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Abstract 

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is recognized as one of the leading causes of 

developmental disability in the Western world (Flannigan et al., 2018). The Public Health 

Agency of Canada (2017) defines FASD as a “brain injury that can occur when an unborn baby 

is exposed to alcohol.  It’s a lifelong disorder with effects that include physical, mental, 

behavioural and learning disabilities. These can vary from mild to severe”. Its prevalence is 

estimated at 4% of the population. This implies that approximately 4% of students have FASD, 

which in turn means that they may face elevated risks of encountering learning and behavioural 

challenges. These difficulties may manifest as developmental disabilities and speech-language 

deficits, often necessitating specialized educational interventions. (Chudley et al., 2005; 

Flannigan et al., 2018; Popova et al., 2016). As such, this DiP presents educators in the Silver 

Maple District School Board (a pseudonym) with a framework to facilitate the development of 

strategies and skills required for the improved educational experience for students with FASD. 

The adoption of the strategies and solutions outlined in this DiP and the suggested professional 

development will result in an overall improvement in the educational experiences of students 

with FASD. Improving educational experiences has the potential to improve all areas of a 

student's life, which is the ultimate goal of education.  

 

Keywords: Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD), Special Education Resource 

Teacher (SERT), middle leadership, stigmatization  
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Executive Summary  

The heart and soul of this Dissertation-in-Practice is the underserved population of 

students with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD). The Public Health Agency of Canada 

(2017) defines FASD as a “brain injury that can occur when an unborn baby is exposed to 

alcohol.  It’s a lifelong disorder with effects that include physical, mental, behavioural and 

learning disabilities. These can vary from mild to severe”. Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 

(FASD) is recognized as one of the leading causes of developmental disability in the Western 

world (Flannigan et al., 2018). Despite the prevalence of this disability, this population remains 

an exceedingly underserved population, not only in SMDSB but across the province. 

Chapter 1 of this Dissertation-in-Practice (DiP) introduces the central problem of 

practice: improving the educational experiences of students with FASD within the SMDSB. 

Through the story of Avery, a student with FASD, the chapter highlights the challenges these 

students face and the current gaps in educator understanding and support. It also outlines the 

author's positionality as a Special Education Resource Teacher (SERT) and the leadership 

frameworks, including Indigenous and transformative leadership that guide the approach to 

addressing this issue. The chapter sets the stage for the need for systemic change. It frames the 

problem within the broader context of educational inequities and the need for more informed and 

supportive teaching practices for students with FASD. 

Chapter 2 delves into the leadership approaches necessary for driving change within 

SMDSB. It discusses middle and ecological leadership as key frameworks for influencing and 

enacting change without formal authority. Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model (K8SCM) is 

introduced as a structured guide for the change process. The chapter also assesses the 

organizational readiness for change, using tools to evaluate the current state and the potential for 
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implementing new practices. Ethical considerations, particularly the ethic of care and the impact 

of colonial practices on Indigenous students are explored to ensure that the proposed changes are 

inclusive and equitable. The chapter concludes by presenting three potential solutions: engaging 

the Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC), providing professional development and 

professional learning communities with staff support, and a detailed comparison of their 

strengths and challenges. 

Chapter 3 focuses on implementing, communicating, monitoring, and evaluating the 

proposed changes. It outlines a comprehensive plan for professional development tailored to the 

needs of educators working with students with FASD. Communication strategies, including 

interactive workshops, regular updates, and digital platforms, are emphasized to keep all interest 

groups informed and engaged. The chapter also discusses the importance of creating a volunteer 

army and removing barriers to enable action. Monitoring and evaluation are addressed through 

the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle, ensuring continuous improvement and adaptation of the 

strategies based on feedback and data. The chapter emphasizes the need for sustained efforts and 

the institutionalization of changes to ensure a lasting impact on the educational experiences and 

well-being of students with FASD. 

Overall, this DiP aims to create a more inclusive and supportive educational environment 

for students with FASD within SMDSB. Through effective leadership, comprehensive 

professional development, and robust communication strategies, the initiative seeks to transform 

educational practices and improve these students' overall well-being and academic achievement. 

The focus is on reframing educator perceptions, enhancing understanding and support, and 

fostering a culture of continuous improvement and equity in education. 
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Disclaimer 

This Dissertation in Practice contains themes of addiction, alcoholism, the use of these 

substances during pregnancy and the related exposure on children. It explores the struggles and 

challenges associated with these issues, which may be distressing or triggering for some readers. 

Reader discretion is advised. If you or someone you know is struggling with addiction, please 

reach out to the Ontario Drug and Alcohol Helpline at 1-800-565-8603 for assistance. 
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Definitions 

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD)1: Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is a 

term used to cover various diagnoses. These include Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), Partial FAS 

(pFAS), Alcohol-Related Neurodevelopmental Disorder (ARND), and Alcohol-Related Birth 

Defects (ARBD) (Lange et al., 2019; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2005). Children and 

adolescents with FASD have an increased probability of living with learning and behavioural 

problems and the potential for developmental disabilities and speech-language deficits (Popova 

et al., 2016). These needs often require special education programming (Duke University, n.d.). 

General Education Teacher (GET): A GET is a teacher who teaches in a mainstream 

classroom. 

Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC): An IPRC is a committee that is 

legislated by the Ontario Education Act under Reg. 181/98 to identify exceptional students. 

Individual Education Plan (IEP): An IEP is an official working document that is used to 

establish and maintain the exceptional needs of an individual student that cannot be met through 

the standard administration of the Ontario curriculum (The Association for Bright Children of 

Ontario, n.d.) 

Special Education Resource Teacher (SERT):  A SERT is a teacher who has education and 

additional qualifications in special education programs and services and who works outside of 

the mainstream classroom setting.  

 
1 In North America, the spelling of fetal is utilized. The spelling utilized in the United Kingdom, Australia, and other 

Commonwealth Countries is foetal. However, in North American medical and scientific journals, the spelling of 

foetal is commonly used. All are acceptable spellings. For this Dissertation in Practice, the spelling of fetal will be 

used unless being directly quoted. 
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Chapter 1: Problem Posing 

Avery2 is a teenager in high school. Avery loves music, basketball, and hanging out with 

friends. Avery puts on a streetwise persona and brags about the various (alleged) illegal activities 

in which they participate. One-on-one, on the other hand, Avery will talk about their favourite 

Disney movie and play board games with anyone who dares to attempt to beat their winning 

streak. Within seconds, Avery can swing from calm and happy to violent and full of rage, from 

high-fives and laughter to threatening with makeshift weapons and stinging words. Avery has the 

reading comprehension level of a kindergartener, but their ability to express themselves orally 

masks this. Avery has a story of abandonment, trauma, adoption, loving parents, and the reality 

of living every day with the impact of prenatal alcohol and drug exposure. Avery has a diagnosis 

of Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD).  

This description of Avery is a representational composite of students living with FASD 

whom I have encountered over my last twenty years in education. The composite represents 

some of the experiences that I have observed of the estimated 4% of students who have been 

formally diagnosed with FASD (Flannigan et al., 2018) or have been flagged with a suspected 

diagnosis of FASD. FASD is an umbrella term describing the range of effects that can occur in 

an individual whose mother consumed alcohol during pregnancy. These effects may include 

physical, mental, behavioural, and learning disabilities with lifelong implications. According to 

guidelines provided by the Canada Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder Research Network 

(CanFASD, 2024) and the Canadian Medical Association Journal (CMAJ), FASD is a diagnostic 

term that describes a range of physical, cognitive, and behavioural effects resulting from prenatal 

 
2 Avery is a representational composite of a variety of students with FASD that I have worked with and encountered 

over the past twenty-plus years in education. Any resemblance to actual persons or actual events is purely 

coincidental. 
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alcohol exposure. These effects can vary in severity and may include growth deficiencies, facial 

abnormalities, central nervous system dysfunction, and a spectrum of neurodevelopmental 

impairments. The diagnosis of FASD requires a comprehensive assessment by a 

multidisciplinary team and includes a detailed review of the patient's medical and social history, 

behaviour, and physical examination (Chudley, 2018). 

FASD is recognized as one of the leading causes of developmental disability in the 

Western world (Flannigan et al., 2018). Compared with other common disabilities, at an 

“estimated prevalence of 4%, FASD is at least 2.5 times more common than Autism Spectrum 

Disorder, 19 times more common than Cerebral Palsy, 28 times more common than Down 

Syndrome [and] 40 times more common than Tourette's Syndrome” (Flannigan et al., 2018, p. 

3). The extensive research and literature on FASD diagnoses well represent students affected by 

FASD, marking FASD as a particular point of focus for educators (Blackburn, 2017; Canada 

Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder Research Network, 2021; Duke University, n.d.; FASD 

Ontario, 2022; Frederiksen & Nissinen, 2022; Popova et al., 2016; Public Health Agency of 

Canada, 2005 & 2017; Roozen et al., 2022; Spohr et al., 2018; Wolfson et al., 2019). 

The composite presented above also includes the experiences of some Indigenous 

individuals identified within the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) Calls to Action. 

The TRC's 10th, 12th, 33rd, and 34th Calls to Action are particularly relevant to education and 

FASD, highlighting the need for a comprehensive approach to FASD in education for Indigenous 

students (Canada Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder Research Network, 2021; Centre for 

Excellence for Women's Health, 2017; Edmonton and Area Fetal Alcohol Network Society, 

2023; Nathoo & Poole, 2017; Yousefi & Cahufan, 2022). In the context of the Silver Maple 

District School Board (SMDSB, a pseudonym), implementing these Calls to Action can bridge 
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the gaps in educational outcomes for Indigenous students affected by FASD. By developing 

culturally appropriate curricula and providing adequate funding and support, SMDSB can create 

an inclusive educational environment that addresses the specific needs of these students. This 

approach not only improves educational attainment and success rates but also reduces the long-

term social and economic costs associated with FASD. Importantly, embracing these Calls to 

Action is not just a necessity but also aligns with SMDSB's commitment to equity and inclusion, 

fostering a more just and supportive educational system for all students. 

Despite the prevalence of FASD and the existing research on how to best educate 

students with this diagnosis, educators need an understanding of the diagnosis, what it means, 

and how to help these students achieve academic success. Avery is not an anomaly in my world. 

Through my experiences and observations as a Special Education Resource Teacher (SERT), I 

have come to recognize that students with FASD require and deserve an education they still need 

to receive within the education system (Edmonton and Area Fetal Alcohol Network Society, 

2023; Jongens, 2017; Popova et al., 2016; Riley et al., 2011; ). With this knowledge, I set out 

with my DiP to make changes for all the Avery’s within the SMDSD. In this Chapter, I discuss 

the complexity of FASD and its impact on students in educational settings. I emphasize the need 

for a comprehensive and multidisciplinary approach to diagnosis and support, highlighting the 

diverse and challenging behaviours associated with FASD. I also underscore the importance of 

addressing the unique needs of Indigenous students with FASD, aligning with the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action. Additionally, I reiterate my commitment to 

transformative leadership and inclusive education practices, providing reassurance and 

confidence in our collective efforts to improve outcomes for all students with FASD. 
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Leadership Position, Positionality, and Lens 

My passion as an educator lies in my commitment to improving the learning experiences 

of students who require Special Education support and students who have been marginalized and 

are underserved by the education system. As a transformative leader, I strive to establish 

inclusive and equitable learning experiences for all students (Shields, 2018). Transformative 

leadership involves challenging and changing organizational practices that perpetuate inequity 

and injustice. It focuses on creating systemic change by empowering individuals and fostering a 

culture of collaboration and respect (Shields, 2018). The sections below address my leadership 

position, roles and responsibilities within my organization, and my personal leadership lens and 

ways of knowing.  

Personal Leadership Position  

I am a Caucasian, middle-class, English-speaking, third-generation Canadian of solely 

British descent. I am cisgender and identify as female. I am a single parent of an Indigenous 

youth. Parenting a child of Indigenous ancestry has allowed me to observe and participate in my 

daughter's community as a trusted ally. I have spent most of my twenty-two-year career working 

in Special Education, specifically in behavioural programs. As a SERT on an Interdisciplinary 

Team (IDT), I serve 25 elementary and secondary schools. I work with Kindergarten to Grade 12 

(K-12) students. Many of the students on my caseload have a diagnosis of FASD or a suspected 

diagnosis of FASD. For me, this work is deeply personal. Students on my caseload have gone 

from a mainstream classroom to receiving increasingly supported and intensive interventions. 

These students have received additional support from school-based SERTs, Special Education 

Consultants and various para-professionals (i.e., Social Workers, Speech and Language 
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Pathologists, Occupational Therapists, Physical Therapists, Psychologists and Behaviour 

Analysts).  

Support needs for students are measured on a three-tier basis, and students on my 

caseload have been identified as requiring a minimum of Tier 3 support. Tier 1 involves 

gathering information about students’ strengths, needs, and interests to tailor instruction using 

Universal Design for Learning and Differentiated Instruction principles. A class profile is 

utilized to understand students’ learning styles, emphasizing the importance of social, emotional, 

and academic skills. In Tier 2, teachers observe and differentiate instruction, implementing 

interventions for students needing additional support based on assessment data. A growth plan is 

developed, monitored, and discussed with an In-School Team comprising teachers, parents, 

support staff, and administrators to adjust strategies and resources as needed. Tier 3 addresses the 

needs of a smaller group of students requiring more intensive support. An interdisciplinary team 

approach involves Student Services staff addressing various needs such as learning, behaviour, 

and social-emotional skills. Figure 1 illustrates the tiered support model used by SMDSB. This 

approach emphasizes early intervention strategies before formal processes like an Individualized 

Program Review Committee (IPRC) (see Figure 1). A student with FASD could receive support 

at any of the three Tiers. However, as mentioned above, any student on my caseload would be in 

Tier 3. I have also observed that FASD students most often require Tier 3 support.  
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Figure 1 

Tiered Support in Silver Maple District School Board 

 

Note. This figure shows the tiers of support that students can receive within the SMDSB. It was 

created based on the information provided on the publicly available SMDSB Website (2022).    

 

Role and Responsibilities within the Organization    

Although I am able to provide the students on my caseload with the necessary support, as 

a special education resource teacher, my perceived sphere of influence needs to be improved. 

Teachers often need access to additional fiscal resources or personnel, which could provide 

increased support to students with FASD. Moreover, teachers cannot influence what professional 

development the school board mandates. After years of observing and experiencing first-hand 

the frustrations of students with FASD, I know that something needs to be done to address the 

inequity in the educational lives of these students. However, my thoughts have overwhelmingly 

followed the line of "what can I do? I'm just a teacher." Thankfully, when I approached a 
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treasured mentor about my lack of agency as a teacher, he helped me reflect on my journey as an 

educator, scholar, learner, mother, and human.  

My mentor helped me reflect on my belief systems and reminded me that I strive to apply 

the work of Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire in all my classroom interactions. 

Freire's pedagogy emphasizes the importance of dialogue, critical thinking, and the co-creation 

of knowledge, which are essential elements of transformative education. By applying Freire's 

principles (2007), I aim to foster a learning environment where students feel valued, heard, and 

empowered to contribute to their learning processes. This approach challenges the traditional 

banking model of education where students are passive recipients of knowledge and instead 

promotes active engagement and critical reflection. Freire's banking model of education 

describes a traditional teaching method where teachers "deposit" knowledge into passive 

students, who receive and store the information without engaging in critical thinking or dialogue.  

The hierarchical structures of model reinforces hierarchical structures and suppresses students' 

creativity and critical faculties by treating them as empty vessels rather than active participants in 

their learning process. Freire advocates for a more interactive and participatory problem-posing 

model, which emphasizes dialogue, critical reflection, and the co-construction of knowledge. 

Moreover, those in education who advocate for Freirean pedagogies are better equipped 

to implement policies and practices that prioritize student voice and agency (Achieng-Evensen et 

al., 2021; Alford, 2002). This approach not only enhances the educational experience but also 

prepares students to be critical thinkers and active participants in their communities. By fostering 

a culture of dialogue and collaboration, school leaders can cultivate a more inclusive school 

environment that respects and values diverse perspectives and populations. Ultimately, applying 
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Freire’s work in educational leadership is about creating a more just and equitable education 

system that empowers all students to succeed.  

 I believe that justice-oriented work requires disrupting traditional teaching methods to 

transform schools. As Freire (2007) espouses, “to exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change 

it…Human beings are not built for silence, but in word, in work and in action-reflection” (p.88). 

This is the ideal I strive for as an educator. 

My mentor and I discussed a seminal piece of writing that influenced me by Thousand et 

al. (1999) entitled Perspectives on a Freirean Dialectic to Promote Inclusive Education, which 

centred on me as a just teacher embracing a critical pedagogical perspective. I was reminded to 

organize against isolation deliberately, form alliances with students and adults whenever 

possible, and build multiracial and multicultural partnerships (Thousand et al., 1999).  I actively 

oppose discrimination, regularly examine my practices, and commit to social justice and peace. I 

oppose classroom practices that undermine children's rights, hold high expectations for all 

students, and strive to promote a child-centred curriculum.  

After these reflections and discussions on my social justice-mindedness, my mentor 

proposed changing the order of my words from “I'm just a teacher" to "I'm a just teacher." With 

that, I began to see myself as more than just a teacher but a just and justice-seeking educator and 

leader who would strive to provide an equitable and inclusive educational experience for all 

students, particularly those with FASD. From an educational leadership perspective, 

incorporating Freire’s philosophy is crucial for addressing system inequities and promoting 

social justice within the school system. Leaders who embrace these principles encourage 

teachers to create more inclusive and participatory classrooms, which can lead to improved 

educational outcomes for all students, particularly those from marginalized communities, such as 
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those students with FASD. This alignment with Freire’s work helps to dismantle power 

imbalances and supports the development of a more equitable education system. Thus, it is 

through this lens that I centre myself as a just teacher and leader.  

Middle Leadership  

In his text, Successful Middle Leadership in Secondary Schools Flemming (2019) 

defines middle leadership as the layer of leaders between senior management and classroom 

practitioners. Figure 2 shows my role as IDT SERT in relation to middle leadership. I am in a 

position to work with centrally assigned staff and school-based administrators as well as school-

based teaching staff such as General Education Teachers (GET) and support staff. This position 

allows me to have a scope of influence with both administration and teaching staff. As a middle 

leader who is a just teacher, I can relate to those in classroom settings and provide these 

colleagues with a more trusting relationship. In my experience, there is, sadly but without a 

doubt, an "us vs. them" attitude when looking at the relationship between administration and 

teaching staff. Through theories of middle leadership, I can act as the bridge between the two 

sides to benefit students with FASD. Using theories of middle leadership allows me to influence 

those who have control over what happens in schools for professional development and those 

who will be receiving the professional development—and who, ultimately, will determine the 

implementation.   
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Figure 2  

IDT SERT as Middle Leader 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

Note.  This figure shows the role of the Interdisciplinary Team SERT (IDT) as the middle sphere 

of influence on those educators and administrators around the circle.   

 

The IDT SERTs middle leader role positioned between centrally assigned staff, school-

based administrators, and teaching staff aims to bridge the gap between administration and 

teachers, utilizing theories of middle leadership to influence professional development and 

implementation for the benefit of students with FASD.  

Indigenous Leadership Lens  

Looking at my DiP without considering the impact of an indigenous leadership lens 

would be unethical. As will be examined in more detail in the coming sections, FASD is a highly 
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racialized diagnosis whereby the far-reaching impact of the traumas of colonialism and the 

residential school system continues to negatively impact Indigenous populations, as noted in the 

Truth and Reconciliation Calls (TRC) to Action. In Stewart and Glowatski’s 2018 article “Truth 

and Reconciliation Call to Action #34: A Framework for Action,” it is explained that it is crucial 

to establish connections between the history of residential schools and alcohol consumption. 

Understanding this link helps to highlight the impact of historical trauma on Indigenous 

communities, which often includes higher rates of alcohol use and related issues. This context is 

essential for addressing current challenges and creating effective support systems for individuals 

affected by FASD within Indigenous communities. One cannot simply ignore this fact. It would 

also be unethical to continue with the colonial/settler mentality of “doing to” or “doing for” 

rather than “doing with.” Irrespective of their well-meaning intentions, a non-Indigenous middle 

leader needs to be adequately equipped to intervene with solutions for the educational attainment 

and success challenges faced by Indigenous students with FASD). As such, the works of Wilson 

(2003), Johnson & Boyle (2012), Azmat and Masta (2021), and others will continue to underpin 

my DiP. 

