
 
FASD-CAN Caregiver Training – ‘Understand and Connect with Aroha’ 
 
Between June and September 2022, FASD-CAN delivered our first training sessions for 
parents, grandparents, whānau and caregivers. The sessions were co-facilitated by FASD-
CAN Navigator Anna Gundesen and RuruHana Brownie (both of whom have lived 
experience of caring for tamariki with FASD). This course was so successful we are now 
hoping to continue delivering it around the motu.  

 
The course is called ‘Life with FASD - Understand and 
Connect with Aroha’. It was first developed by 
Professor Anita Gibbs at the University of Otago in 
2017, then run online in Australia by NOFASD from 
2018 to the present. In 2022, Anna Gundesen and 
RuruHana Brown developed the course for FASD-CAN 
to be Aotearoa-specific and to include the use of te 
reo Māori content.  
 

The training is evidence-based, with the aim of assisting those caring for tamariki and 
rangatahi with FASD (or suspected to have FASD) to develop greater understanding, 
resilience and strategies to help them live their best lives.  
 
We asked our facilitators about their experience of delivering the training.  
 
Anna Gundesen  
“We noticed that many of our attendees came in not knowing much about FASD; many felt 
it was somehow their fault that their tamariki had challenging behaviours. Their confidence 
around their own parenting was low.  
 
“It’s easy to feel like this when you have extended family, friends, teachers telling you how 
to deal with your ‘naughty’ child – it can undermine your confidence enormously.  
 
“But when our attendees learned about FASD as a brain-based disability and its primary 
characteristics like impaired memory, slow processing times and dysmaturity, we could see 
the lights coming on. These impact a child’s ability to meet expectations on every level, so 
knowing what’s going on in the brain allows caregivers and whānau to support their young 
person with new understanding and aroha.  
 
“Building that kete of knowledge and tools is really empowering and when they can then 
pass that knowledge on to others in their family and to the professionals who come into 
contact with their child, it makes a huge difference. Parents and caregivers can stand up for 
their child – and for themselves – from a place of knowledge.  
 
“Acceptance is another big thing that our students found in the training. A tamaiti with 
FASD doesn’t need to change or be ‘fixed’. It’s a disability, and as a facilitator it’s incredibly 
heartening to see the shift towards empathy as understanding and acceptance grows.  
 



“The last thing we noticed was the ‘sideways learning’ that occurred organically – learning 
from other participants and sharing stories was a huge part of the wananga. They met their 
tribe and it was very empowering. We heard over and over again: ‘It feels so great to know 
we’re not alone and to talk to others who know what it’s like.’” 
 
RuruHana Brownie (Ngāti Pūkenga, Ngā Puhi) 
“From my years of working with whānau I know that many people think, ‘what have I done 
wrong,’ when they’re faced with behavioural issues associated with FASD. If they don’t have 
the facts there are so many unknowns, but once you know what you’re dealing with, you 
can begin to learn strategies that work.  
 
“Contributing to the FASD-CAN training from a tangata whenua perspective was important 
to us. We knew that it had to have a te ao Māori education service delivery if it was going to 
be relevant.  
 
“Normalising te reo within our training was not just superficial for us. It’s the language of my 
heart and I like to think that everyone gains from using a little bit of it in our workshops. It 
contributes a flavour of Aotearoa and it’s inclusive. It’s not particularly about honouring the 
Treaty for me, it’s just about being a good human being and respecting tangata whenua. I’m 
not big on clinical training; I’ve got no degrees from university – but several in parenting! 
 
“There’s so much harm, so much trauma and whakamaimai, pain out there. If we want to be 
part of the solution for FASD, we need to hear what the problems are and we’re ready for 
that. I’ve seen it all, and I’ve been challenged too – when people are hurting they are often 
angry and I understand that.  
 
“A really big part of this training process for me is kaupapa whānau. Through 
whakawhanaungatanga, getting to know each other, and through tuhono, connection, we 
become whānau. And we’re here for our participants long-term – we have a support group 
up here in Whāngarei and we’re keen to welcome with aroha anyone who needs us.”  
 
Participant feedback 
We asked our participants what the most valuable part of the course was for them. Here are 
some of the responses. 
 
“Being in a group of people who understand, and the facilitator having lived experience.” 
“Access to structured information and resources. Positive, but realistic approach.” 
“Realising that we as a family unit are not the only ones going through this and that there is 
light at the end of the tunnel!” 
“The knowledge and the stories from others.” 
“Putting all the pieces together to help give me a much fuller understanding of the disability 
and also hearing from other group members in relation to their personal experiences and 
challenges.” 
“It’s great knowing you are not alone, that others are on this journey too.”  
“Calm surroundings; passionate, knowledgeable trainers.” 
“Loved the Aotearoa direction.” 
“Easy flow, unhurried; exceptional marae; generosity and wellbeing; hauora, mauri ora.” 



“The lived experience of facilitators was a huge benefit.”  
“I've done other training in FASD but this is the first one devoted to me as a caregiver. I have 
found it really good. Filling my tank and personal sense of belonging through being with 
others who ‘get it’. This has strengthened my compassion and encouragement for the way 
forward and reminded me of the gratitude I have for what I have gained from living on the 
edge.”  
 
Train it Forward 
The training also offers a ‘train it forward’ capability – if attendees already have a sound 
knowledge of FASD and are interested in eventually becoming a facilitator of this training 
then FASD-CAN will undertake to train them (subject to funding). This has already happened 
in Australia, where the first version of the training began in 2018. A new group of parent 
coaches/facilitators have been trained to run sessions; they have been specifically valued 
for their lived experience expertise in the field.  
 
 

     
 
Above: Training in September at Te Tai Tokerau / Northland, in September 2022. 


