2016)



FASD & Suicide

International research:

• Approximately 13%– 26% of individuals with FASD have reported a history of suicide 
attempts (Dirks et al., 2019; Streissguth et al., 1996)

• Adolescents with FASD being 5.5 times more likely to make a serious attempt compared 
with their age-matched peers (O'Connor et al., 2019)

• In a study of 665 youth with a clinical diagnosis of FASD living in child welfare care, 39% reported 
suicidal ideation or a past suicide attempt (Burns et al., 2020)

Australia:

• There is currently limited evidence regarding FASD & suicide in Australia

• The Australian context needs to be understood & considered when developing targeted 
support and interventions (i.e. Bigiswun Kid Project, currently underway in Fitzroy Valley)



FASD & 

sub-populations



• FASD disproportionately impacts some special sub-populations

• International systematic review estimated that the prevalence of FASD is 

10-40 times higher among particular sub-populations than the general 

population. These include:

– Children in care (e.g. foster care, adopted, orphanages/welfare facilities)

– Correctional services

– Special education

– Specialized clinical settings (e.g. psychiatric care facilitates), and 

– Aboriginal populations 

(Popova et al., 2019)

FASD & sub-populations



Internationally:

• 23% youth in juvenile detention had a diagnosis of FASD (Fast et al., 1999)

• 19x greater risk of incarceration among youth with FASD compared to youth without 

FASD (Popova et al., 2011)

• 60% of youth with FASD had previously had contact with the law (Streissguth et al., 2004)

• Previously no data on FASD among youth in detention in Australia

FASD prevalence in justice system



Banksia Hill Detention 

Centre Project
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Banksia Hill Study

1. Establish the first Australian estimate of FASD among youth in detention & 

develop a FASD screening tool for youth entering detention

2. Develop, implement and evaluate a workforce development intervention

3. Explore participant experiences through a qualitative case study 

A FASD prevalence study among young people sentenced to 

detention in Western Australia



Banksia Hill Detention Centre

• The only detention centre in WA for 

young people aged 10 to 17 years 

• Males and females

• Population ~150

• Located 26 kilometres from Perth CBD



Eligibility Criteria

Young people who were:

• Aged between 10 years and 17 years 11 months

• Sentenced to detention at Banksia Hill Detention Centre

• Sentenced to a minimum two week period

• Written assent from the young person

• Written consent from parent/caregiver

• Final approval for participation by BHDC



Participants
• 166 young people invited to participate 

– 12 declined

– 41 assented with no consent

– 113 assented and consented

• 99 underwent full assessment

• 93% males 

• Average age 16 years

• 74% Aboriginal young people

14%

6%

5%
19%

4%

51% 1%



Comprehensive assessment of 99+ young people using the 
Australian Guide to the Diagnosis of FASD

Multidisciplinary team 

– Paediatrician

– Neuropsychologist

– Occupational Therapist

– Speech-Language Pathologist

– Research Officer

– Interpreters as required

Prenatal alcohol exposure

9 domains of neurodevelopment + health assessment

Passmore et al. 2016. Study protocol for screening and diagnosis of fetal alcohol spectrum disorders (FASD) among young people sentenced 

to detention in Western Australia. BMJ Open.

We undertook…



Bower et al. 2018. Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder and youth justice: a prevalence study among young people sentenced to detention in 

Western Australia. BMJ Open.



Feedback

• Parent/Caregiver first then the young person with a strengths based 

approach

• Permission sought to share individualised reports with relevant youth 

justice services staff (both detention and community based), and 

others involved with young person



Banksia Hill Detention 

Centre Project -

Findings



FASD Prevalence

36%  

FASD



Prevalence of impairment

89% severely

impaired in at 

least 1 area



Prevalence study results
Domain of neurodevelopment All youth assessed (99)

% in severe range

FASD diagnosis (36)

% in severe range

Academic function (reading, writing, spelling, maths)
62 86

Attention (& speed of processing) 55 72

Executive functioning (planning / understanding cause and effect) 54 78

Language (understanding & being understood) 45 69

Memory (consolidation of information) 38 56

Motor skills (fine & gross motor; visual motor integration) 29 50

Cognition (intellectual function) 21 36

Adaptive function (daily living skills)
6* 11*

Brain Structure / Neurology 1 0

Bower et al. 2018. Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder and youth justice: a prevalence study among young people sentenced to detention in Western Australia. 

BMJ Open.

*This area was unable to be assessed for most participants
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Bower et al. 2018. Fetal alcohol spectrum disorder and youth justice: a prevalence study among young people sentenced to detention in 

Western Australia. BMJ Open.



Banksia Hill Study

1. Establish the first Australian estimate of FASD among youth in detention & 

develop a FASD screening tool for youth entering detention

2. Develop, implement and evaluate a workforce development intervention

3. Explore participant experiences through a qualitative case study 

A FASD prevalence study among young people sentenced to 

detention in Western Australia



• Evidence-based neurodisability training

• Focuses on strategies specific to areas of 

impairment

• Blended-learning approach including: 

– Face-to-face workshop

– Facilitated peer-to-peer learning

– Short film  

– Series of 8 documentary episodes about areas 

of brain function & associated behaviours

• Includes perspectives from:

– Young people in detention

– Young people with neurodisability 

– Families and carers

– Health professionals

– Custodial staff 



Impact to date – Reframe Training

• Requests from state, national & international agencies to access Reframe 

Training

– youth & adult justice, police, child protection, education & community 

service 

• Partnership with WA Police to trial Reframe Training across the Kimberley in 

2021

• Trialled with Don Dale Youth Detention Centre staff, lawyers, social workers 

and NGOs in Northern Territory in April 2021

• Delivered to another 200+ WA Dept of Justice staff as paid service in 2019-20

• Delivering to NGOs across WA 

• Continuing to evaluate practice change over time 



Impact to date – Banksia Hill study

• Widespread FASD awareness raising through consumer & community engagement & 

media coverage

• Invited submissions: 

• Senate Inquiry into FASD

• Australian Law Reform Commission Incarceration Rates of Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Peoples

• Royal Commission into the Protection & Detention of Children in the Northern Territory

• Commonwealth Senate Community Affairs Reference Committee on indefinite detention of 

people with cognitive & psychiatric impairment

• 60+ presentations/information sessions provided to stakeholders, including to WA Ministers of 

Health, Justice, Education, Communities; Attorney General, WA Police & ANZ Children’s 

Commissioners & Guardians & at academic forums



Impact to date – Banksia Hill study
• Study team received a WA Public Health Association Policy & Research Translation Award

• Invitations to reproduce the study from state, national and international agencies & 

academics

• Judicial response, with assessment reports used in court to better understand potential 

mitigating factors for sentencing

• Assessment results provided for each young person & their caregivers to guide service 

provision within & after detention 

• Better understanding & response to communication barriers (language difference & 

language disorder) between youth & the justice system



Resources



FASDHub.org.au



Free to download from fasdhub.org.au

http://www.fasdhub.org.au/






Autism
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Intellectual 
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Modify ExpectationsManage Environment



Self-Care is Vital!



For further information

Email:         

Hayley.Passmore@telethonkids.org.au

Websites:  

fasdhub.org.au

alcoholpregnancy.telethonkids.org.au

http://www.fasdhub.org.au/
http://alcoholpregnancy.telethonkids.org.au/