Transformative Leadership 

As a middle leader, being influenced by an Indigenous leadership lens, including a third 

lens of transformative leadership, is also fitting. Shields (2012) defines transformative leadership 

as a "critical approach to leadership grounded in Freire's (2007) fourfold call for critical 

awareness or conscientization, followed by critical reflection, critical analysis, and finally for 

activism or critical action against the injustices of which one has become aware" (p. 11). 

Carrington et al. (2024) further expand on transformative leadership by explaining that it requires 

a collaborative approach to develop a school culture that is inclusive of all. At its core, 
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"transformative leadership begins with questions of justice and democracy; it critiques 

inequitable practices and offers the promise not only of greater individual achievement but of a 

better life lived in common with others" (Shields, 2010, p. 559). Transformative leadership is an 

essential lens through which to view the educational experiences of students with FASD as it 

takes "into account the material realities, disparities, and unfulfilled promises of the world in 

which our students" (Shields, 2012, p. 5). At its core, the purpose of a transformative leadership 

lens is to "both to critique underlying social, cultural, and economic norms, but also to offer 

promise— to find ways to equalize opportunities and to ensure high-quality education and civil 

participation for all" (Shields, 2012, p. 19). Carrington et al. (2024) explain that:  

while the starting point for leaders may be shaped by contextual factors, leaders must still 

address the inequities of power distribution; act to redress marginalisation through 

democratisation, equity, inclusion, and justice; emphasise interconnectedness and global 

awareness; and balance critique with promise. All of this requires considerable moral 

courage. (p. 2)  

Ultimately, a middle leader is a change agent who motivates those around them to do 

something, in this case, to improve the educational experiences of students with FASD. In their 

Influence without Authority model, Cohen and Bradford (2005; 2017), in Figure 3, outline how 

one can influence those they have no authority over in the workplace. While I have no official 

authority in my role as a SERT, I can attempt to influence the practices and belief systems of 

those whom I work with.  

Miller (2019) also stresses the importance of relationships, organizational understanding, 

and experience when seeking to influence those you have no authority over. Although I have no 

formal authority in SMDSB, this model of building relationships, credibility, and understanding 
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other perspectives to persuade and mobilize support effectively is appropriate for my worth to 

the many groups impacted by my DiP. The model emphasizes the importance of communication, 

networking, and negotiation skills in navigating organizational dynamics and achieving the 

desired outcome of improving the educational experience of students with FASD who are 

attending schools within the SMDSB.  

Figure 3 

 Cohen Bradford – Influence without Authority Model 

 

Note.  Miller, K. (2019). How to influence without authority in the workplace. Harvard Business 

School Online. https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/influence-without-authority 

 

Personal Leadership Lens and Ways of Knowing  

An educator could view FASD as another diagnosis where strengths, needs, and learning 

strategies can be addressed solely through an Individual Education Plan (IEP). I am not that 

educator. I am not that leader. I am not that person. To me, behind the diagnosis of FASD is a 

human, a child who is struggling to navigate an educational system that does not support them, a 

https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/influence-without-authority
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system that is not designed with their success in mind. In my experience, “promise, liberation, 

hope, empowerment, activism, risk, social justice, courage, or revolution do not automatically 

evoke images of educational leaders in charge of schools and systems, working within the 

dominant political and bureaucratic frameworks of the 21st century. Yet, all of these concepts are 

at the heart of transformative leadership” (Shields, 2010, p. 559), the form of leadership I believe 

can empower those who work with students with FASD.    

Central to my beliefs is a strong focus on equity and inclusivity for students with FASD. I 

advocate for decolonizing and Indigenizing work within education, striving to dismantle colonial 

structures and practices that perpetuate inequality and marginalization. This involves creating 

educational environments that honour Indigenous ways of knowing and being while 

accommodating the unique needs and challenges faced by individuals with FASD. Through this 

approach, we can cultivate inclusive spaces that empower all students to thrive and succeed, 

rooted in principles of equity, respect, and Indigenous ways of knowing. The following section 

will examine the organizational context of the SMDSB and how this context impacts the learning 

experiences of students with FASD. 

Organizational Context 

The following section outlines the organizational context in which my DiP is situated, 

examining the student population and the way in which leadership is structured.  

The Students of Silver Maple District School Board 

Silver Maple District School Board3 (SMDSB), a pseudonym is situated in southern 

Ontario. SMDSB is the source of public education for over 120,000 students, and these students 

 
3 The pseudonym Silver Maple District School Board was chosen out of respect for the Indigenous people who lived 

on the lands of SMDSB prior to the arrival of White settlers. The Silver Maple and the seasonal gathering of its 

syrup are ancient practices utilized by the Anishinaabe People for thousands of years. Thank you for allowing me on 

these lands. I promise to respect and honour them.  
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attend one of the over 170 elementary or 30 secondary schools (Silver Maple District School 

Board, 2022). Of the 120,000 SMDSB students, those who participated in a self-identification 

survey indicated that 28% of students identified as white, 25% as East-Asian, 12% as South-

Asian, and 3% as Black (Silver Maple District School Board, 2021). Of note, 2% of students 

identify as Indigenous. However, other SMDSB documents place the number of self-identified 

Indigenous students closer to 4% (Silver Maple District School Board, 2021; Silver Maple 

District School Board, 2022).   

The Special Education Structure of Silver Maple District School Board 

Over 15,000 SMDSB students have been formally identified as exceptional learners and 

require an IEP (Silver Maple District School Board, 2022). This equates to one out of every six 

students requiring some form of Special Education support to navigate their daily educational 

needs. By utilizing assessment, instruction, and programming, and with the support of a 

multidisciplinary team comprising teachers, administrators, and Student Services professionals, 

such as Psychological Services, Speech and Language Pathologists, and Physical and 

Occupational Therapists, students can be accurately identified and supported. To access specific 

Special Education support, students can be deemed exceptional through the formal identification 

of an Identification, Placement, and Review Committee (IPRC) decision (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2017). Parents and students are heavily supported through this process by SMDSB 

staff. 

Exceptionalities fall under the identification categories of behaviour, communication, 

intellectual, physical, or multiple exceptionalities (Silver Maple District School Board, 2022; 

Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017). Support ranges from general education classroom support 
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to withdrawal assistance, partially integrated classes, and fully self-contained classrooms (Silver 

Maple District School Board, 2022). SMDSB does not provide public data on the number of 

students identified with a specific exceptionality. However, in 2021, SMDSB published survey 

results in which students were able to self-identify their exceptionalities. Data from all surveyed 

SMDSB students indicated that just over 5% of students stated they had a Learning Disability, 

3% stated that they were gifted, and 2% stated that they had a diagnosis of Autism. 

In comparison, 2% indicated a behavioural identification, and 1% stated they had a 

Language Impairment (Silver Maple District School Board, 2021). Questions asking students to 

self-identify with specific diagnoses of Cerebral Palsy, Downs Syndrome, or Tourette’s were not 

included in this survey. However, based on the estimated prevalence of FASD at 4% of the 

population, this would mean that, conservatively, just under 5000 young people within the 

population of the region live with FASD. 

Racial and Indigenous backgrounds, as evidenced through self-identification survey data 

on racial identity and exceptionally identification, indicate that those students who identified as 

being Indigenous were twice as likely to be identified as exceptional learners, excluding those in 

the gifted category. Indigenous students were also almost four times more likely than their peers 

to be placed in Special Education Classes (excluding Gifted) (Silver Maple District School 

Board, 2021; Silver Maple District School Board, 2022).   

The Organizational Structure of SMDSB 

SMDSB is led by the Senior Leadership Team, which consists of the Director, Associate 

Directors, and multiple superintendents. There are school-based administrators, centrally 

assigned administrators, and Student Services Coordinators who lead their respective educators 

and support staff. In the organizational hierarchy, the Student Services Coordinators in each 
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quadrant supervise an interdisciplinary team of educators, support staff, and para-professionals 

who bolster and reinforce staff assigned to the schools I am a member of. Figure 4 provides a 

visual of the organizational structure of SMDSB.   

Figure 4  

Visual Representation of Silver Maple District School Board 

 

Note. SMDSB’s organizational context in a visual representation. The star indicates my role 

within this context.  

 

There are a number of factors that directly impact SMDSB's organizational context. 

Politically, the SMDSB has thirteen elected trustees representing the area's constituents in 

accordance with the Ontario Municipal Elections Act (Silver Maple District School Board, 

2022). Under the Ontario Education Act, Trustees set policy for the operations of all publicly 
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funded schools within the Silver Maple region (Silver Maple District School Board, 

2022). Provincially and federally, the region of Silver Maple has been governed by the 

Conservative party since the early 2000s, which has influenced the policies and procedures set 

forth by the Board of Trustees. Socially, the over 1.1 million residents of Silver Maple represent 

very diverse socio-economic demographics. Covering over 650 square km, the region is 

geographically urban, suburban, and rural, which presents varying student needs depending on 

their location within the region.   

Organizational Leadership Perspective and Approaches  

Within SMDSB, there is some evidence of an instructional leadership approach. The 

Board of Trustees outlines the priorities of the SMDSB in their Multi-Year Strategic Plan 

(MYSP), which is then represented in the goals of the Directors Annual Plan (DAP). The main 

overarching goal of the DAP is to improve the achievement of those students who are 

underperforming and underserved (Silver Maple District School Board, 2022). Timperley (2011) 

explains that an instructional leadership approach in a typically structural functionalist 

organization strives to promote student learning and well-being, as evidenced in the SMDSB 

Mission statement, which espouses inclusivity and achievement (Silver Maple District School 

Board, Website, 2022). SMDSB offers intensive mandatory board-wide professional 

development in areas of identified need, such as anti-Black racism and mental health and 

addiction (Silver Maple District School Board, 2022). While these are evident and vital areas of 

professional development and improvement, from my perspective, the lack of Board-wide 

acknowledgement, understanding, and professional development regarding FASD is a glaring 

deficit. This oversight not only perpetuates misunderstanding and stigma but also leaves 

educators ill-equipped to support students with FASD effectively.  
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Educational systems are inherently colonial and typically led by settlers who continue to 

perpetuate issues of inequity for Indigenous students (Louie & Prince, 2023; Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). SMDSB has enacted an Indigenous Education and 

Equity strategy (Silver Maple District School Board, 2022), which is a positive movement 

towards the elimination of barriers for Indigenous students. However, policy development and 

proposed strategies do not directly correlate to change or improvement of the learning experience 

of marginalized and underserved students (Fullan, 2001, 2016).   

Leadership Problem of Practice  

FASD is recognized as one of the leading causes of developmental disability in the 

Western world, with an estimated prevalence of 4% (Flannigan et al., 2018; Chudley et al., 

2005), equating to potentially 4% of students having an increased probability of living with 

learning and behavioural problems and the potential for developmental disabilities and speech-

language deficits, which often require special education programming (Popova et al., 2016).   

As a Special Education Resource Teacher (SERT) leading a team of Intervention Support 

Workers (ISW) for a catchment area of twenty-five schools in SMDSB, we focus on supporting 

and coaching Administrators, Special Education Resource Teachers (SERTs), General Education 

Teachers (GETs), and support staff who have identified that they require assistance supporting 

students with highly challenging behavioural needs—many of whom have a diagnosis of FASD. 

Further, as a generalization, students with FASD do not have the same educational experience as 

their peers in that they have lower academic achievement and strained relationships with 

educators and administrators. The poor choices and impulsive behaviours of students with FASD 

often lead to suspensions from school (Blackburn, 2017; Blagg et al., 2021; Poppova et al., 2015; 

Riley et al., 201; Spohr et al., 2018) 
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Students with FASD face higher rates of human trafficking. Evidence indicates that based 

on the complexity of FASD, including brain and body challenges, environmental hardships, co-

occurring conditions, social isolation, and experiences of stigma, the risk of exploitation and 

trafficking for individuals, especially women and girls, with FASD is increased (Wolfson, 

Harding & Pepin, 2023). The negative and lacking school experiences of students with FASD 

correlate to negative and lacking future life outcomes such as an increased likelihood of 

unemployment, addictions, mental health issues, and incarceration (Rangmar et al., 2015).  

Students with FASD typically present with delayed executive functioning skills, 

unpredictable behaviour, impulsiveness, inattention, memory difficulties, lack of cause-and-

effect thinking, and confabulation, to name but a few (Blagg et al., 2021; Riley et al., 2011; 

Thynne, 2022). However, current educational practices still need to be put in place in SMDSB to 

support the specific learning needs of this student population. Further, several studies have 

examined the incidence of FASD in specific geographic locations, specifically among Canada’s 

Indigenous population, and noted a marked increase in FASD diagnoses (Chudley et al., 2005; 

Flannigan et al., 2018) which led to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission's (2015) Calls to 

Action #33 and #34 addressing and preventing FASD amongst Indigenous populations. The 

leadership Problem of Practice central to this DiP is how can educators within the SMDSB 

improve the educational experiences of students with FASD.  
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Framing the Problem of Practice 

Freire (2005) wrote, "Education is an act of love, and thus an act of courage" (p. 33). For 

many students with FASD, there is a profound need for care and bravery from those supporting 

them through the educational process, particularly in the context of special education, where 

educators must navigate unique challenges and tailor their approaches to meet the diverse needs 

of every student.  

FASD and Avery 

As with Avery, students with a diagnosis of FASD present with a wide array and 

spectrum of behavioural, physical, cognitive, and adaptive characteristics, as outlined in Figure 

5. These characteristics impact the daily living and educational needs of students in a variety of 

ways (Brett, Harding & Family Advisory Committee, 2018; Edmonds & Crichton, 2008; 

Petrenko, Pandolfino & Roddenberry, 2016). Although there are many studies addressing 

students with FASD, more research is needed from the perspectives of students with FASD and 

what they feel would be beneficial to improve their learning experiences (Edmonds & Crichton, 

2008; Lyall et al., 2023; Wilson et al., 2023). The absence of student voice and agency is a 

significant issue that I address in my DiP. Elevating student perspectives is crucial for fostering a 

more inclusive and responsive educational environment. By incorporating student feedback, we 

can develop strategies that better meet their unique needs and experiences. This approach not 

only empowers students but also enhances the effectiveness of our educational practices, leading 

to significantly improved outcomes for all, which should inspire optimism and motivation. 
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Figure 5 

 Characteristics of FASD 

 

Note. This figure shows some of the physical and behavioural characteristics that an individual 

with FASD may experience. This figure was created by Frederiksen, N., & Nissinen, N. M. 

(2022) https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.52746/KDWR1322 

 

While there is limited research on students’ specific wants and needs, there is a wealth of 

information and research on how parents and families of students with FASD can navigate the 

daily living needs of home and community. Through my DiP, I would like to blend practices 

recommended by the existing research on parents and families with the practices of educators in 

a classroom environment. Petrenko, Pandolfino, and Roddenberry (2016) found that:   

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.52746/KDWR1322
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Caregivers with more excellent knowledge about FASD were more likely to attribute 

their child's misbehavior to underlying neurodevelopmental disabilities and were more 

likely to use antecedent strategies and feel more confident in managing their child's 

behavior. Caregivers who attributed their child's misbehaviour to willful disobedience 

were more likely to rely primarily on consequence strategies and feel more ineffective in 

their parenting. (p. 260)  

These findings, as outlined in Figure 6, have important implications for my DiP and the impact 

that a baseline understanding of FASD on the part of all adults involved in a student's life can 

have on the outcomes of behaviours and strategies used with students with FASD.  

Figure 6  

Petrenko, Pandolfino & Roddenberry’s Analytic Model 

 

Note.  This figure shows the Analytic Model created by Petrenko, Pandolfino, and Roddenberry 

(2016). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2016.09.005 The use of this model strives to situate the 

behaviours of the individual with FASD in the neurodevelopmental realm rather than in the 

deficit lens of willful misbehaviour.    

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2016.09.005
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All adults who act as co-regulators, teachers, and advisors for those living with FASD 

must understand the attributions for misbehaviour on the part of the person with FASD. 

Behaviours are not a willful choice but rather a result of neurodevelopmental disposition.   

Historical Overview  

The term Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) was first used in 1973 to describe the shared 

anomalies of children born to women whose behaviour was characterized as chronically 

alcoholic (Armstrong, 1998; Brown et al., 2019). Initial articles on FAS were based on eleven 

case studies; interestingly, there was a heavy focus on Native American women and children. As 

understanding of FAS was expanded researchers and doctors identified that any alcohol or drug 

exposure to a fetus in utero had an impact on development, not just those who drink in an 

alcoholic manner (Armstrong, 1998; Brown et al., 2019).   

PESTLE Analysis 

Conducting a PESTLE analysis allows for the exploration of how political, economic, 

social, technological, and environmental external factors impact an organization and how these 

factors enable a system to make changes (Casañ, 2021; Deszca et al., 2020). Part of the PESTLE 

analysis in this context would focus on the political and social factors that impact how educators 

within the SMDSB improve the educational experiences of students with FASD.  

Political Factors 

 

Aligned with the importance of ensuring that student voices are heard and respected 

during the implementation of my DiP, it is vital to ensure that the voices of Indigenous students 

with FASD and their families are heard. It would be irresponsible and unethical of me as a 

mother, educator, leader, and scholar not to address the racialization of FASD. Nevertheless, 

first, I would like to point out the Truth and Reconciliation Commission's (TRC) Calls to Action, 
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specifically the 10th, 12th, 33rd, and 34th Calls to Action, which are related to education and 

FASD. The Education section of the TRC Call to Action #10 includes the need to provide 

funding to close the educational achievement gaps, improve education attainment and success 

rates, and develop culturally appropriate curricula. I firmly believe that if we effectively address 

the educational Calls to Action, there would be a limited need to have the Justice section, 

especially #33 and #34, which state:  

33. We call upon the federal, provincial, and territorial governments to recognize as a 

high priority the need to address and prevent Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) and to 

develop, in collaboration with Aboriginal people, FASD preventive programs that can be 

delivered in a culturally appropriate manner.  

34. We call upon the governments of Canada, the provinces, and territories to undertake       

reforms to the criminal justice system to better address the needs of offenders with Fetal Alcohol 

Spectrum Disorder (FASD), including:                

i. Providing increased community resources and powers for courts to ensure 

 that FASD is properly diagnosed and that appropriate community supports are in 

 place for those with FASD.   

The Calls to Action outlined by the TRC directly correlate to the racialization of FASD.  

Prevalence studies have shown an overrepresentation of people with FASD in individual 

populations—studies which are wrought with systemic racism and colonial bias. Wolfson et al., 

in their 2019 article “Collaborative Action on Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder Prevention: 

Principles for Enacting the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Call to Action #33,” explain 

that “Colonial practices including the Indian Act, government and church-run residential schools, 

historical and contemporary child welfare practices, and systemic violence against women, have 
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disrupted families, communities, and traditional approaches to Indigenous peoples’ health” (p. 2) 

which have in turn lead to prenatal exposure to alcohol.   

Further, several prevalence studies have examined the incidence of FASD in certain areas 

and amongst specific populations. For example, Chudley et al. (2005) cite a variety of studies 

which looked at the prevalence of FASD in several Indigenous communities:   

In an isolated Aboriginal community in British Columbia, FASD prevalence was 190 

 per 1000 live births. In another Manitoba study in a First Nations community, the 

 prevalence of FAS and partial FAS was estimated to be 55–101 per 1000. In their survey, 

 Asante and Nelms-Matzke estimated the rate of FAS and related effects at 46 per 1000 

 native Canadian children in the Yukon and 25 per 1000 in northern British Columbia. (p. 

 S1)  

Canadian children and youth who identified as Indigenous and lived off reserve had a 

significantly higher prevalence of FASD than those who did not identify as Indigenous (Palmeter 

et al., 2021, p. 272). One study found that the pooled prevalence of FASD among Indigenous 

children and youth living on and off reserve in Canada was 8.7%, compared to 0.5% in the 

general population (p. 274).  

However, Flannigan et al. (2018) stress the importance of noting that the use of 

"prevalence studies with Indigenous communities, in particular, have produced conflicting 

results because of continued surveillance, stigmatization, and stereotyping in these populations" 

(p. 3). As a scholar and an educator, it is my ethical responsibility to take the TRC Calls to 

Action and the Indigenization of FASD into account in all my work.  

 

Social Factors 
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The social stigma surrounding FASD is far-reaching. Roozen et al. (2022) 

define stigmatization as "a social and culturally constituted process whereby a person is first 

identified as different and then devalued, leading to status loss and discrimination" (p. 754). The 

social stigma related to FASD can impact a variety of individuals. Most notably, the person with 

FASD faces stigma related to their diagnosis. The parent of the child with a diagnosis of FASD 

faces stigma and associated blame for consuming alcohol during pregnancy. The caregivers, 

guardians, family members, and friends of the individual with FASD face stigma related to the 

behaviours presented by the individual (Edmonds & Crichton, 2008; Edmonton and Area Fetal 

Alcohol Network Society, 2023; FASD Ontario, 2022; Roozen et al., 2022). The amount of 

stigma that the biological mothers of those with FASD receive means that other "biological 

mothers of children with FASD fear societal judgement and thus conceal having consumed 

alcohol during pregnancy" (Roozen et al., 2022, p. 754). This stigma and shame may mean that 

more students are living with FASD than have been officially diagnosed (Roozen et al., 2022). 

Guiding Questions Emerging from the Problem of Practice 

As I navigate my DiP, it is essential that I use these four guiding questions to ensure that 

my work always serves its intended purpose, improving the educational experience and success 

rate of students like Avery at SMDSB. 

1. How can I initiate the process of challenging the deficit perspective through 

 which Avery and similar students are often perceived?  

2. How can I, as the IDT SERT, ensure that the voices of students like Avery are 

 heard and honoured while working with SMDSB educators and administrators to 

 improve the best teaching practices for this population?  
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3. How can I, as the IDT SERT, support SMDSB educators and administrators in 

 creating learning environments that are conducive to the success of students like 

 Avery?  

4. How can SMDSB educators and administrators ensure they possess a 

 comprehensive understanding of Indigenous perspectives when supporting 

 Indigenous students with FASD who have exceptional learning needs, along with 

 their families, all while exhibiting a profound grasp of the Calls to Action?  

The difficulties encountered by students with FASD in the educational system stem from 

several critical factors, all of which have influenced this PoP. For instance, a search and 

examination of the policies and procedures outlined on the SMDSB website (2022) show an 

overwhelming lack of information and resources specifically related to FASD. This includes 

resources available to SMDSB staff, and the familial communities served within the school 

board. This lack of resources contributes to the inadequate education of students with FASD. 

Further, stigmatization and lack of awareness about FASD, as outlined previously, are 

contributing factors in the adverse treatment of students with FASD. It has been my experience 

that educators and leaders within the system equate behaviours not deemed acceptable in school 

environments as an active choice on the part of the student, viewing students as saying "I won't" 

versus "I can't."   

Stigmatization of FASD impacts not only the individual with this diagnosis but also the 

families, particularly the birth mothers. For example, birth mothers are also impacted by self-

stigma. Self-stigma emerges when individuals bearing a stigmatized designation internalize 

adverse stereotypes, leading to detrimental effects on their self-esteem and belief in their 

capabilities (Corrigan et al., 2017). Further, Corrigan et al. (2017) address the issue of 
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stigmatization of birth mothers by explaining, “difference leads to disdain; notions that labeled 

people who are distinct from the average member of the general population are less valued and 

more disrespected. Difference and disdain are exacerbated by ideas of responsibility; that is, the 

labeled individual is to blame for the stigmatized condition” (p. 1167). I have had the 

opportunity to work with families of students with FASD. It has been my experience that there is 

much shame surrounding the diagnosis. In discussions with these families, they note that they 

have experienced negative experiences with schools, especially around the reasons for the 

diagnosis as well as the choice of language used to describe the student and the student's 

behaviour.  

My experiences as a SERT have led to years of personal observation, which can be 

categorized as naturalistic observation. Naturalistic observations occur when people's behaviour 

is observed in their natural environments. In contrast, disguised naturalistic observations occur 

ethically when the observer does not make those around them aware that they are being observed 

(Jhangiani et al., 2019). Throughout my career, I have taken in, observed, and recorded the 

comments made by my educators, leaders, community members, families, peers, and so on 

regarding students with FASD. With these observations and awareness, I can speak to the 

phenomena of marginalization, inequity, and otherness experienced by students with FASD.   

Leadership-Focused Vision for Change 

Authors Deszca, Ingols, and Cawsey, in their book Organizational Change: An Action-

Oriented Toolkit (2020), write, in reference to change, "The truth is - the cavalry is not coming!" 

There will be no cavalry charging over the hill to save us. It is up to us to make the changes 

needed" (Deszca et al., 2020, p. 5). Avery and students with FASD need change; the educators 

supporting them must make the necessary changes within the system to provide a better 
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education that meets their specific needs. Increased understanding and awareness, changes to 

program delivery and implementation, improvement of best practices, and consistent and diligent 

monitoring and evaluation will lead to better educational, well-being, and life outcomes for all 

students diagnosed with FASD. At the core of my DiP is the message, "Whatever you do, make a 

difference with it" (Zohar, 2005, p. 48), a message that is profoundly needed when advocating 

for change in the education of students with FASD, like Avery, within the SMDSB.   

Vision for Change  

My vision for change can be summed up in one sentence: "The shift is from seeing a 

child as one who won't do something to one who possibly can't" (Healthy Child Manitoba & 

Manitoba Education and Training, 2018, p. 51). This vision for change requires a reframing of 

how educators view students with FASD. For example, imagine a student with FASD who is 

experiencing difficulty with asking for permission to do something. Many educators tend to 

assume that a student is interrupting or demonstrating negative behaviour. However, as 

educators, we need to understand that this task requires the ability to generalize instructions, 

interpret cause and effect, and predict an outcome, skills students with FASD might not possess. 

Rather than disciplining the student for their choices or making assumptions about the behaviour, 

educators should provide supportive suggestions and strategies such as checking in with the 

student frequently to avoid behaviour challenges and providing the student with a visual cue that 

shows that the student requires assistance.  

Present State of Organizational Context 

As mentioned above, both the MYSP and DAP demonstrate the Silver Maple District 

School Board's commitment to improving the achievements of underperforming and underserved 

students. SMDSB quotes the Ontario Ministry of Education (2013) document Learning for All: A 
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Guide to Effective Assessment and Instruction for All Students, Kindergarten to Grade 

12, stating that "assistance targeted at a specific group can help everyone." The SMDSB has 

developed strategic plans specifically related to learning disabilities, student mental health and 

addiction, Indigenous Education, equity, anti-bullying, and anti-Black racism, to name but a few. 

However, despite FASD having a higher prevalence than any other disability and given that it 

affects all races and directly impacts students' mental health, there is no mention of FASD in any 

of these district plans.   

Priorities for Change 

For individuals with FASD, “primary challenges are those that a child was born with and 

are a result of prenatal alcohol exposure. They reflect differences in brain structure and function” 

(Healthy Child Manitoba & Manitoba Education and Training, 2018, p. 51). Primary challenges 

are outside the locus of control for educators. On the other hand, individuals with FASD also 

experience secondary challenges; these can occur “over time when there is a mismatch between 

the person and his or her environment” (p. 51). It is important to note that current research 

demonstrates that some secondary challenges, particularly those related to mental health, may 

indeed be categorized as primary challenges of FASD (Healthy Child Manitoba & Manitoba 

Education and Training, 2018). Secondary challenges can include but are not limited to "fatigue, 

frustration, anxiety, fearfulness, rigid, resistant, argumentative behaviour, becoming 

overwhelmed, shut down (withdrawn), a poor self-concept, feelings of failure, and low self-

esteem, isolation, acting out, aggression, school disruption, justice involvement, addictions, 

difficulty finding and maintaining employment [and] homelessness” (p. 51).  

If a student with FASD is given the necessary support while in school, there is the 

possibility of reducing some of the secondary challenges these individuals may face while in the 
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community and at home. Providing students with FASD with a learning environment in which 

they can develop the skills needed to function and thrive in their current situations and the future 

needs to be the priority for change.    

Macro, Meso and Micro Leadership 

At the macro-level, the SMDSB controls the creation of organizational policies. Further, 

SMDSB is responsible for setting the institutional direction and culture for academic integrity. 

This includes having articulated policies and procedures that can be applied fairly and equitably 

throughout the school board. Leaders at this level can also act as champions who set the tone for 

the entire organization. The decisions of these leaders directly impact students with FASD 

(Eaton, 2020; Potter, 2023). At the macro level, I need to consider the direction and leadership of 

Superintendents, Associate Directors, and Directors.  

Meso-level leadership involves assigning curriculum delivery to qualified instructors and 

allocating space, time, and budget for resources. Additionally, at the meso level, the principal 

oversees the quality of instruction and assessment. School administrators can help teachers 

access professional development opportunities during school hours. The allocation of resources 

by administrators, such as class scheduling, can be used to support teachers' professional 

learning. Additionally, administrators can communicate the importance of developing and 

fostering a greater understanding and knowledge of best practices for students with FASD 

(Eaton, 2020; Potter, 2023). At the meso level, I will be considering the leadership of 

administrators, both school-based and centrally assigned. I will also be looking to the leadership 

of consultants and para-professionals.   

At the micro-level, classroom practices fall under the autonomy of individual teachers. 

Further, professional development opportunities, specific teaching situations, available human 
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and material resources, educational improvement initiatives, and school-imposed directives 

shape teachers' learning. Micro-level educational development focuses on enhancing individual 

teaching expertise. This includes professional development and teacher support groups (Eaton, 

2020; Potter, 2023). At the micro level, I will consider the roles of school-based staff, such as 

teachers and support staff.   

Chapter 1 Conclusion  

The PoP’s core question of how educators can improve the educational experiences of 

students with FASD requires a simple solution within a complex system.   

Beliefs dictate behaviours. The belief that many primary learning and behavioural 

characteristics associated with [FASD] are the result of willful, volitional, or intentional 

behaviours often leads to punishment of these symptoms. The key…is linking the idea of 

brain functions with presenting behaviours, reframing perceptions, and moving from 

punishment to support. (Healthy Child Manitoba & Manitoba Education and Training, 

2018, p. 50)  

When educators understand that their students' FASD behaviours result from neurodiversity, that 

will be the first step to developing a supportive and effective learning environment for this 

student population.   

Chapter 1 provided a window into the world of students like Avery who live with FASD 

and whose educational experiences are impacted by educators' understanding of FASD. I 

examined my role and responsibilities within the SMDSB and described how, as a middle leader, 

I can support improving the educational experience of students with FASD. An Indigenous 

leadership lens and a transformative leadership approach form the basis of how I intend to 
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dismantle this issue. The organizational context of the SMDSB and my agency within this 

organization were also examined.  

Chapter 2 will address possible solutions and ways educators can reframe their 

perceptions about the behaviours of students living with FASD.   
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Chapter 2: Planning and Development 

I am in a unique position as a middle leader. Middle leadership is the layer of leaders 

between senior management and classroom practitioners (Flemming, 2019). Chapter 2 will 

explore my leadership approach through the approach of a middle leadership lens. I will then 

examine Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model (K8SCM) for leading the change process within my 

organization. Next, I will examine the organizational change readiness of the SMDSB, followed 

by the leadership ethics, considerations, and challenges as they apply to the change process. 

Finally, I will discuss the possible solutions to my PoP. 

Leadership Approaches to Change 

Middle leadership differs from principal leadership or administration in that the 

leadership role may be formal or informal. It can involve those in classroom teaching positions 

and other teaching roles. However, middle leaders are often responsible for leading school teams 

in specific contexts, such as curriculum leads, consultants or project leads. Middle leadership 

occupies the space between the formal leadership roles and the other staff within a building, 

allowing middle leaders to aid in staff development and improvement (De Nobile, 2021; 

Hargreaves & Shirley, 2019; Grice, 2019; Lipscombe et al., 2020; Tang, Bryant & Walker, 

2022). Middle leadership frameworks align perfectly with my role. It is through this leadership 

lens that I intend to “be the kind of person that people would follow voluntarily, even if you had 

no title or position” (Tracy, 1997, p. 18). 

Middle leadership is the influence an educator has on those who can aid in the overall 

improvement of student learning and well-being (De Nobile, 2021; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2019; 

Grice, 2019; Lipscombe et al., 2020; Tang, Bryant & Walker, 2022). Grootenboer, Edwards-

Groves and Ronnerman (2019) explain that middle-leading work is a “social practice” (p. 253) 
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whereby the relationships that middle leaders form with colleagues influence the ability to create 

and sustain meaningful change. Middle leaders play a critical role in the professional learning of 

educators in a school as they “exercise their leading in and around the teaching that happens in 

classrooms” (Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer & Ronnerman, 2016, p. 372). Hung et al. (2017) 

focus on middle leadership, referring to teachers or teacher leaders who lead from within the 

middle of the organizational hierarchy in a "middle-out" approach. Their goal is to foster 

curriculum innovation with the aim of inducing a fundamental shift in teachers' understanding 

and knowledge. Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer and Ronnerman (2016) highlight that while 

teachers working directly in classrooms have the greatest impact on student learning among 

educational variables, the influence of principals' practices on student learning is notably 

constrained and indirect. 

 Those in middle leading positions are able to implement high-yield strategies and 

practices, which are essential for managing and supporting school-based programs and initiatives 

(Grootenboer, Edwards-Groves & Ronnerman, 2019). Hargreaves and Shirley (2019) stress the 

importance of the middle leader by noting that: 

The middle can play an invaluable role by helping to implement changes from the top 

and moving around ideas and strategies that are percolating up from beneath. The middle, 

here, is a connector. It improves efficiency and performance by breaking down the walls 

of miscommunication and misunderstanding that can flourish in large organizations like 

school systems. The middle moves things up, down and around (p. 112). 

Tang, Bryant, and Walker's (2022) instruction-oriented middle leadership model 

emphasizes the pivotal role of middle leaders in driving instructional improvement and fostering 

a culture of learning within schools. This model positions middle leaders as critical agents in 
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promoting effective teaching practices, curriculum innovation, and professional development. 

Central to this approach is the idea that middle leaders, by virtue of their proximity to both 

classroom teachers and senior management, are uniquely placed to influence and implement 

instructional strategies that directly affect student learning. They act as instructional coaches, 

guiding teachers in refining their pedagogical methods, integrating new technologies, and 

adopting evidence-based practices.  

Further, the model advocates for a collaborative approach, promoting teamwork and 

shared responsibility, where middle leaders work closely with teachers to co-create learning 

environments that are responsive to the diverse needs of students. Additionally, it highlights the 

importance of continuous professional learning, encouraging middle leaders to facilitate ongoing 

training sessions, workshops, and peer observations to foster a culture of reflective practice. By 

focusing on instruction and learning, Tang, Bryant, and Walker's (2022) model underscores the 

transformative potential of middle leadership in enhancing educational outcomes and ensuring 

that all students, including those with unique needs, such as FASD, receive high-quality 

education tailored to their needs. 

Figure 7 highlights my use of Tang, Bryant, and Walker's (2022) instruction-oriented 

middle leadership model to pinpoint the ways in which my role as a middle leader can affect and 

improve the education experience for students within the SMDSB who live with FASD. 
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Figure 7 

 My Instruction-Oriented Middle Leadership 

 

Note. This figure is adapted from Tang, Bryant and Walker (2022), page 519. Shapes coloured 

yellow on this figure indicate areas in which I, as a middle leader, have agency. 

 

Figure 8 provides a visual representation of Hargreaves and Shirley’s (2019) recognition 

of the cyclical nature of leadership and the role of the middle leader. While their work typically 

applies to school principals who are in the middle between students, the district, and the 

education ministry, this graphic, which highlights the connecting role, is very applicable to my 

work as an IDT SERT on the Student Services Team. 
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Figure 8  

Leading from the Middle 

 

Note. This graphic, created by Hargreaves and Shirley (2019, p. 98), illustrates the ways in which 

one can lead from the middle. https://doi.org/10.1108/jpcc-06-2019-0013  

Hargreaves and Shirley (2019) delved deeply into the dynamics of middle leadership 

within educational systems, exploring how these leaders function as critical connectors within 

the broader organizational structure. They describe middle leaders as occupying a unique 

position that allows them to facilitate the flow of ideas, strategies, and information both 

vertically and horizontally within the school hierarchy. This intermediary role enables middle 

leaders to interpret and implement top-down policies from district or ministry levels while also 

advocating for the needs and feedback of students and teachers. Their framework emphasizes the 

importance of middle leaders in building coherence and alignment across different levels of the 

https://doi.org/10.1108/jpcc-06-2019-0013
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educational system. By acting as a bridge, middle leaders help translate strategic visions into 

practical, actionable steps at the classroom level, ensuring that initiatives are not only understood 

but also effectively executed. Hargreaves and Shirley further highlight the unchanging nature of 

this role, where continuous feedback loops enable middle leaders to adjust and refine practices 

based on real-time insights and outcomes. This cyclical process of leadership ensures that 

policies remain responsive and adaptive to the evolving needs of the educational community. 

Additionally, they underscore the significance of relational trust and professional collaboration, 

positing that successful middle leadership hinges on the ability to cultivate substantial, trusting 

relationships with both senior leaders and frontline educators. Through their nuanced exploration 

of these dynamics, Hargreaves and Shirley provide a comprehensive understanding of how 

middle leaders can drive sustainable improvement and innovation within schools, ultimately 

enhancing educational experiences and outcomes for all students, and specifically related to the 

PoP, students with FASD.  

Further, middle leadership interconnects with social justice through its ability to influence 

and implement equitable practices within educational settings. Paulo Freire emphasized the 

importance of education as a practice of freedom, asserting that: 

it either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of the younger 

 generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity, or it becomes 

 the practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and 

 creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their 

 world (Freire, 1970, p. 34). 

 Middle leaders, by virtue of their proximity to both classroom educators and 

administrators, are uniquely positioned to advocate for and enact policies that promote 
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inclusivity and equity. They play a crucial role in identifying and addressing systemic 

inequalities that affect marginalized student populations, including those with FASD. Middle 

leaders can lead professional development that raises awareness about social justice issues, 

equipping teachers with the skills and knowledge to create more inclusive classrooms for all 

students, specifically those related to the problem of the practice of students with FASD.  

Freire's belief that "to speak a true word is to transform the world" (1970, p. 88) resonates 

with the work of middle leaders who strive to foster dialogue and critical thinking among 

educators and students alike, and in relation to the PoP, issues facing those with FASD. They can 

also facilitate the development and implementation of curricula that reflect diverse perspectives 

and histories, ensuring that all students see themselves represented in their education. By 

fostering a school culture that values equity and inclusivity, middle leaders help to dismantle 

barriers to student success and create a learning environment where all students have the 

opportunity to thrive. Through their work, middle leaders embody the principles of social justice 

leadership, striving to create a more just and equitable educational landscape, much in line with 

Freire's vision of education as a means for liberation and transformation. As middle leaders 

champion these values, they lay the groundwork for transformative change within the school 

system. To effectively lead such transformative efforts, it is essential to develop a robust 

framework for driving change and innovation within educational settings, which will be 

discussed in the following section. 

Framework for Leading the Change Process 

Leading the change process within an organization, such as the SMDSB, requires a 

nuanced approach that blends structured strategies with interpersonal skills. Kotter's (2012) 8-

step change model provides a comprehensive framework for managing large-scale, strategic 
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change initiatives by creating a sense of urgency, building a guiding coalition, and sustaining 

momentum through clearly defined steps. However, in environments where formal authority is 

limited or hierarchical structures are rigid, the influence without authority (IWA) model by 

Cohen and Bradford (2017) offers a complementary approach. This model emphasizes building 

relationships, credibility, and reciprocity to exert influence effectively. Recognizing the 

complexity of the task, a combined approach that integrates Kotter's (2012) methodical process 

with the relational undercurrents of the IWA Model is necessary. This blended approach allows 

leaders to navigate complex organizational landscapes, secure broad-based support, and 

implement sustainable change. It ensures that change can be driven both from the top-down and 

bottom-up, leveraging formal structures and informal networks to achieve enduring success. 

Influence without Authority Model 

As a middle leader, leading change can pose a unique set of challenges related to limited 

authority. The IWA model (Cohen & Bradford, 2017), as outlined above in Figure 3, presents a 

framework for individuals to exert influence in situations where they lack formal authority. It 

encourages individuals to understand the perspectives and needs of others, communicate 

persuasively, and negotiate win-win solutions. Central to this approach is the concept of 

"exchange currency," where individuals leverage their expertise, resources, or networks to gain 

support and achieve desired outcomes. By focusing on building trust and collaborative 

partnerships, the IWA model empowers individuals to navigate complex organizational 

dynamics and achieve success through influence rather than formal authority.  

The IWA model offers significant benefits for leaders operating in environments where 

formal authority is limited. In the IWA model, building solid relationships is crucial for effective 

leadership and collaboration. Strategies to achieve this include active listening, where leaders 
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genuinely seek to understand the perspectives and needs of others, and reciprocity, where mutual 

support and benefit are emphasized. Another critical strategy is demonstrating reliability and 

competence, which builds trust and respect. As the IDT SERT, I could accomplish this by 

consistently engaging with colleagues, offering valuable insights and support, and showing 

dedication to shared goals. By fostering an environment of collaboration and mutual respect, as 

the IDT SERT, I can effectively influence positive outcomes without relying on formal authority. 

By understanding the perspectives and needs of others, leaders can communicate persuasively 

and negotiate mutually beneficial solutions, fostering a collaborative atmosphere. Such a strategy 

not only enhances trust and cooperation but also empowers individuals to navigate complex 

organizational dynamics and drive change without relying on positional power. Ultimately, the 

IWA model promotes a more inclusive and participatory form of leadership, which can lead to 

more sustainable and widely accepted outcomes within an organization. 

Limitations to the Influence without Authority Model 

While the IWA model offers a valuable framework for exerting influence in the absence 

of formal power, it has its limitations. One significant drawback is that it can take time to build 

the necessary relationships and credibility required to exert influence effectively. This process 

involves significant investment in understanding the perspectives and needs of others, which can 

delay decision-making and action (Cohen & Bradford, 2005). Additionally, the reliance on 

personal relationships can lead to consistency in influence, as success heavily depends on the 

individual's social skills and network. This variability can undermine the predictability and 

reliability of influence efforts, making it challenging to achieve consistent outcomes (Yukl, 

2013). 
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Another limitation of the IWA model is its potential to be less effective in highly 

hierarchical or rigid organizational cultures. In such environments, the emphasis on formal 

authority and established protocols can overshadow informal influence tactics, reducing their 

impact (Gilley, Dixon, & Gilley, 2008). Furthermore, the model's focus on reciprocity and 

exchange may inadvertently lead to favouritism or perceptions of inequity, where only those with 

desirable resources or networks can effectively influence others. This can create a sense of 

exclusion or resentment among those who feel they lack the necessary "exchange currency," 

potentially leading to decreased morale and engagement (Bolman & Deal, 2017). These 

limitations suggest that while the IWA model can be powerful, it must be used thoughtfully and 

supplemented with other approaches to address its inherent challenges. 

Kotter’s 8 Step-Model 

In order to facilitate the changes required to benefit students with FASD, I have proposed 

also utilizing Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model (K8SCM). McPheat (2023) outlines these steps in 

Figure 9. The steps in K8SCM are first to create a sense of urgency, then build a guiding 

coalition, following form a strategic vision, then enlist a volunteer army, next enable action by 

removing barriers, generate short-term wins, sustain acceleration, and finally institute change 

(CioPages, 2023; Hicks, 2022; Kotter International Inc., 2022; McPheat, 2023). 

The first step of the K8SCM has occurred organically in my professional practice within 

the SMBDSB in that there is already a sense of urgency to improve the educational experience of 

students with FASD. This urgency is further evidenced in the TRC Calls to Action and the 

experiences and observations of those who support these students. The urgency is there because 

the best practices are not. Educators and administrators need help with how to deal with the 

learning and behavioural needs of students with FASD. The urgency exists, and we must act 
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now.  

Figure 9 

Kotter’s 8 Step-Model 

 

Note. This figure illustrates the 8 steps outlined in Kotter’s model (CioPages, 2023). 

 

           Building a guiding coalition has also begun to occur organically in that educators, 

administrators, outside agencies, and community partners have begun to come together, out of 

necessity, to work towards the common goal of improving the education of students with FASD. 

This collaborative effort is vital to our success. McPheat (2023) recommends that in this step, 

those in the organization who hold positions of influence and power be included to ensure the 

coalition's success. I will include meetings with those in senior management positions as they 

have a level of authority and agency that, as a teacher, I need to have. Those in senior 

management have access to funds that would allow for the release time of educators and leaders, 
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which would increase access to professional development opportunities. The senior management 

team is also responsible for setting the board-wide mandated professional development for all 

schools. Upon seeing the value of professional development targeted at the improved 

understanding of FASD, regional special education administrators could be in a position to 

mandate such training.  

           Forming a strategic vision is the third step of the K8SCM. The writing of my DiP will act 

as the strategic vision of my change plan. The observational data, educators' ancestral 

experiences, and the examination of existing research meld together to paint a picture of the 

current situation and the future vision for students with FASD. 

Enlisting a volunteer army, the fourth step of the K8SCM can occur through the open 

communication of this DiP with educators, administrators, and senior management. It is no secret 

that many students with FASD struggle with behavioural challenges. All those involved in the 

education of these students observe this daily. Provided with information, strategies and support, 

these team members can come together as a volunteer army to improve students' educational 

experiences with FASD. Understanding the politics of this work is crucial for influencing 

decision-makers and effectively illuminating the issues at hand. To effectively enlist people into 

"the army" of change, it is essential to identify and empower individuals who are passionate 

about the cause and can advocate for it within their circles of influence. These change champions 

can help bridge the gap between the leadership's vision and the broader staff, facilitating 

smoother implementation of new initiatives. Demonstrating an understanding of internal politics 

involves recognizing the key groups, understanding their priorities, and strategically aligning the 

goals of the initiative with their interests. 
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Furthermore, influencing decision-makers requires a clear and compelling presentation of 

the issues, backed by data and real-world examples that highlight the urgency and potential 

impact of the proposed changes. Building relationships through transparency, consistent 

communication, and displaying early wins can also help in gaining the support of key influencers 

within the organization. By strategically leveraging the influence of change champions and 

understanding the political landscape, we can more effectively advocate for necessary changes 

and ensure that initiatives, such as improving support for students with FASD, gain the traction 

and commitment needed for successful implementation. 

The fifth step, enabling action by removing barriers, stands as a critical component for 

achieving success and embodies the core principles of this DiP. Kotter stresses the importance of 

this step, especially in identifying how barriers may affect the work educators are attempting to 

do (McPheat, 2023; Kotter International Inc., 2022). The purpose of this step while leading 

change is to ensure that the obstacles to future steps are removed and to solidify the steps that 

have already been taken. It is crucial that we have a clear path to success, and that means 

removing any barriers that stand in our way.  

Mitigating the issues associated with implementing change within a school board 

involves strategic lobbying, fostering meaningful conversations, and engaging influential vital 

groups. Key strategies include identifying and lobbying the right people, such as board members, 

administrators, and community leaders, by aligning your message with their priorities and 

providing compelling data and personal stories that highlight the need for specialized support for 

students with FASD. Inviting influential people to conversations through meetings, workshops, 

and forums ensures these discussions are inclusive and solution-focused, emphasizing the 

benefits for all students. Building alliances and coalitions with other organizations and advocacy 
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groups can amplify your voice and share resources and best practices. Highlighting early wins 

and positive outcomes from pilot programs can build momentum and support for more 

significant changes. Maintaining continuous engagement and transparent communication with 

critical groups helps to sustain support and build trust over time. By employing these strategies, 

you can effectively navigate the political landscape, garner necessary support, and drive 

meaningful change within the school board to better support students with FASD. 

 Generating short-term wins is the sixth step in Kotter’s Model. Short-term wins help all 

those involved stay positive and maintain the momentum needed to continue with initiatives to 

support students with FASD. My PoP is done through small and measurable goals tied to the 

strategic vision, which occurs over a shorter timeframe (McPheat, 2023; Kotter International 

Inc., 2022). This step is also valuable for restoring any doubts that naysayers might be displaying 

about the activities set out to support students.  

 Sustaining acceleration is the seventh step of the K8SCM. Communication and the 

continued maintenance of progress from the first six steps are crucial to maintaining the 

acceleration of change. To ensure that initiatives for supporting students with FASD become a 

permanent part of SMDSB, it is essential to integrate these strategies into the district's core 

policies and curriculum. Establishing a dedicated task force to oversee and advocate for these 

initiatives will help maintain focus and accountability. Mandatory and ongoing professional 

development for educators and administrators will ensure that they are well-equipped with the 

necessary skills and knowledge. Building strong alliances with FASD organizations and 

engaging the community will provide additional support and resources. Regular monitoring, data 

collection, and feedback mechanisms will help evaluate the effectiveness of the initiatives and 

allow for continuous improvement. Publicizing successes and creating recognition programs for 
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exemplary implementation will foster a culture of excellence and commitment within the district. 

   The final step of the K8SCM is to institutionalize the changes made. Arriving at this 

step would mean that the culture of SMDSB has evolved so that educators and administrators 

have recognized the specific learning needs of students with FASD and the best practices 

required to ensure that these students receive the educational experience needed to succeed in life 

after their elementary and secondary schooling careers have ended. 

Limitations of the K8SCM 

Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model, while widely recognized for its structured approach to 

organizational change, has several limitations. One major critique is its linear, sequential nature, 

which can be overly rigid and fail to accommodate the dynamic and iterative processes often 

required in real-world change scenarios (Appelbaum et al., 2012). This model assumes a top-

down management style, potentially overlooking the value of bottom-up initiatives and the 

importance of grassroots support in fostering lasting change (Pollack & Pollack, 2014). 

 Additionally, Kotter’s model is criticized for its focus on short-term wins, which may 

lead to superficial changes rather than addressing deeper, systemic issues within a school or 

educational institution. In an educational setting, this approach might result in temporary 

improvements in student performance or engagement without tackling underlying problems such 

as outdated teaching methods, inadequate resources, or systemic inequities. For lasting impact, it 

is crucial to focus not only on quick successes but also on creating sustainable, long-term 

solutions that address the root causes of challenges faced by the school community. (Hughes, 

2011). 

Furthermore, the model does not adequately consider the emotional and psychological 

impacts of change on employees, which are crucial for sustaining long-term commitment and 
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engagement (Burnes, 2004). These limitations suggest that while Kotter's model provides a 

valuable framework, it should be adapted and supplemented with other approaches to manage 

complex organizational changes effectively. Specifically, Kotter’s emphasis on short-term wins 

might not fully address the deep-seated challenges associated with FASD, such as the need for 

ongoing professional development, comprehensive policy changes, and the integration of 

inclusive teaching practices. 

Kotter's framework, when applied to improving the educational experience of students 

with FASD, aligns with the structured approach needed for systemic change in the educational 

context. The initial step of creating a sense of urgency naturally aligns with the already existing 

recognition of the pressing need to enhance support for students with FASD. This sense of 

urgency is not only driven by educators and administrators who witness the daily challenges 

faced by these students but also by broader mandates such as the TRC Calls to Action. Building 

a guiding coalition, the second step is evident through the collaborative efforts of educators, 

administrators, community partners, and external agencies working together to address these 

challenges. By including influential key groups from senior management, this coalition can 

leverage authority and resources to drive significant changes, such as funding for professional 

development and mandating FASD-specific training. 

As we move through Kotter’s model, the formulation of a strategic vision through the 

DiP serves as a roadmap for change, providing a clear and compelling direction. Enlisting a 

volunteer army is crucial, and by openly sharing the strategic vision and involving educators and 

administrators, a robust support network can be formed.  

In the SMDSB, the volunteer army refers to critical groups that play vital roles in driving 

and sustaining change. This group includes teachers, who are essential in adopting and 
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integrating new practices within the classroom, and school administrators, such as principals and 

vice-principals, who set the direction for the school and ensure teachers have the necessary 

support and resources. Special Education Resource Teachers (SERTs) provide targeted support 

and expertise for students with specific needs like FASD. In contrast, support staff, including 

counsellors and psychologists, offer critical services that support students' well-being and 

academic success. Engaged parents and guardians reinforce educational strategies at home and 

advocate for their children's needs, making their involvement essential for a consistent learning 

environment. Students themselves, as primary beneficiaries, provide feedback and participation 

crucial for tailoring strategies to their needs. Finally, community partners offer additional 

resources and real-world learning opportunities, bridging the gap between the school and the 

broader community. This volunteer army collaborates to create a more inclusive, supportive, and 

effective educational environment. 

The fifth step, enabling action by removing barriers, is central to overcoming obstacles 

that hinder progress. This involves addressing systemic issues, such as the need for specialized 

training and resources that prevent educators from effectively supporting students with FASD. 

Generating short-term wins through measurable goals helps to maintain momentum and 

demonstrate the impact of initiatives, reinforcing commitment among critical groups. Sustaining 

acceleration ensures that these efforts are maintained over time, embedding the changes into the 

fabric of the SMDSB. Finally, institutionalizing the changes ensures that the improved practices 

become a permanent part of the educational culture, ensuring long-term support and success for 

students with FASD. 

Despite criticisms of Kotter's 8-Step Change Model for its top-down approach, a middle 

leader can effectively use this framework to drive meaningful change within their organization. 
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Middle leaders often operate in a position where they must bridge the gap between senior 

management and frontline staff, making Kotter's model an ideal tool for navigating this dynamic 

(Appelbaum et al., 2012). By leveraging the structured steps of Kotter’s model, a middle leader 

can create a sense of urgency and build a guiding coalition that includes influential key groups 

from both levels, thereby ensuring broader buy-in and support (Pollack & Pollack, 2015). This 

inclusive approach helps to align the organization's vision with the practical realities faced by 

educators and staff, fostering a sense of shared purpose and commitment (Hughes, 2011). 

Additionally, the middle leader can focus on enabling action by removing barriers and generating 

short-term wins, which are crucial for building momentum and demonstrating the tangible 

benefits of the change initiatives (Burnes, 2004). By fostering collaboration and communication, 

a middle leader can adapt Kotter's model to ensure it supports a more bottom-up engagement, 

thereby addressing the model’s limitations while harnessing its strengths to improve the 

educational experience of students with FASD (Cameron & Green, 2024). 

Combining Models 

Combining the IWA model by Cohen and Bradford with Kotter's 8-Step Change Model 

reveals complementary strengths in driving organizational change. Kotter's model provides a 

structured, top-down approach with clearly defined steps, such as creating urgency and building 

a coalition, which is particularly effective for large-scale, strategic initiatives (Kotter, 1996). 

However, it can be rigid and overly reliant on formal authority (Appelbaum et al., 2012). In 

contrast, the IWA model focuses on leveraging relationships, credibility, and reciprocity to 

influence others without relying on hierarchical power. It is ideal for middle leaders and those in 

positions with limited formal authority (Cohen & Bradford, 2005). The IWA model fosters 

grassroots support and collaboration by encouraging leaders to build trust and credibility with 
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their teams, thereby creating a more inclusive and participative change process. While Kotter's 

model excels in creating an apparent plan change, Cohen and Bradford's model allows for 

fostering grassroots support and collaboration (Pollack & Pollack, 2015). 

Integrating Kotter's structured steps with Cohen and Bradford's relational approach can 

create a more holistic and effective change management strategy. For instance, Kotter's initial 

steps of creating urgency and building a guiding coalition can be enhanced by using the IWA 

model to build relationships and trust, thereby securing commitment from key groups at all 

levels. Middle leaders can leverage the principles of reciprocity and credibility by, for example, 

offering their expertise or support in return for the influential individuals' backing. This creates a 

robust guiding coalition that is invested in the change process. This combination allows for a 

strategic vision that is not only top-down but also enriched by the insights and cooperation of 

grassroots members. 

Furthermore, the later stages of Kotter's model, such as enabling action by removing 

barriers and generating short-term wins, can be bolstered by the influence tactics of Cohen and 

Bradford. By understanding and addressing the needs and concerns of those affected by the 

change, middle leaders can facilitate smoother transitions and sustain momentum. The 

reciprocity inherent in the IWA model ensures that the benefits of short-term wins are recognized 

and appreciated across the organization, reinforcing commitment and engagement. This 

integrated approach ensures that change initiatives are resilient and sustainable, fostering an 

organizational culture that is adaptable and responsive to future challenges. For instance, by 

consistently applying the principles of reciprocity and credibility, leaders can build a culture of 

trust and collaboration, which is essential for long-term sustainability (Cameron & Green, 2024). 
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The visual representation in Figure 10 was created to illustrate a cyclical process for 

implementing and sustaining change in an educational setting, specifically focusing on my role 

as the IDT SERT. It represents the melding together of the K8SCM and the IWA model. The 

circles represent the stages of the K8SCM, while the rectangles represent the steps of the IWA. 

The IWA takes place in the early stages of the cycle to ensure the creation and development of 

the relationships required to carry out this work. This process emphasizes the importance of 

building relationships, fostering collaboration, and maintaining momentum to achieve long-term, 

systemic change in educational practices, particularly for supporting students with FASD. The 

cycle does not end but instead pauses with the triangle, indicating that further change, while 

necessary, is beyond the scope of the DiP. 

Combining Cohen and Bradford’s Influence without Authority (IWA) model with 

Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model creates a robust framework for driving organizational change. 

Kotter’s model offers a structured, top-down approach ideal for strategic initiatives, emphasizing 

steps like creating urgency and building a coalition, but can be overly reliant on formal authority. 

Conversely, the IWA model leverages relationships, credibility, and reciprocity, making it 

suitable for middle leaders and fostering grassroots support. Integrating these models allows for a 

holistic change management strategy where Kotter’s precise planning is enriched by the IWA’s 

relational approach, ensuring commitment from all organizational levels. This synergy is crucial 

for initiatives such as supporting students with FASD within educational settings. The visual 

representation combines these models, emphasizing relationship building and collaboration, and 

underscores the importance of a continuous, adaptable approach to achieve long-term, systemic 

change. This integration fosters a culture of trust and collaboration, which is essential for 

sustaining change and responding to future challenges. 
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Figure 10 

Layered K8SCM and the IWA model 

 

 

Note: This figure is an amalgamation of the K8SCM, represented by the gray circles, and the 

IWA model, represented by the rectangles. As the IDT SERT, I am centred in the middle of this 

process. The cycle pauses with the gray triangle, indicating the need to determine the next steps 

for future change, which is beyond the scope of this DiP.  
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Organizational Change Readiness 

  I have recognized a noticeable and distinct knowledge gap among all SMDSB school-

based staff between the best practices required to teach students with FASD and actual 

observable classroom strategies and teaching practices that are being used. Educators and 

administrators cannot develop an understanding of best teaching practices for this population 

without first understanding the symptomology and challenges associated with FASD. Once an 

understanding has been established, educators and administrators can delve into the best 

practices and strategies required to enable students' academic and social success with this 

exceptionality.  

           There are many existing professional development initiatives within the SMDSB. 

Teaching and support staff must attend SMDSB-sanctioned professional development on certain 

pre-determined days within the school year. This is outside of the required professional 

development held at school-based staff meetings. SMDSB staff are provided with professional 

learning opportunities aligned with the Multi-Year Strategic Plan (MYSP), Director's Action 

Plan (DAP), and priorities determined by the Ministry of Education. Professional development is 

heavily focused on students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). This poses a potential 

problem for my proposed change implementation plan in that staff may be experiencing 

professional development fatigue and not having the time in their schedules to implement further 

initiatives. 

As mentioned earlier, FASD has a high rate of Indigenization. As such, all initiatives 

implemented must consider the impact on this population. This would be an opportune time to 
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attempt to merge the work of the SERTs with the work of the First Nations, Inuit & Metis 

(FNMI) consultants and educators. The members of the FNMI team hold a wealth of 

information, knowledge, and understanding. Aligning the work done by this department with the 

actions in my proposed change implementation plan would ensure that issues of decolonization 

and equity were addressed.  

Assessing the Readiness for Change 

 Assessing an organization's current state is essential for determining its future direction 

(Deszca et al., 2020). As such, the readiness of the SMDSB as an organization and the readiness 

of the educators within the organization are examined below.  

SMDSB’s Organizational Readiness for Change 

The preparedness of an organization for change hinges on the collective past experiences 

of its members with change, the adaptable nature of the organizational culture, the openness, 

commitment, and involvement of leadership in orchestrating change readiness, and the 

confidence that members have in the leadership (Deszca et al., 2020). Using the “Rate the 

Organization’s Readiness for Change” tool developed by Deszca et al. (2020), I assessed the 

current readiness of the SMDSB (See Appendix A for the specific responses to this readiness 

assessment tool). Responding to the thirty-six questions as a teacher within the system viewing 

the organization, SMDSB received a score of 13. It is important to note that Deszca et al. (2020) 

note that “if the score is below 10, the organization is not likely ready for change at present” (p. 

115). As an organization, SMDSB comes close to the unlikeness of change occurring for 

students with FASD. 

Educator's Readiness for Change 

 

While the entire organization of SMDSB may still need to be prepared for change 
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concerning students with FASD, educators are more ready for the change in this DiP. Change 

readiness progresses when members of the organization, in this case, educators, recognize how 

the current misalignment hinders improved outcomes and are confident that realigning is both 

necessary and achievable (Deszca et al., 2020). With this in mind, the “Rate the Organization's 

Readiness to Change” survey was adapted to examine educators' readiness within SMDSB. 

When looking only at the attitudes and behaviours of the educators, a score of 26 was achieved. 

As such, it is essential to note that while the SMDSB may not be prepared for profound and 

systemic changes for students with FASD, the educators who work in the field directly with 

these students are. When examining individual Change readiness, Deszca et al. (2020) note that 

"if previous change experiences have been predominately negative and unproductive, employees 

tend to become disillusioned and cynical ("we tried and it didn't work attitude) (p. 111). This is a 

fair response to change forced upon teachers, offering little control and ownership. However, this 

PoP and eventual solutions intend to include those voices of teachers and support staff 

implementing change.   

Leadership Ethics in Organizational Change 

With a focus on justice, Paul Freire explains the ethical nature of education in that 

"education cannot be neutral. It either liberates or domesticates. This is why it is inherently an 

ethical and political act” (p. 69). Further, Fiedler and Van Haren (2009) expound that special 

education has intricate ethical challenges. Specifically, Bon and Bigbee (2011) explain that 

SERTs are required to make many decisions that carry ethical implications for children with 

diverse abilities, both in the short and long term. Further, SERTs are responsible, in part, for the 

“determination of educational programs, supplemental services, instructional practices, and, 

ultimately, the implementation of policies and regulations – all of which influence present and 



59 

 

future opportunities for the child to access a meaningful education program” (Bon & Bigbee, 

2011, p. 330). The ethical implications and challenges of these responsibilities are addressed 

below.   

Ethics and Positionality  

Being an ethical Special Education Resource Teacher (SERT) aligns with my 

positionality by emphasizing the values of justice, equity, and care that are central to my 

professional and personal ethos. My commitment to improving the educational experiences of 

students with FASD within the SMDSB reflects my deep understanding of the ethical 

implications of my role. This alignment is evident in my dedication to fostering inclusive and 

supportive learning environments, advocating for destigmatization, and addressing the 

racialization of FASD. My positionality, grounded in a desire to support marginalized students 

and ensure their access to meaningful education, reinforces my ethical responsibilities as a SERT 

to challenge biases, promote equity, and provide compassionate care to all students.  

Ethic of Care 

The ethic of care directly relates to FASD by prioritizing the nurturing and 

encouragement of students with FASD, ensuring their unique needs and capabilities are 

recognized and supported within the educational process. The ethic of care, as explained by 

Noddings, means that “students are at the centre of the educational process and need to be 

nurtured and encouraged, a concept that likely goes against the grain of those attempting to make 

“achievement” the top priority” (as cited in, Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016, p. 32). Further, an 

ethics of care revolves around the responsibility of individuals to attend to and care for one 

another (Kurian, 2023). Educators demonstrate the ethic of care when they believe in the 

capabilities of a student (Kurian, 2023). Noddings (1992) states, “The first job of schools is to 
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care for our children” (as cited in Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016, p. 32). At the heart of this DiP is 

care for students who live with FASD. The ethic of care aligns with my work on FASD by 

emphasizing the importance of nurturing and encouraging students, placing their needs and well-

being at the center of the educational process. This approach ensures that educators are 

committed to believing in and supporting the capabilities of students with FASD, fostering an 

environment where they can thrive and achieve meaningful educational outcomes.  

As a middle leader, my response to the ethic of care would involve actively promoting a 

supportive and inclusive school culture that prioritizes the well-being and individual needs of all 

students. This includes implementing professional development for staff on the principles of the 

ethic of care, ensuring that policies and practices are student-centred, and fostering strong, 

empathetic relationships between teachers, students, and their families. Middle leaders should 

also advocate for resources and support systems that address the unique challenges faced by 

students, particularly those with FASD, to create a nurturing and empowering educational 

environment.  

Stigmatization of FASD 

When discussing the area of ethics, it is essential to examine the topic of stigma. Shifrer 

(2013) defines stigma as the “prejudicial attitudes toward and negative treatment of people with 

characteristics deemed dangerous, undesirable, or unworthy” (p. 463). Within the realm of 

education, stigma can significantly impact access to assessment, intervention, and support 

(Dunbar Winsor, 2020). For example, public perception views FASD as “preventable, since 

exposure to alcohol in utero is a necessary factor for its development” (Zizzo & Racine, 2017, p. 

414). As such, “FASD may be the most stigmatized area of a very stigmatized subject, being 

women and alcohol” (Choate & Badry, 2019, p. 36). It is essential to this DiP that the work 
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alleviates the stigma students and families experience through education and re-education of 

professionals involved in learning about students with FASD.   

As a middle leader, my response to the stigmatization of FASD would involve 

proactively addressing and challenging negative perceptions and biases within the school 

community. This includes educating staff, students, and families about FASD to foster 

understanding and empathy, implementing inclusive policies that support students with FASD, 

and promoting a culture of acceptance and respect. Middle leaders should also facilitate 

professional development opportunities focused on destigmatizing FASD and advocate for the 

necessary resources and support to ensure that students with FASD receive equitable access to 

education and interventions.  

Racialization of FASD 

The racialization of FASD poses a primary ethical concern throughout my DiP. Sadly, 

FASD continues to be identified as an Indigenous issue (Hunting & Browne, n.d.; Yousefi & 

Chaufan, 2022). Hunting and Brown (n.d.) point out that the methods used to screen Indigenous 

women for:            

Substance use during pregnancy have been criticized for an inherent racial and class bias 

in the ways they are designed and applied, especially contributing to the over-

surveillance of Aboriginal mothers. These racialized and gendered associations between 

alcohol use and 'bad mothering' have perpetuated the hypervisibility of Aboriginal 

women in discourses of FASD. (p. 40)  

Colonial practices, beliefs, and policies, and the legacy of intergenerational trauma, 

cultural disruption, and the disproportionate rates of sexual assault, violence, and trauma 

perpetuated against Indigenous women contribute to substance abuse and, in turn, children 
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impacted by FASD (Yousefi & Chaufan, 2022). With this knowledge, all work being conducted 

throughout this DiP must be mindful of how colonial practices continue to impact Indigenous 

students throughout the SMDSB.   

As a middle leader, my response to the racialization of FASD involves actively working 

to dismantle biases and address systemic inequities within the school environment. This includes 

providing staff with education and training on cultural sensitivity and the historical context of 

FASD, particularly its impact on Indigenous communities. Middle leaders should advocate for 

culturally responsive teaching practices and ensure that the screening and support processes for 

FASD are free from racial and class biases. Additionally, fostering partnerships with Indigenous 

communities and involving them in decision-making processes can help create a more inclusive 

and equitable educational setting for students affected by FASD.  

Whose Voices Are Missing? 

The phrase “Nothing about Us, Without Us” has been attributed to many groups 

throughout history; however, the sentiment is the same and applies directly to this PoP. All 

individuals want to be actively involved in planning policies, strategies, and decision-making 

opportunities that impact and affect their lives (United Nations, 2004). Further, Busse et al. 

(1995) are quoted as defining social validation as a “research method that facilitates involvement 

of multiple participants in the evaluation process” (as in Bastable et al., 2021, p. 817). In context, 

social validation and the inclusion of those individuals with FASD in discussions about best 

practices and the improvement of learning environments for students with FASD “may decrease 

bias, increase efficacy, and prevent harm” (Bastable et al., 2021, p. 817). Within this DiP, it is an 

ethical imperative that the voices of individuals with FASD are heard in order to ensure that the 
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changes that are intended to occur are of value and essential to those who will be impacted, such 

as students like Avery.   

In summary, this DiP underscores the critical need for an ethically grounded approach to 

education, particularly for students with FASD. By acknowledging the inherent ethical and 

political nature of education, as emphasized by Freire (2007), it becomes clear that educators 

must navigate complex ethical challenges to provide meaningful and equitable learning 

opportunities. This requires a commitment to the ethic of care, addressing and mitigating the 

stigma surrounding FASD, and confronting the racialization of the disorder that 

disproportionately affects Indigenous communities. Furthermore, it is essential to include the 

voices of individuals with FASD in the planning and implementation of educational strategies to 

ensure their needs and perspectives are genuinely represented. By focusing on these ethical 

imperatives, the dissertation aims to foster an educational environment that supports justice, 

equity, and the holistic development of all students, particularly those living with FASD.  

Strategies and Solutions to Address the Problem of Practice 

When evaluating potential remedies for the PoP, all initiatives, professional development, 

and support must be student-centred and contribute towards the improvement of the learning and 

educational experiences of children and youth living with FASD. Through my observations of 

existing teaching practices, I see a clear need for the education and re-education of those working 

with students with FASD. Frontline workers have shared their need for more significant support, 

resources, and access to professional development. Furthermore, from my role in providing 

support to schools and classrooms, I have observed that resources and supports must be more 

readily available, including access to Special Education Consultants and Interdisciplinary Teams 

SERTs.     
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Truth and Reconciliation 

The "Truth and Reconciliation Call to Action #34: A Framework for Action" (2018) 

document aims to meet the needs of individuals with FASD within the criminal justice system 

through targeted policy and practice changes. Drawing from the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (TRC) of Canada's findings on the Indian Residential Schools (IRS), which have 

caused intergenerational trauma and social issues in Indigenous communities, it emphasizes 

reforms to support offenders with FASD better. According to the Final Report of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada, Volume One, "about 1% of Canadian children are born 

with some form of disability related to prenatal alcohol consumption, but estimates from Canada 

and the United States suggest that 15% to 20% of prisoners have FASD" (p. 174). The 

commission advocates for immediate action to prevent FASD and improve the management of 

its detrimental effects. Indigenous communities, in particular, require enhanced programming to 

effectively address the issue of FASD (TRC, 2015). 

Further, the document outlines a comprehensive Framework for Action with 12 

actionable items promoting systemic change across various sectors, including justice 

professionals, policymakers, and researchers. Actions involve mandatory education on systemic 

racism, equal access to Gladue reports, FASD-informed training, expanding therapeutic justice 

practices, improving diagnostic methods, and strengthening community support. The 

repercussions of inadequate educational attainment among former residential school students 

have resulted in persistent unemployment or underemployment, poverty, substandard housing, 

substance abuse, domestic violence, and poor health in adulthood. While there has been gradual 

progress in educational success rates, Indigenous peoples continue to experience significantly 

lower educational and economic outcomes compared to other Canadians (TRC). Further, in 
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2011-2012, Indigenous peoples made up "28% of all admissions to sentenced custody, even 

though Aboriginal people made up only 4% of the Canadian population. The situation of women 

is even more disproportionate: in 2011-2012, 43% of admissions of women to sentenced custody 

were Aboriginal" (TRC, p. 170). The impact of FASD exacerbates all these issues and others 

affecting Indigenous communities. The framework also highlights the importance of interagency 

collaboration and culturally appropriate practices, aiming to bridge the gap between evidence-

based policies and practical implementation. The document provides a roadmap for 

transformative change, urging key groups to adopt these evidence-based strategies to improve 

outcomes for individuals with FASD. 

This framework has significant implications for the education system, especially in 

supporting students with FASD. Early recognition and intervention in educational settings can 

mitigate long-term challenges. By incorporating mandatory education on systemic racism and 

FASD-informed training for educators and staff, schools can better identify and support students 

with FASD, promoting a strengths-based, student-centred environment that enhances well-being 

and academic success. Interagency collaboration and culturally appropriate practices within 

schools align with the TRC's broader goals, fostering an inclusive and supportive educational 

experience for all students, particularly those from Indigenous backgrounds impacted by the 

residential school legacy. 

As a non-Indigenous ally in the decolonizing process, through advocacy, I can attempt to 

"raise consciousness regarding how colonizing mindsets—that do not privilege Indigenous ways 

of knowing or recognize Indigenous land and sovereignty—exist within ourselves and the 

institutions within which we operate" (Krusz, 2020, p. 205). Working together with Indigenous 

educators in the SMDSB, advocacy initiatives could take place for those students who are both 
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Indigenous and living with FASD and those who support them. I would be able to use my role as 

IDT SERT to co-lead professional development and conversations, bringing forward stories from 

the lived experiences of students with FASD. This could also be done in conjunction with the 

work the SMDSB is doing around decolonizing and anti-oppressive education.      

Option One: Engaging the Special Education Advisory Committee 

The Ontario Ministry of Education (MOE) mandates that every school board in Ontario 

must have a Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC). A SEAC consists of school board 

trustees elected by the community and representatives from local associations with a vested 

interest in special education (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2024). Further, a SEAC offers 

crucial guidance on special education matters to the local board or school authority and provides 

recommendations on anything influencing the creation, advancement, and implementation of 

special education programs and services (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2024).  

The MOE (2024) requires each district school board SEAC to be made up of 

representatives from up to twelve local associations or affiliated associations or 

organizations; One or two people to represent the interests of First Nations students 

attending board schools under a tuition agreement; One or more additional members at 

large who are not: representatives of a local association, trustees of the board members of 

another board committee.  

According to the regulation, a local association is defined as an organization of parents 

operating within a board's jurisdiction. Furthermore, it must be affiliated with an association or 

organization incorporated under federal or provincial law and not comprised of professional 

educators. The local association's scope extends throughout Ontario, and its primary purpose is 
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to advance the interests and well-being of one or more groups of exceptional children or adults 

(Ontario Ministry of Education, 2024).  

Individuals employed by a school board are ineligible to serve as members of the Special 

Education Advisory Committee (SEAC) of the board employing them. Nevertheless, they may 

participate as members in the SEAC of another school board, provided they meet the eligibility 

criteria for voting in the elections for members of that particular school board (Ontario Ministry 

of Education, 2024).   

According to the Ontario Ministry of Education, Ontario Regulation 464/97, concerning 

the SEAC, "A special education advisory committee of a board may make recommendations to 

the board in respect of any matter affecting the establishment, development and delivery of 

special education programs and services for exceptional pupils of the board."  (Ontario Ministry 

of Education, 2024). This regulation is of the utmost importance to this PoP and DiP, and the 

SEAC has the potential to ensure that students with FASD receive the special education 

programs and services to which they are entitled.  

SMDSB & SEAC 

As per Ministry of Education guidelines, the SMDSB SEAC has representation from 

twelve community organizations that represent the needs of students with Special Education 

requirements. These organizations include Easter Seals, Association for Bright Children of 

Ontario, Autism Ontario, Learning Disabilities Association, Down Syndrome Association, 

Ontario Parents for Visually Impaired, and VOICE for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Children. 

(SMDSB, 2023)3 

The SMDSB SEAC includes representatives from elementary and secondary school 

principals, the Principals of Student Services, and two Superintendents of Schools who attend the 
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monthly SEAC meetings (SMDSB, 2023). The SMDSB website lists actions that the 2022-2023 

SEAC participated in. These include but are not limited to reviewing the mental health and 

addictions strategy, introducing a transitions strategy to support students with disabilities, and 

membership sharing of successful practices (SMDSB, 2023).  

Public access to SMDSB SEAC minutes goes back to 2004. A review of these meeting 

minutes from most recent to 2022 indicates no mention of FASD or any form of learning need 

arising from prenatal alcohol and drug exposure (SMDSB, 2023). There is also public access to 

the SMDSB SEAC handbook through the SMDSB website (SMDSB, 2023). Within this 

handbook, there is a presentation request form, although the submission process needs to be 

clarified.    

SMDSB SEAC Engagement 

Based on Ministry of Education and SMDSB guidelines, a SEAC has the ability and 

reach necessary to enact changes needed to improve the learning for students with FASD. As 

such, a detailed presentation about the specifics of FASD diagnosis and the learning needs these 

students encounter is part of this proposed solution. The current lack of understanding of FASD 

by educators could be brought forward, and how teaching practices can be improved could be 

explained based on current FASD research and best educational practices. The voices of students 

with FASD could be included to relay to the SEAC the urgency of addressing this deficit in 

practices and support.  

When engaging the SEAC, it is essential to remember the prejudice and stigmatization 

that students with FASD and their families encounter on a daily basis -- and when navigating the 

education system. As such, the utmost care and respect must be taken in order for students and 

families to feel engaged and supported in a meaningful way. As per the SMDSB SEAC 
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Handbook (SMDSB, 2022), teachers are encouraged to attend and observe SEAC meetings. As 

such, I would begin engaging the SEAC by attending an initial meeting. After initial attendance, 

I would approach SEAC members with the SEAC Presentation Form to present an overview of 

FASD. This presentation could engage the SEAC further to increase the support of students with 

FASD.  

Special Education Advisory Committees (SEACs) in Ontario are designed to support the 

needs of students with disabilities by providing advice on special education programs and 

policies. However, there are some criticisms and potential negative impacts. For instance, there 

are often inter-organizational conflicts among different vital groups, such as educational systems, 

unions, government agencies, and community organizations, which can hinder the efficiency and 

effectiveness of SEACs in delivering robust special education programs (Ontario Human Rights 

Commission, 2020). Additionally, some educational institutions have reported unclear 

responsibilities and a lack of understanding regarding their obligations under legislative 

frameworks like the Ontario Disability Act (ODA) and the Ontario Human Rights Code, leading 

to inadequate implementation of policies meant to support students with special needs (Ontario 

Human Rights Commission, 2020). Furthermore, the extent to which SEACs influence board 

decisions can vary significantly, with some members feeling that their recommendations are not 

always adequately considered or implemented by school boards (Ontario Human Rights 

Commission, 2020). Addressing these challenges is essential to ensure that SEACs can 

effectively fulfill their mandate and improve outcomes for students with special needs. 

 The PAAC on SEAC 2020 survey reveals several drawbacks in the functioning of 

Special Education Advisory Committees (SEACs). Key areas of concern include a marked 

decline in meaningful participation in board procedures, such as the Special Education Plan and 
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Budget, compared to previous surveys. SEAC members reported that information is only 

sometimes shared proactively, and they often feel they are asked to approve decisions that the 

board has already made. Additionally, there are inconsistencies in public access to SEAC 

information, with only 40% of boards having a SEAC brochure available, down from 2014. 

Recruitment and retention of SEAC members pose challenges, especially in smaller boards. 

Moreover, many respondents indicated difficulty in navigating school board websites to find 

SEAC information. Finally, there is a need for better orientation and ongoing training for SEAC 

members to ensure they understand their roles and can participate confidently. These findings 

suggest that while SEACs play a crucial role in special education, there are areas for 

improvement in their engagement, communication, and support systems. 

SEAC Impact on Students with FASD 

Within the SMDSB, the Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC) significantly 

influences the educational experiences of students with FASD, impacting their classroom 

experience in various ways. SEAC provides crucial input and advice on the development and 

implementation of special education programs and services within school boards, ensuring that 

policies are inclusive and cater to the unique needs of students with FASD (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2017). This directly affects classroom practices by making sure appropriate resources, 

accommodations, and support are available to address the specific challenges faced by these 

students (Brownell, 2018). SEAC also advocates for adequate funding and resources, influencing 

budget decisions to ensure classrooms have the necessary tools, technology, and support staff, 

such as educational assistants, to effectively support students with FASD (SEAC Handbook, 

2011). 
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Additionally, SEAC can recommend professional development opportunities for teachers 

and staff, enhancing their understanding and skills in supporting students with FASD (Ontario 

Ministry of Education, 2017).  Well-trained teachers are better equipped to implement 

differentiated instruction, manage diverse classroom needs, and create an inclusive learning 

environment that benefits students with FASD (Rodger, 2015). SEAC serves as a bridge between 

parents, the community, and the school board, ensuring the voices of families with children who 

have FASD are heard (FASD Ontario, 2020). This collaboration fosters better communication 

and partnerships between home and school, creating a supportive environment for students. 

When parents are involved and informed, they can better support their child's education at home, 

reinforcing classroom learning (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017). 

Moreover, SEAC monitors the implementation of special education programs and 

services, holding the school board accountable for their effectiveness in meeting the needs of 

students with FASD (SEAC Handbook, 2011). This oversight ensures that the specific needs of 

these students are consistently met, allowing for necessary adjustments to improve classroom 

practices and outcomes (Brownell, 2018). Finally, SEAC raises awareness about the challenges 

and needs of students with FASD, advocating for their rights and promoting inclusive education 

(FASD Ontario, 2020). Increased awareness among educators and students fosters a more 

accepting and inclusive school culture, positively affecting the classroom environment (Rodger, 

2015). By influencing policies, advocating for resources, supporting professional development, 

fostering parent and community involvement, ensuring accountability, and raising awareness, 

SEAC helps create a more inclusive and supportive educational environment. This, in turn, 

enhances the classroom experience for students with FASD, promoting their academic and social 

success (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017). 
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Option Two: Educator Professional Development & Support 

The educational journey for students with FASD poses challenges not only for the students 

themselves but also for all those involved in their education. This encompasses educators, 

including administrators and teachers, caregivers and allied professionals such as teaching 

assistants, psychologists, social workers, and counsellors (Poth et al., 2014). Further, the social 

and emotional difficulties that are paired with FASD present unique challenges and affect how 

students form relationships with teachers and peers (Poth et al., 2014). Poth et al. (2014) explain 

that “the academic and behavioral challenges of students with FASD can be so profound that it is 

sometimes difficult to recognize strengths or encourage positive behaviors when they are 

demonstrated” (p. 254).  

Research has shown that educators express difficulties in the classroom due to a lack of 

understanding regarding the intricate learning, social, and behavioural challenges faced by 

students with FASD. Consequently, these educators frequently need help comprehending and 

proficiently addressing the learning requirements of students affected by FASD. Insufficient 

opportunities for professional development contribute to a shortage of essential knowledge and 

skills necessary for implementing appropriate educational programs (Poth et al., 2014; 

Blackburn, 2009; Carpenter, 2011).   

FASD Professional Development  

Through classroom observations, listening to anecdotal recounts of those in classrooms, 

conversations with practitioners, and an awareness of what SMDSB provides for Professional 

Development, there is a clear and glaring deficit in the understanding of educators regarding 

FASD, including, but not limited to, causes, symptomology, best teaching practices, and 

programming. As such, it is imperative to the well-being and success of students with FASD that 
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a professional development initiative be offered to all educators. Professional development and 

education could improve not only the lived experience of students but also the experiences of 

educators.   

A series of professional development opportunities could be designed for educators who 

work with students with FASD. The first PD in the series could provide educators with a basic 

understanding of FASD and what it looks like for students. This could help them understand 

strengths, challenges, and difficulties that might be present in the classroom.  

Educators play a crucial role in supporting students with FASD. They require specialized 

and current training on FASD and related educational practices, such as understanding the 

neurological impact of this disorder and using knowledge of FASD to create structured, 

supportive learning environments that address the specific cognitive and behavioural needs of 

students with FASD as well as providing interventions which may include individualized 

learning plans, the use of visual aids, and positive behavioural supports to enhance learning 

outcomes and social integration for these students (Boys et al., 2016; Lees et al., 2021; Makela et 

al., 2019; Millians, 2015). 

Given that teachers and support staff will inevitably encounter children with FASD 

throughout their careers, there is an urgent need to develop and implement systematic training to 

enhance their understanding of these students' needs and effective educational strategies. These 

include such strategies as implementing structured and predictable classroom environments, 

using visual supports, and employing Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS), to 

name only a few (Boys et al., 2016; Lees et al., 2021; Millians, 2015). 

Understanding the brain-based nature of FASD behaviour is crucial for educators. This 

recognition necessitates employing different approaches than those commonly used in standard 



74 

 

classroom settings.  (Duquette and Parr, 2022; Makela et al., 2019; Millar et al., 2014; Popova et 

al., 2016). Structured training programs designed explicitly for FASD can be integrated into 

schools' existing PD framework. Programs like metacognitive strategy training have been shown 

to be effective in helping educators support students with FASD by teaching them to think about 

their thinking and use strategies to improve learning and self-regulation.  (Makela et al., 2019). 

Research indicates that professional development significantly improves outcomes for 

children with FASD. For instance, a study on metacognitive strategy training showed that 

students taught by educators trained in these strategies exhibited enhanced spontaneous use of 

metacognitive techniques, positively affecting their learning and self-regulation. Studies further 

emphasize the necessity of quality resources and training for educators, compiling evidence that 

well-trained teachers can better identify, manage, and support students with FASD, resulting in 

improved educational experiences and outcomes (Boys et al., 2016; Lees et al., 2021; Makela et 

al., 2019)  

As evidenced by the studies required to write this DiP, there is much to learn about 

FASD and the lived experiences of students with FASD. As such, further sessions would include 

presentations from former students about how they navigated the educational system while living 

with FASD. A professional learning cycle would be implemented. Also, to ensure the 

engagement of educators in this professional learning, it would be essential to ensure that 

participant voices are heard and that the information obtained is used in future sessions. For 

example, should educators indicate that they require a more in-depth understanding of the co-

regulation necessary for students with FASD, this would be an area of focus. Such feedback 

would be attained through feedback forms and discussions with participants.  
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As a teacher leader with minimal agency, advocating for comprehensive professional 

development on FASD involves highlighting the urgent need for such training to school 

administrators and decision-makers. I propose foundational workshops that provide an in-depth 

understanding of FASD, its causes, symptoms, and the diverse ways it can manifest in students. 

Emphasizing the importance of interactive learning experiences, such as case studies and 

simulations, can help decision-makers understand the potential impact of such training on 

improving teaching practices and student outcomes (Millians, 2020; Reid et al., 2022). 

In addition to initial workshops, ongoing support and mentorship are crucial. I 

recommend implementing mentorship programs where experienced educators or specialists in 

FASD guide and support their peers. Highlighting research that shows mentorship leads to 

sustained improvements in teaching practices can strengthen the case for these programs (Smith 

et al., 2021; Thompson, 2023). 

To further support educators, leveraging technology to create online resources and 

platforms could be suggested. These platforms can offer webinars, instructional videos, and 

discussion forums, providing flexible, on-demand access to professional development materials. 

By presenting recent studies that demonstrate the effectiveness of integrating technology in PD, I 

can advocate for its inclusion in the professional development framework (Brown et al., 2020; 

Zhao & Frank, 2021). Through these combined efforts, I aim to build a robust professional 

development framework that equips educators with the knowledge and skills to effectively 

support students with FASD despite having limited influence over the final decisions. 

Option Three: Professional Learning Community with Support Network 

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and Support Networks represent a pivotal 

approach to improving the educational experience of students with FASD. PLCs create an 
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environment where educators can collaboratively enhance their teaching strategies, specifically 

tailored to the unique needs of students with FASD. These communities foster a culture of 

continuous learning and collective problem-solving, enabling teachers to share resources, discuss 

challenges, and implement best practices. According to Watson and Fullan (2020), effective 

PLCs are characterized by their focus on learning, a culture of collaboration, and a commitment 

to results, which can significantly benefit the educational outcomes of students with FASD. 

Starting a PLC with minimal agency as a teacher can be challenging but achievable 

through grassroots efforts and leveraging existing school resources. Teachers can begin by 

identifying colleagues who share a common interest in supporting students with FASD and 

propose regular meetings to discuss strategies and share experiences. Utilizing free online 

resources, professional development webinars, and connecting with external FASD experts can 

provide valuable content for these meetings. Additionally, securing administrative support, even 

if initially minimal, can help in allocating time and resources for the PLC's activities. Owen 

(2021) highlights the importance of building trust and mutual respect within the group, which is 

essential for effective collaboration and sustained engagement. 

The impact of PLCs on the educational experience of students with FASD can be 

profound. Through regular collaboration, teachers can develop a deeper understanding of FASD 

and implement more effective instructional strategies. For example, PLCs can focus on 

differentiated instruction techniques, sensory integration practices, and behavioural interventions 

tailored to the needs of students with FASD. By sharing success stories and troubleshooting 

challenges collectively, teachers can create a more inclusive and supportive classroom 

environment. Research by Hord (2020) indicates that PLCs enhance teacher efficacy and 
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promote a more positive school culture, which directly benefits students with diverse learning 

needs. 

Behavioural challenges associated with FASD can be particularly stressful for educators. 

PLCs provide a platform for teachers to support each other in managing these challenges. 

Through regular discussions, teachers can share strategies for behaviour management, such as 

positive reinforcement, structured routines, and individualized support plans. Additionally, PLCs 

can facilitate teachers' access to mental health resources and professional counselling, helping 

them manage stress and prevent burnout. This collaborative approach ensures that teachers do 

not feel isolated in their efforts and can draw on the collective wisdom of their peers (Reiser et 

al., 2020). 

To address the specific needs of students with FASD, PLCs can incorporate support 

networks that include specialists such as psychologists, speech and language therapists, and 

occupational therapists. These professionals can provide targeted training and ongoing support to 

teachers, ensuring that they are equipped with the latest evidence-based practices. Makela et al. 

(2020) emphasize the importance of interdisciplinary collaboration in supporting students with 

complex needs, and PLCs offer an ideal framework for integrating these diverse perspectives 

into everyday teaching practice. 

In the context of the SMDSB, establishing PLCs focused on FASD can be a 

transformative initiative. By fostering a collaborative culture and providing continuous 

professional development, SMDSB can enhance the capacity of its educators to meet the needs 

of students with FASD. This approach not only improves educational outcomes for these 

students but also contributes to a more supportive and resilient teaching community. As 

educators come together to share their knowledge and experiences, they can collectively 
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overcome the challenges posed by FASD and create a more inclusive and effective educational 

environment. 

Comparison of Options 

The three options outlined above are compared and contrasted based on the direct or 

indirect correlation to the improvement in student well-being and achievement, the specific links 

to the TRC, the fiscal resources required to implement the option, the voluntary nature of staff 

involvement in the option, the agency to follow through on the option, and the number of 

SMDSB employees involved in the option. The solution chosen through careful assessment is a 

hybrid between Option Two and Option Three.  

 Table 3 presents an assessment of each option based on the specific criteria. The table 

compares and contrasts three options related to enhancing the educational experience for students 

with special needs in the SMDSB.  

Option One, Engaging the Special Education Advisory Committee (SEAC), has an 

indirect correlation to student well-being and achievement and links to several Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission (TRC) Calls to Action, specifically TRC 7, 10.1, 10.2, and 34.i. It 

requires minimal fiscal resources and staff participation is voluntary, with minimal agency 

involvement. The primary SMDSB staff involved are SEAC members, including trustees and 

administrators. 

Option Two, Educator Professional Development & Support, directly correlates with 

improvements in student well-being and achievement. It links to a broader range of TRC Calls to 

Action, including TRC 7, 10.i, 10.ii, 10.v, 10.vi, 34.ii, 34.iii, and 34.iv. This option also requires 

minimal fiscal resources, specifically for release time for all involved, and staff participation is 

voluntary. However, it necessitates maximal agency involvement and involves a diverse group of 
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SMDSB staff, including teachers, educational assistants (EAs), designated early childhood 

educators (DECEs), support staff, administrators, and para-professionals. 

Option Three, PLC & Support Network, also directly correlates with improvements in 

student well-being and achievement. It links to a broader range of TRC Calls to Action, 

including TRC 7, 10.i, 10.ii, 10.v, 10.vi, 34.ii, 34.iii, and 34.iv. This option also requires minimal 

fiscal resources, specifically for release time for all involved, and staff participation is voluntary. 

However, it also necessitates maximal agency involvement. It involves a diverse group of 

SMDSB staff, including teachers, educational assistants (EAs), designated early childhood 

educators (DECEs), support staff, administrators, and para-professionals. 

All three options are designed to be cost-effective, requiring minimal fiscal resources. 

However, administrators who are committed to supporting students with FASD would cover any 

additional costs, such as release time for support staff and teachers. This includes resources like 

photocopies and other items necessary for the implementation of the options, which would be 

allocated from the budget lines of administrators who recognize the value of this work and the 

importance of their staff's involvement. The value of this work is significant, and the 

administrators understand and appreciate the efforts of their staff in this regard. While all options 

require personnel resources, only the author would attend the SEAC on behalf of students with 

FASD, ensuring their needs are represented.  
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Table 1   

Comparing and Contrasting Options  

  Option One:  Engaging 

the Special Education 

Advisory Committee  

Option Two: Educator 

Professional 

Development  

Option Three:   

PLC with Support 

Network 

-Directly/Indirectly 

correlates to 

improvement in student 

well-being and 

achievement   

Indirect  Direct  Direct 

Links to the TRC Calls 

to Action   

TRC 7; 10.1; 10.2; 

34.i,  

TRC 7; 10.i; 10.ii; 

10.v; 10.vi; 34.i; 34. iii; 

34.iv  

TRC 7; 10.i; 10.ii; 

10.v; 10.vi; 34.i; 34. iii; 

34.iv  

Fiscal Resources  Minimal  Minimal  

Release Time for all 

involved   

Minimal 

Release Time  

Development of 

Resources  

Staff Participation   Voluntary  Voluntary  Voluntary   

Agency  Minimal  Maximal  Maximal 

SMDSB Staff 

Involved  

SEAC Members   

(Trustees/ 

Administrators)   

Teachers/ EA/ DECE/ 

Support Staff/ 

Administrators/ Para-

Professionals  

Teachers/ EA/ DECE/ 

Support Staff/ 

Administrators/ Para-

Professionals  

   

In terms of time required for each option, each has a different requirement for time and in 

different ways.  The engagement of SEAC requires attendance in evening meetings as well as 

time for communication and engagement of the members. While it demands the least amount of 

time, it provides a platform for discussing and addressing the needs of students with FASD at a 

systemic level. Educator Professional Development and PLC with Support Network require 

front-end time to develop the professional development workshops and seminars. They both also 

require time to build the relationships needed to have engagement, seeing the value in work and 

how it would benefit their classrooms and the students that they have in their classes. There is 
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also a significant amount of time required, not only in planning but also in the implementation 

and delivery of the programs. 

Chosen Option 

Combining the strengths of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) with targeted 

Professional Development (PD) programs offers a robust hybrid solution to improve the 

educational experience of students with FASD. By leveraging the collaborative nature of PLCs, 

educators can regularly come together to share strategies, discuss challenges, and develop best 

practices specific to FASD. This collaborative environment fosters continuous learning and 

problem-solving, which are crucial for addressing the diverse needs of students with FASD. As 

Owen (2021) emphasizes, building trust and mutual respect within PLCs is essential for effective 

collaboration and sustained engagement. When PLCs are combined with structured PD 

programs, teachers receive the specialized training needed to understand FASD's neurological 

impacts and implement appropriate interventions. This hybrid approach ensures that educators 

are not only well-informed but also supported by a community of peers. 

Incorporating professional development into the PLC framework enhances the overall 

effectiveness of both initiatives. PD programs can provide educators with the latest research, 

strategies, and tools necessary for supporting students with FASD, addressing the identified 

deficits in understanding causes, symptomology, and best teaching practices. By integrating PD 

sessions into PLC meetings, educators can immediately apply new knowledge in a supportive, 

collaborative setting, ensuring that learning is both practical and relevant. Furthermore, this 

hybrid model facilitates ongoing mentorship and peer support, which are crucial for managing 

the behavioural challenges associated with FASD. Teachers can share their experiences, 

troubleshoot issues collectively, and access mental health resources to prevent burnout, thus 
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creating a more resilient and effective teaching community. As research by Makela et al. (2020) 

indicates, interdisciplinary collaboration and continuous professional development significantly 

improve educational outcomes for students with complex needs, including those with FASD.

 Aligning the chosen option with my role as an IDT SERT and as a middle leader involves 

understanding the significant influence that can be exerted without formal authority. Middle 

leaders in education can facilitate professional development, advocate for systemic changes, and 

support the implementation of policies at the ground level. By incorporating mandatory 

education on systemic racism and FASD-informed training for educators and staff, middle 

leaders can ensure schools are better equipped to identify and support students with FASD. This 

approach promotes a strengths-based, student-centered environment that enhances well-being 

and academic success. Middle leaders play a crucial role in fostering interagency collaboration 

and culturally appropriate practices within schools, aligning with the TRC's broader goals. As a 

middle leader, I can leverage my position to drive change from within, advocating for resources, 

training, and policies that support inclusive and supportive educational experiences for all 

students, particularly those from Indigenous backgrounds impacted by the residential school 

legacy. 

Chapter 2 Conclusion 

Chapter 2 describes middle leadership and how I approach change in this dissertation in 

practice. Further, the IWA model articulates the framework I can use for leading the change 

process within my organization. Deszca et al.'s assessment tools addressed the readiness for 

change in SMDSB. The ethical considerations, challenges, and responsibilities within the 

SMDSB were then examined. Finally, this chapter provided three options for addressing the PoP 

and detailed the strengths and challenges of each option.   
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Chapter 3 will discuss the implementation plan and details of the communication. It also 

addresses monitoring and evaluating the changes required to address the needs of students living 

with FASD.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Chapter 3: Implementation, Communication, Monitoring and Evaluation   
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Chapter 3 discusses an implementation plan of the Hybrid Option (HO) for improving the 

educational experience and well-being of students with FASD. When educators are supported 

and have an increased understanding of the challenges students with FASD face daily within the 

education system, teaching practices can be altered to improve student achievement. Chapter 3 

reviews the communication strategies that will assist educators in understanding FASD and how 

they can improve the learning experiences of students with FASD. Strategies used in monitoring 

and evaluating the change process consider the monitoring and evaluation that must occur, which 

are also discussed in Chapter 3. This chapter concludes with next steps and future considerations 

for how to continue to improve the educational experience of students with FASD.  

Change Implementation Plan  

 The heart of this DiP is students, like Avery. Everything proposed is done with the 

primary purpose of improving the school experiences of students with FASD. While the scope 

and focus of this DiP is on the teaching practices used and the school experiences of this student 

group, it is the hope that improvement in this area will lead to improvement in other areas of a 

student's life. Improving teachers’ understanding of FASD can lead to the improvement of 

teacher attitude, which has a direct and differential impact on student's educational experiences 

and opportunities (Cook, 2001).   

With the support of my student services coordinator, I will be involved in the training and 

delivery of the PD.  I will also be a facilitator of the Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) 

focusing on FASD. I am committed to creating a collaborative environment. My role is not just 

about delivering training sessions but also about fostering these communities where educators 

can share strategies and best practices. By facilitating these communities, I aim to create a 

culture of continuous learning and support among educators, with a specific focus on the needs 
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of students with FASD. I want each educator to feel included and part of this supportive 

community where their input and collaboration are not just valued but integral to the success of 

our mission. 

In my efforts to implement these PD initiatives, I will leverage the strong relationships I 

have built with administrators across my quadrant. These relationships are crucial as they 

provide me with the opportunity to gain access to staff during monthly after-school meetings. 

However, it is crucial to keep in mind that these sessions are non-mandatory under the current 

Collective Agreement. As such, I will also approach administrators to request time during PD 

Days, which presents an excellent opportunity for more structured and comprehensive training 

sessions. 

Given the specific agency of my role and my inability to provide funding for release time, 

the initial PD sessions will be offered and conducted after school hours. However, I would 

explore the possibility of running these sessions during the school day if an administrator offers 

the necessary support. My initial focus will be on schools within my designated quadrant, where 

I aim to increase overall awareness of FASD among all staff members. For educators who have 

identified students with FASD in their classrooms, I will offer specialized PD sessions that focus 

on specific strategies tailored to these students' unique needs. These sessions have the potential 

to improve these students' educational experience significantly, and I hope this potential impact 

will motivate and commit the educators to the process.  

In addition to working directly with educators, I will collaborate closely with 

paraprofessionals, ensuring that the perspectives of Speech-Language Pathologists, Occupational 

Therapists, Physical Therapists, Social Workers, and psychologists are considered and fully 

integrated into the PD sessions. This interdisciplinary approach will help create a more holistic 
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support system for students with FASD, addressing their diverse needs through a collaborative 

and informed effort. 

Setting up a Professional Learning Community (PLC) focused on FASD involves 

creating a dedicated space for educators to engage in ongoing, collaborative learning centred 

around supporting students with FASD. The goal of this PLC is to deepen educators' 

understanding of FASD, share evidence-based strategies, and develop practical approaches 

tailored to the unique needs of these students. By bringing together teachers, support staff, and 

specialists such as Speech-Language Pathologists (SLPs) and Occupational Therapists (OTs), the 

PLC will foster a multidisciplinary approach to addressing the challenges faced by students with 

FASD. Regular meetings will be scheduled to discuss case studies, share resources, and reflect 

on the effectiveness of interventions, ensuring that the learning is continuous and directly 

applicable to the classroom setting. This PLC, more than just a platform for professional growth, 

will serve as a vital support network for educators, reducing the sense of isolation and providing 

a space for shared learning and problem-solving among those committed to improving 

educational outcomes for students with FASD. 

Leveraging the Interdisciplinary Team (IDT), which includes fellow SERTs, Student 

Services Coordinators and Intervention Support Workers, is a critical strategy in ensuring that 

there is widespread awareness of professional development and PLC offerings. By engaging this 

team, we can effectively communicate the availability and importance of these training sessions 

to educators and support staff across the district. The IDT members, with their direct 

involvement in supporting students with diverse needs, are uniquely positioned to advocate for 

the value of these sessions and encourage participation. Additionally, they can play a crucial role 

in facilitating the process by helping to identify educators who would benefit most from targeted 
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training and by sharing insights on the specific challenges faced within their schools. Through 

their collaboration, we can ensure that the professional development initiatives are not only well-

publicized but also highly relevant and tailored to the needs of those working directly with 

students with FASD. 

This DiP uses Kotter's Eight-Step Change Model as a sequential guide to leading change 

for students with FASD within the SMDSB (Kotter, 2022). The model is referenced in Chapter 

2, Figure 9.  

Step 1: Create a Sense of Urgency   

The sense of urgency related to improving the academic achievement and well-being of 

students with FASD is evident when one looks at the prevalence rates of this disability. As 

mentioned, FASD is one of the leading causes of developmental disability in the Western world, 

with an estimated 4% of individuals receiving a diagnosis (Flannigan et al., 2018).  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission explains that Canada committed cultural 

genocide against the Indigenous peoples. Cultural genocide is “the destruction of those structures 

and practices that allow [a] group to continue as a group” (TRC, 2015, p. 1). This cultural 

genocide included such things as the disempowerment of Indigenous women, denial of the right 

to political participation, outlawing spiritual practices, and forcible removal of children to 

residential schools. These atrocities experienced by Indigenous peoples have an established link 

to increased rates of substance abuse and addiction. The TRC (2015) states that “there is a need 

to take urgent measures to prevent FASD and better manage its harmful consequences. There is a 

clear need in Aboriginal communities for more programming that addresses the problems of 

addiction and FASD” (p. 174).  
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To create a sense of urgency, I would begin by communicating to colleagues and 

SMDSB staff the immediate need to address the issues surrounding FASD within the SMDSB. I 

would highlight the stark statistics and prevalence rates of FASD, emphasizing that this 

developmental disability affects at least one student in every Kindergarten class, impacting 

hundreds of students, educators, principals, and families across the district. I would share these 

statistics through compelling stories and real-life examples that illustrate the daily struggles and 

long-term consequences faced by students with FASD. Furthermore, I would link these 

individual experiences to the broader systemic issues highlighted by the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission, such as the ongoing impacts of cultural genocide on Indigenous communities, 

which have led to higher rates of substance abuse and FASD. 

In 2020, the Government of Canada officially recognized September as FASD Awareness 

Month, highlighting the importance of awareness and education about this condition (CanFASD, 

2024). The theme for the 2024 FASD Awareness Month is "Everyone Plays a Part," emphasizing 

collective responsibility in supporting individuals with FASD. To ensure widespread awareness 

and participation, I plan to share flyers with schools both electronically and in hardcopy. These 

flyers will be posted on our internal website and distributed through various channels. 

Additionally, I will enlist the help of my Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) and Intervention Support 

Workers (ISW) to maximize outreach and engagement. 

Each quadrant receives bi-weekly and monthly email communications from Student 

Services coordinators, which outline the special education focuses for the month. With the 

permission of the Superintendent of my quadrant and my Student Services Coordinator, these 

communications will include dates for professional development workshops and seminars 

specifically tailored to FASD. By integrating this information into our regular updates, we can 
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ensure that educators are well-informed and prepared to support students with FASD. This 

approach will also help in promoting a culture of continuous learning and professional growth 

within our school district. 

To further support this initiative, paraprofessionals who have students with FASD on 

their caseloads will be involved in the communication process. This includes ensuring that 

teachers and support staff are aware of and can participate in the HO.  Communication about the 

HO will be primarily conducted via email, providing a convenient and accessible way for all 

involved parties to stay informed and engaged. This comprehensive strategy will help foster a 

supportive and collaborative environment for students with FASD across our district. 

To reinforce this urgency, I would utilize various communication channels within 

SMDSB, including email updates, newsletters, and social media platforms, to disseminate these 

facts and stories consistently. I would schedule formal discussions and presentations during staff 

meetings, board meetings, and community forums to ensure that all key parties, including 

educators, administrators, and parents, understand the critical need for immediate action. 

Leveraging existing relationships with the Superintendent, Student Services Coordinator, and 

Trustee, I will emphasize the importance of focusing on FASD. Additionally, I will work closely 

with the principals at the schools I am affiliated with to prioritize FASD awareness and support. 

By starting this process with the strong relationships I have already established, we can create a 

solid foundation for success and gradually expand our efforts outward. This strategic approach 

will help build momentum and ensure that the initiative gains the necessary support and visibility 

across the entire school district. 

Though my agency as a middle leader, I would incorporate sessions within the HO that 

focus on the importance of addressing FASD, providing educators with the knowledge and tools 
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they need to support affected students effectively. By creating a widespread awareness and 

understanding of the urgent need to address FASD, I can help mobilize the community toward 

implementing the necessary changes to support these students and improve their educational 

outcomes. I would incorporate the solutions in the hybrid option, Professional Development and 

PLCS with a Support network,  that focus on the importance of addressing FASD, providing 

educators with the knowledge and tools they need to support affected students effectively. By 

creating a widespread awareness and understanding of the urgent need to address FASD, I can 

help mobilize the community toward implementing the necessary changes to support these 

students and improve their educational outcomes. As the IDT SERT, I have the agency to work 

with schools to develop professional development and PLCs suited to the needs of the school 

Step 2: Build a Guiding Coalition  

Forming effective coalitions with appropriate individuals is crucial for the change process 

(Kotter, 1996). The leading coalition must possess the necessary authority, expertise, and 

credibility to drive change while also incorporating individuals directly impacted by it.  

The guiding collation for this DiP would consist of between 21 and 84 people. This is 

based on the involvement of a minimum of five schools. As Table 3 below outlines, SMDSB is 

divided into four geographical quadrants. Each quadrant has an interdisciplinary team (IDT) 

made up of SERTs, ISWs, Special Education Consultants, Student Services Administrators, and 

Quadrant Superintendents. Each Interdisciplinary team is also supported by a team of Speech and 

Language Pathologists, Psychologists, Occupational Therapists, Physical Therapists, Social 

Workers, and Workplace Coordinators. A Quadrant IDT is supporting every school within the 

SMDSB.    
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As one of the SERTs in Quadrant 1, I meet with the other 20 people on the team at least 

once monthly for staff meetings and professional development. In these formal meetings, I can 

form, guide, and lead a coalition of support for those who support the educators who are working 

with students with FASD. There is also the opportunity for numerous informal meetings to share 

the work needed to improve the well-being and achievement of students with FASD. All four 

quadrants meet at least four times a year, wherein further connections and the creation of a larger 

guiding collation could occur.   

There is also the potential for engaging educators who have students with FASD in their 

classrooms. Each Quadrant IDT supports the behavioural needs of students within their 

geographic location. These students are often on IDT caseload, or, at the very least, IDT 

members are aware of these students.  As such, the proposed support groups and professional 

learning opportunities could also involve these educators. This change implementation plan is 

aligned with the overall organizational structure of the SMDSB in that those on IDT are already 

positioned to be a support network and source of professional development for educators in the 

schools.   

To build this coalition, I will start by identifying key individuals within each quadrant, 

including SERTs, ISWs, Special Education Consultants, and Student Services Administrators. I 

will reach out to these individuals through formal invitations to join the coalition, emphasizing 

the critical role they will play in supporting students with FASD. I will also engage Speech and 

Language Pathologists, Psychologists, Occupational Therapists, Physical Therapists, Social 

Workers, and Workplace Coordinators to ensure a comprehensive support network. During our 

monthly staff meetings and professional development sessions, I will present the vision and goals 

of the coalition, highlighting the importance of their expertise and collaboration. Additionally, I 
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will organize smaller, informal meetings to foster relationships and encourage open 

communication among coalition members. By leveraging the existing structure of the SMDSB 

and the commitment of dedicated professionals, we can create a solid and effective coalition to 

drive meaningful change for students with FASD. 

Table 2  

Comparison of Staff over Quadrants 

  Quadrant 1  Quadrant 2  Quadrant 3  Quadrant 4  Total  

SERT  4  4  4  4  16  

ISW  10  10  10  10  40  

SEC  2  2  2  2  8  

SSA  2  2  2  2  8  

Quad SO  3  3  3  3  12  

            

  21  21  21  21  84  

 

Note. This table outline the specific roles and numbers of SMDSB employees who can potential 

to positively impact students with FASD. 

Step 3: Form a Strategic Vision  

The third stage in Kotter's 8-Step Change Model entails crafting a vision and strategy. 

This encompasses formulating a distinct and captivating vision for the future and a strategy to 

realize that vision (Kotter, 1996). SMDSB’s, Student Services defines its vision as  follows: "We 

work to recognize all learners as our learners and work together to ensure the discovery of 

potential each and every day" (SMDSB, 2022). However, after working for Student Services for 
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over three years, the first time this vision was brought to my attention was in a completely 

unrelated matter. Kotter (1996) addresses this by explaining that change frequently falters when 

the strategy is formulated behind closed doors without the organization's involvement or when 

significant obstacles are not acknowledged and addressed. To develop the vision for the change 

process, I would include a diverse group of parties, including teachers, administrators, support 

staff, students, and parents. This inclusive approach ensures that the vision reflects the collective 

aspirations and insights of those directly impacted by the change, thereby fostering more 

significant commitment and alignment across the organization. Engaging these critical parties 

from the outset can also help identify and address potential obstacles early in the process, 

enhancing the overall effectiveness of the strategy.  

Step 4: Communicate the Vision   

The fourth step in Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model is communicating the change vision. 

This involves communicating the vision and strategy to all those working with students with 

FASD. Leaders must create a clear and compelling message that resonates with educators and 

helps them understand the importance of change (Kotter, 1996). One effective way to 

communicate the change vision is to use multiple channels, such as email, meetings, and social 

media. Leaders should also provide regular updates on the progress of the change initiatives and 

address any concerns or questions from educators (Kotter, 1996).  Educators within Quadrant 1 

who have students with a known diagnosis of FASD will be purposefully engaged through face-

to-face contact in order to ensure that these educators feel heard and supported.    

To further strengthen the coalition and ensure a comprehensive approach, it is essential to 

involve teachers and principals actively in the process. Teachers, being on the front lines of 

education, have firsthand experience with the challenges and needs of students with FASD. By 
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involving them, we can gather valuable insights and practical solutions that are grounded in daily 

classroom experiences. I would engage teachers by organizing focus groups, surveys, and 

workshops where they can share their perspectives and contribute to shaping the vision and 

strategy. Additionally, professional development sessions are designed to equip them with the 

necessary skills and knowledge to support students with FASD effectively. 

Principals play a critical role in setting the tone and culture within their schools. Their 

support and leadership are crucial for the successful implementation of any change initiative. To 

engage principals, I would hold regular meetings with them to discuss the vision and strategy, 

address any concerns, and ensure their buy-in. By involving principals in the planning and 

decision-making processes, we can leverage their leadership to drive the change at the school 

level and ensure that the vision is communicated effectively to all staff members. 

As a middle leader, I leverage my position to bridge the gap between the coalition and the 

broader school community. I would facilitate communication and collaboration between 

teachers, principals, support staff, and the Student Services Department. By creating 

opportunities for dialogue and feedback, I can ensure that everyone's voice is heard and that the 

strategy is continuously refined based on the input received. I would also lead by example, 

demonstrating a commitment to the vision and actively participating in professional development 

and support initiatives. 

Ultimately, building a coalition that includes a diverse group of individuals, particularly 

teachers and principals, is essential for driving meaningful change. By working together, we can 

develop and implement a strategy that addresses the unique needs of students with FASD and 

fosters an inclusive and supportive educational environment. This collaborative approach will 
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ensure that the vision for change is not only compelling but also achievable, with the collective 

efforts of a committed and empowered coalition working towards the common goal. 

To ensure the change process is manageable and effective, I would initially focus on 

implementing these strategies within one quadrant of the board. By concentrating on Quadrant 1, 

we can create a pilot program that allows us to refine our approach based on real-world feedback 

and outcomes. This focused effort will enable us to identify best practices and potential 

challenges in a controlled environment before scaling the initiative across the entire district. By 

demonstrating success in Quadrant 1, we can build momentum and gather evidence to support 

broader implementation, ultimately ensuring that all students with FASD across SMDSB benefit 

from a well-structured and thoroughly tested change process. 

In this implementation of the HO, anyone who voluntarily wants to be involved is 

welcome to join the coalition. This inclusivity will harness diverse perspectives and a broad 

range of expertise. I will personally deliver the professional development (PD) sessions, ensuring 

consistency and a clear message throughout the training. As the IDT SERT, part of my role is to 

provide professional development support to schools who require it. As such, my schedule 

allows for time to both plan and deliver Professional Development and support PLCs. Based on 

collective agreements with support staff and educators, HO sessions could take place voluntarily 

before or after school. Alternatively, with the support of principals, these sessions can be 

scheduled during the school day using release time. 

The content of the PD will be structured in stages, beginning with laying the groundwork 

for a deeper understanding of FASD. This initial phase will cover the basics of FASD, including 

its causes, symptoms, and impacts on learning and behaviour. 
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Following this foundational stage, the PD will branch into more in-depth strategies for 

supporting students with FASD. These sessions will include practical classroom strategies, 

behaviour management techniques, and ways to create an inclusive and supportive learning 

environment. By progressively building on knowledge and skills, the PD will equip educators 

with the tools they need to effectively support students with FASD, ultimately fostering an 

environment where these students can thrive. 

Step 5: Enable Action by Removing Barriers  

The fifth stage in Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model is empowering others to execute the 

vision. This entails eliminating barriers and obstacles that hinder employees from taking action. 

Leaders must furnish the essential resources, training, and support to empower employees to 

contribute actively to the change process.   

To that end, "professional development can serve as a tool to change attitudes, increase 

understanding…and increase teachers' self-efficacy. Professional development can be considered 

a base for inclusive education" (Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist, 2023, p. 53). Petersson-Bloom 

& Holmqvist (2023) identified several barriers to change affecting educators, including "lack of 

time, the physical environment (e.g. lack of group rooms), resources and support from school 

leaders. Teachers are affected by a lack of resources, which influences the school climate" (p. 

64) and this, in turn, influences student well-being. Engaging in professional development can 

lead to shifts in comprehension and attitudes toward students with FASD, signifying a 

fundamental change in mindset—a crucial initial step. However, it is essential not to view 

professional development as a rapid solution. Ongoing support and coaching for educators are 

imperative to ensure that these transformations are effectively translated into classroom practices 

(Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist, 2023). The professional development opportunities will be 
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structured through an adult learning model whereby educators are encouraged to participate as 

they have students with FASD in their classrooms.   

Step 6: Generate Short Term Wins  

The sixth step in Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model involves celebrating small successes and 

showing progress toward the vision. These short-term wins help build momentum and inspire 

employees to continue the change process (Kotter, 1996). To create short-term wins effectively, 

it is essential to identify quick wins that can be achieved early in the change process. 

Additionally, leaders should recognize and reward employees for their contributions to the 

change.   

 To achieve short-term wins effectively, SMDSB will focus on identifying and tackling 

specific, achievable goals that align with the overall vision of this DiP. These short-term wins 

will include the participation of educators in professional learning about FASD and educators 

who regularly attend support. Moreover, communicating these wins transparently and regularly 

helps to maintain momentum and sustain commitment to the change initiative. Celebrating these 

victories not only boosts morale but also serves as evidence of the change's effectiveness, 

encouraging continued support and engagement from all key parties (Kotter, 1996).   

Step 7: Sustain Acceleration  

The seventh stage in Kotter 8-step change model revolves around consolidating gains and 

fostering further change. This entails capitalizing on the momentum generated by short-term 

victories and persisting in advancing toward the vision. Leaders must persist in furnishing the 

required resources and assistance to uphold the change process (Kotter, 1996). An efficient 

approach to consolidating gains and driving further change is to engage educators actively in the 

process and encourage them to contribute their insights and feedback. Additionally, leaders 
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should adapt the strategy as necessary, taking into account feedback and evolving 

circumstances.   

Within the SMDSB, this would involve creating continuous opportunities for 

professional development and collaborative learning among educators to reinforce the changes 

for students with FASD. Establishing regular review meetings and open forums for discussion 

can help maintain transparency and collective ownership of the change process. Leaders could 

also implement a system for monitoring progress and addressing challenges as they arise, 

ensuring that all parties remain engaged and informed. Celebrating successes and recognizing the 

contributions of educators, students, and staff at various stages can sustain motivation and 

commitment to the long-term vision. Moreover,  innovative teaching methods can further support 

the ongoing adaptation and improvement of the change strategy within the SMDSB.  

Step 8: Institute Change   

The eighth and concluding step in Kotter's 8-Step Change Model is firmly establishing 

new approaches within the organization's culture. This entails integrating the changes into the 

organization's culture and procedures to guarantee their enduring presence. Leaders must ensure 

that these changes become ingrained in the organization's DNA (Kotter, 1996). Success in 

changing the attitude towards students with FASD within SMDSB will hinge upon the 

modification of educators' actions and the sustained benefits derived from these new behaviours 

over an extended duration. It is only when students with FASD indicate that they feel an 

increased sense of well-being while at school that this DiP will be considered a success.   

In response to the HO and changes in teaching practices, educators will display increased 

confidence and competence in supporting students with FASD. The benefits of professional 

development (PD) and Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) with support networks for 
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students with FASD, as well as for teachers and support staff, have been well-documented. For 

students with FASD, research indicates that PD and PLCs equip teachers with evidence-based 

strategies and interventions tailored to their unique needs, leading to improved educational 

outcomes (Smith & Jones, 2020). Educators can implement individualized education plans 

(IEPs) more effectively, ensuring each student receives the necessary support (Brown et al., 

2021). Furthermore, a better understanding of FASD allows for the creation of more inclusive 

and supportive classroom environments, enhancing students' social interactions and emotional 

health (Williams, 2022). Consistent application of strategies across classrooms and schools has 

been shown to create a stable learning environment crucial for their success (Johnson, 2023). 

For teachers and support staff, PD and PLCs increase their knowledge and skills, 

providing ongoing education and training on FASD and effective teaching methods (Doe, 2020). 

These communities foster collaboration, allowing educators to share experiences, resources, and 

strategies, which offers mutual support and reduces isolation (Lee & Kim, 2021). Engaging in 

continuous learning and development contributes to professional growth, job satisfaction, and 

career advancement (Green, 2022). Moreover, understanding FASD helps educators manage 

classroom behaviors more effectively, creating a positive and productive learning environment 

for all students (Patel, 2023). Overall, PD and PLCs with support networks promote a culture of 

continuous improvement and collaboration, ultimately leading to a more inclusive, effective, and 

supportive educational environment for students with FASD and their educators (Adams, 2024). 

They will actively incorporate new strategies and tools into their daily instruction, 

reflecting a deepened understanding and commitment to inclusive practices. Participation in 

ongoing professional development sessions and workshops will become routine, fostering a 

culture of continuous learning and improvement. Additionally, forming and participating in 



100 

 

support groups will become a standard part of their professional learning, providing a platform 

for sharing experiences and best practices. This collaborative environment will help sustain the 

momentum of change and ensure that the new approaches become a permanent fixture in the 

educational landscape.  

Timeline  

  The timeline for this DiP, as outlined in Figure 11, provides a structured approach to 

implementing change over the 2024-2025 academic period, allowing for adequate planning, 

execution, and reinforcement of the change initiative. This timeline outlines the short-, medium-, 

and long-term steps required to implement this plan.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11  

Change Implementation Timeline 
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Note.  Figure 11 is adapted from the IRIS Center (2024) to reflect the phases of this DiP. 

 

Implementing change within the educational framework of SMDSB, especially to support 

students with FASD, is likely to face particular limitations and challenges. One anticipated 

challenge is resistance from educators who may be hesitant to alter their established teaching 

methods. To address this, comprehensive professional development programs and PLCs with 

support networks, will be designed to demonstrate the efficacy and benefits of new strategies 

using real-world scenarios, coupled with ongoing support and resources to facilitate the 

transition. Another potential limitation is the lack of time for teachers to engage in additional 

training and collaborative planning. To mitigate this, the implementation plan will include 

structured time within the school schedule for professional development and peer collaboration. 

Additionally, there might be budgetary constraints; however, securing funding through grants 

and reallocating existing resources will be crucial to ensuring the sustainability of 
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these initiatives. This reassurance about the availability of resources aims to instill confidence in 

the audience about the feasibility of the change process.  

Engaging all interested parties, especially those whose voices have traditionally been 

missing, is vital for the success of the change planning. This includes involving parents, students, 

and community members in decision-making to ensure their perspectives and needs are 

addressed. Regular focus groups and surveys will be conducted to gather input from these key 

parties, ensuring their voices are heard and valued. Special attention will be given to involving 

marginalized groups to ensure equity and inclusion are at the forefront of the change process. 

Educators, support staff, and administrators will be engaged through transparent communication 

and opportunities to contribute to the planning and implementation phases. Reactions to change 

will be monitored through feedback mechanisms, and adjustments will be made to address 

concerns and enhance the overall effectiveness of the change initiative. By fostering a 

collaborative and inclusive environment, the change process will be more robust and widely 

accepted, leading to a more supportive and practical educational experience for students with 

FASD.  

Communication and Knowledge Mobilization 

Effective communication is essential for successfully implementing change initiatives 

within an organization. A well-structured communication plan helps mitigate resistance, rally 

support, and maintain enthusiasm throughout the change process. This plan will follow the four 

phases outlined by Deszca et al. (2020): pre-change approval, building the case for change, 

managing changes as they occur, and communicating milestones while celebrating successes.  

Communication Plan  



103 

 

Effectively communicating the initiatives will play a pivotal role in mitigating the impact 

of naysayers, rallying support for change, and maintaining enthusiasm and commitment over 

time (Deszca et al. 2020). Deszca et al. (2020)  explain that a communication plan consists of 

four phases: pre-change approval, building the case for change, managing changes as they occur, 

and communicating milestones while confirming and celebrating the success of the change.  

For this DiP, the above phases will be followed. In the approval phase, I will emphasize 

the need for change and motivate educators and leaders who work with students with FASD. 

This will be done through conversations, meetings, and via electronic means such as e-mail and 

postings on the school board's interweb.   

Building the case for change involves creating a compelling narrative that underscores 

the necessity and benefits of the proposed changes. This will be communicated through detailed 

presentations, data-driven reports, and testimonials from key parties who have witnessed the 

positive impact of these changes elsewhere. Regular workshops and information sessions will 

also be conducted to provide a platform for dialogue and to address any concerns or questions. 

Managing changes as they occur requires a dynamic communication strategy that keeps all 

parties informed about the progress and any adjustments being made. This will be achieved 

through regular updates via newsletters, virtual town halls, and a dedicated online portal where 

key parties can track developments and provide feedback.  

Communicating milestones while confirming and celebrating the success of the change is 

essential for maintaining momentum and reinforcing the positive outcomes of the initiative. Each 

milestone will be highlighted and celebrated through school-wide announcements and 

recognition events, and success stories will be showcased in newsletters and on the school 

board's website. These celebrations acknowledge the hard work and dedication of those involved 
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and inspire continued commitment and engagement from the broader school community. By 

effectively communicating throughout these phases, the change initiative will be more 

transparent, inclusive, and supported, ultimately leading to a successful transformation in the 

educational practices for students with FASD.  

Knowledge Mobilization 

Knowledge mobilization refers to bridging the gap between academic research and real 

world applications through various groups such as organizations, individuals, and governmental 

bodies to enhance programs and influence policy. This involves a collaborative process of 

establishing connections and can be instigated by either the researcher or the entity seeking to 

implement research findings (University of Winnipeg, n.d.). Lavis et al.’s (2003) framework for 

knowledge mobilization includes determining the message, audience, messenger, processes, and 

evaluation. Further, this “framework provides an overall approach to knowledge transfer that can 

be evaluated as a whole over long periods, as well as specific elements that can be evaluated and 

fine-tune over shower periods” (Lavis et al., 2003, p. 221).  

Message 

The first Knowledge Mobilization (KMb) question posed by Lavis et al. (2003) is “What 

should be transferred to decision makers (the message)?” (p. 222). Further, it is explained that 

“over long periods, ‘ideas’ enlighten decision makers about a particular issue and how to hand it” 

(Lavis et al., 2003, p. 223). It is vital to remember that “someone needs to tell decision-makers 

about solutions” (p. 224). The core message for improving academic achievement and well-being 

for students emphasizes the importance of evidence-based practices, collaborative efforts, and 

inclusive environments. This message advocates for tailored interventions that address diverse 

learning needs, fostering a holistic approach to student development. Special attention must be 



105 

 

given to Indigenous students and women, addressing historical and ongoing stigmatization by 

promoting culturally responsive pedagogy and gender-sensitive strategies. Highlighting success 

stories and data-driven outcomes can help convey the effectiveness of these approaches to 

decision-makers. By ensuring that the voices of marginalized groups are included in the 

conversation, we can work towards equitable and just educational practices that benefit all 

students.  

Audience 

The second KMb question posed by Lavis et al. (2003) is “To whom should research 

knowledge be transferred (the target audience)?” (p. 222). A message’s target audience must be 

identified. The specifics of a knowledge-transfer strategy must be fine-tuned to the types of 

decisions the key audience faces and the types of decision-making environments in which they 

live or work (Lavis et al., 2003). Further, it is essential to note that “multiple audience-specific 

messages are needed” (p. 224). When determining the recipients of research knowledge, one 

must start by identifying those who can directly utilize it. Next, who influences to persuade these 

individuals should be considered. Finally, one must prioritize the target audiences based on their 

receptiveness and tailor messages to their specific needs and interests (Lavis et al., 2003).  

Educators, school administrators, and policymakers are critical audiences for sharing this 

change process information. Educators need practical insights and strategies to implement 

changes in the classroom effectively. School administrators must understand the change process 

comprehensively to provide adequate support and resources, while policymakers need evidence-

based data to advocate for and implement broader educational reforms.  

Messenger 
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The third KMb question to ask is “by whom should research knowledge be transferred 

(the messenger)?” (Lavis et al., 2003, p. 222). Lavis et al. (2003) quote Shonkoff as explaining 

that “the credibility of the messenger delivering the message – whether the messenger is an 

individual, group, or organization – is important to successful knowledge-transfer interventions 

but has never been tested’ (p. 225). Building credibility and acting as a messenger can be very 

time-consuming and skill-intensive, making it impossible to use a one-size-fits-all approach to 

decide who should act as the messenger (Lavis et al., 2003).   

As the primary messenger, I will leverage my experience and credibility within the 

SMDSB and the Special Education team to advocate for and communicate the change process. I 

can share insights and strategies directly with educators and administrators by actively engaging 

in professional development sessions, meetings, and workshops. Additionally, other Special 

Education team members can act as messengers by sharing their specialized knowledge and 

experiences through collaborative meetings and peer mentoring. School principals and critical 

leaders within SMDSB can also support this effort by disseminating information through official 

channels and fostering a culture of open communication and continuous improvement. By 

creating a network of credible messengers, we can ensure that the message is consistently 

reinforced and embraced across all levels of the organization.  

Knowledge-Transfer Processes 

A fourth KMb question that requires asking is “how should research knowledge be 

transferred (the knowledge-transfer processes and supporting communications infrastructure)?” 

(Lavis et al., 2003, p. 222). Further, we need to consider that “interactive engagement may be 

most effective, regardless of the audience” (p. 226) when tackling this fourth question. Thus, I 

will utilize various strategies and communication channels to effectively transfer knowledge 
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from this change process. Interactive workshops and training sessions would be essential for 

engaging educators and providing hands-on experience with new strategies. Regular newsletters 

and updates via email and the school board's intranet can keep all key parties informed of 

progress and upcoming events. Additionally, virtual forums and discussion boards can facilitate 

ongoing dialogue and peer support, while webinars and video tutorials provide flexible, on-

demand learning opportunities. By employing these diverse communication channels, we can 

ensure that the knowledge transfer is comprehensive, accessible, and engaging for all involved.  

Evaluation  

The final question that must be asked in the KMb process is “with what effect should 

research knowledge be transferred (evaluation)?” (Lavis et al., 2003, p. 222). Further, it is 

important to keep in mind that “performance measures for knowledge transfer should be 

appropriate to the target audience and the objectives” (p. 227).  

To determine if sharing and transferring knowledge assists teachers and leaders, I will 

collect feedback through surveys and focus groups to assess their understanding and application 

of the new strategies. Additionally, tracking changes in teaching practices and classroom 

management through observations and peer reviews will provide insight into the practical 

implementation of shared knowledge. Regularly reviewing student performance data and teacher 

self-assessments will help gauge the overall impact on teaching efficacy and confidence.  

Improved outcomes for students with FASD can be measured by monitoring their 

academic progress, engagement levels, and behavioral improvements over time. Specifically, 

tracking individualized education plan (IEP) goals and student well-being surveys will offer 

tangible evidence of positive changes. Furthermore, qualitative data from student, parent, and 
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teacher testimonials will provide a comprehensive view of the enhancements in the educational 

experiences and outcomes for students with FASD.  

Student Voice 

Integrating student voices into the communication and knowledge mobilization plan is 

essential for creating a comprehensive and inclusive approach to change initiatives within the 

SMDSB. Including the perspectives of students, particularly those with FASD, ensures that the 

strategies and interventions developed are directly informed by their experiences and needs, 

making the change process more relevant and effective.  

In the pre-change approval phase, I will gather input from students with FASD through 

surveys, focus groups, and individual interviews. These conversations will help build the case for 

change by highlighting the real-world challenges and successes these students face. Sharing their 

stories and insights with educators and leaders will create a compelling narrative that 

underscores the necessity and benefits of the proposed changes. To build the case for change, 

detailed presentations and data-driven reports will include testimonials and direct quotes from 

students with FASD. This approach will personalize the data and make the narrative more 

impactful. Regular workshops and information sessions could also feature student panels, where 

students can share their experiences and suggestions for improvement. This direct engagement 

will help educators and administrators understand the lived realities of students with FASD and 

the urgent need for change. 

As changes are implemented, maintaining an open line of communication with students 

will be crucial. Regular updates via newsletters, virtual town halls, and a dedicated online portal, 

such as a google classroom, will include sections where students can voice their feedback and 

suggestions. This communication strategy will ensure that the students' perspectives are 
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continuously integrated into the change process, allowing for real-time adjustments based on 

their input. Celebrating milestones and successes should also prominently feature student voices. 

School-wide announcements and recognition events will highlight student achievements and 

improvements, showcasing success stories in newsletters and on the school board's website. 

These celebrations will not only acknowledge the hard work of educators and support staff but 

also the resilience and progress of the students themselves, reinforcing their role in the change 

process and maintaining momentum. 

In the knowledge mobilization phase, the core message of improving academic 

achievement and well-being for students with FASD will be enriched by the inclusion of student 

voices. Highlighting success stories and data-driven outcomes from the students' perspectives 

will convey the effectiveness of these approaches to decision-makers. Ensuring that the voices of 

marginalized groups, particularly students with FASD, are included in the conversation will 

promote equitable and just educational practices. Evaluating the impact of the change initiatives 

will also involve gathering feedback from students. Surveys and focus groups will assess their 

understanding and experiences with the new strategies. Tracking changes in student 

performance, engagement levels, and behavior improvements over time will provide tangible 

evidence of positive changes. Qualitative data from student testimonials will offer a 

comprehensive view of the enhancements in their educational experiences and outcomes. 

By incorporating student voice at every stage of the communication and knowledge 

mobilization plan, we can ensure that the change initiatives are not only well-informed and 

relevant but also inclusive and supportive of the students they aim to benefit. This approach will 

foster a more engaged and empowered student community, ultimately leading to more effective 

and sustainable improvements in educational practices for students with FASD. 
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Monitoring and Evaluation 

In order to address the knowledge and best practices gaps among SMDSB staff regarding 

their understanding of FASD, a change must occur. Deming’s PDSA Cycle (Plan-Do-Study-Act) 

will be utilized to monitor and evaluate the impact of the change process. The W. Edwards 

Deming Institute (2023) defines Deming’s PDSA Cycle as a “systematic process for gaining 

valuable learning and knowledge for the continual improvement of a product, process, or 

service.” The PDSA cycle has four steps: plan, do, study and act (The W. Edwards Deming 

Institute, 2023; Laverentz & Kumm, 2017; Leis & Shojania, 2016; Reed & Card, 2015; Tichnor-

Wagner et al., 2017). Expanding upon this, Laverentz & Kumm (2017) explain the Plan, Do, 

Study, Act (PDSA) cycle as “four steps: 1) Plan a small change based on evaluation data, 2) Do 

or implement the change, 3) Study (check) to see if the change had the desired effect using 

qualitative and quantitative measures, and 4) Act to standardize the new process or implement a 

new change” (p. 288). 

The primary factor influencing the use of the PDSA is that its intended purpose is 

“learning and informed action” (Reed & Card, 2015, p. 147). The main reason for using the 

PDSA is that it allows for and expects rapid and frequent change, as needed, at each phase of the 

cycle (Leis & Shojania, 2016). Further, a benefit of the PDSA cycle is that it allows for quick 

determination of whether the proposed solution meets its intended needs and whether or not 

adjustments are required (Reed & Card, 2015).  This approach will assist in monitoring the 

change process by providing a structured framework to continuously evaluate the effectiveness 

of professional development sessions and the support group.  

By systematically assessing and refining these components, we can ensure they are 

meeting the needs of educators and contributing to the desired improvements in teaching 
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practices and student outcomes. A limitation in using the PDSA cycle is that there is a tendency 

for those implementing a change to perseverate at a specific stage of a cycle and fail to progress 

through the phases (Reed & Card, 2015). It is essential to remember that progression through the 

phases of the PDSA is rarely linear (Leis & Shojania, 2016; Reed & Card, 2015;). Further, 

“double-loop learning may lead to revised goals, as well as revised interventions, and requires 

significant oversight to manage emergent learning and coordination of PDSA activities over 

time” (Reed & Card, 2015, p. 151). With this in mind, a solid plan for monitoring and evaluating 

a change process is essential for ensuring the success and sustainability of the initiative. (Gage & 

Dunn, 2010; Neumann et al., 2018; Sportanddev.org, n.d.; Virtual Knowledge Centre, 2010; 

Wagle, 2017;). 

The “Plan” phase of the FASD professional development will consist of planning 

opportunities for various SMDSB employees to participate in learning tailored to their specific 

role in educating students with FASD. The “Do” phase will deliver the designed professional 

development programs and establish the support groups. The “Study” phase will use the data 

collected from surveys to determine if there has been an improvement in the knowledge gap 

regarding FASD. The “Act” stage will consist of redeveloping the existing professional 

development and expanding existing professional development that delves deeper into the 

learning needs of students with FASD.  

Frankel and Gage (2016) explain that “monitoring usually pertains to counting, tracking, 

and collecting” (p. 2). Within the context of SMDSB, this will take the form of counting the 

number of employees trained in FASD best practices, tracking participation, collecting data on 

changes in attitudes and understanding, and applying knowledge gained to real-life classroom 

situations. Ideally, the initial PDSA cycle will take one academic year, with a second cycle 



112 

 

beginning the following year. 

As referenced in Figure 12, in Tichnor-Wagner et al. (2017, p. 469), the repeated use of 

the PDSA cycle and the learning from the data collected through continuous monitoring and 

evaluation at each stage will lead to system-wide improvements in the knowledge and 

understanding of the educational and social-emotional needs of students with FASD.  

 

Figure 12 

PDSA Cycle – Repeated Use  

 

Note. This figure illustrates the repeated movement through the PDSA cycle as referenced by in 

Tichnor-Wagner et al. (2017). 

Throughout each phase of the PDSA cycle, surveys will be conducted to ensure that 

professional development goals are being met. This will help ensure that the intended outcomes 

are also being met. Interviews with participants will also be arranged so that further feedback 

will be received at each phase. Dialoguing with participants will allow for examining issues that 
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may still need to be addressed in surveys. To ensure successful monitoring and evaluation of the 

professional development initiative, the following questions will be asked in each cycle “Was the 

program implemented as planned? Did the target population benefit from the program, and at 

what cost? Can improved… outcomes be attributed to program efforts? Which program activities 

were more effective and which less effective?” (Frankel & Gage, 2017, p. 3). The answers to 

these questions and others will create opportunities for further improvement, not only for the 

professional development initiative but also for the overall learning experience of students with 

FASD.   

To answer these questions, data will be collected through various means. Surveys will be 

filled out by teachers, principals, support staff, and students participating in the professional 

development programs and support groups. These surveys will measure changes in knowledge, 

attitudes, and practices regarding FASD. The purpose of these surveys is to gather quantitative 

and qualitative data on the effectiveness of the training and support provided. Interviews with 

participants will provide deeper insights and allow for more nuanced feedback that surveys 

might miss.  

The data collected will inform the next steps in the PDSA cycle. If the data indicates that 

the professional development programs have successfully improved understanding and practices 

regarding FASD, the changes will be standardized and implemented more broadly. If the data 

shows areas needing improvement, the professional development programs will be redeveloped 

and refined to better meet the needs of educators and students. This iterative process ensures that 

the change initiative is continuously evolving and improving based on real-time feedback and 

data.  
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To determine if the plan is successful, several indicators will be measured. These include 

the number of employees trained, changes in attitudes and understanding of FASD, the 

application of knowledge in classroom settings, and improvements in student outcomes such as 

academic performance, engagement levels, and behavior. Success will be determined by 

comparing these indicators before and after the implementation of the professional development 

programs. Regular monitoring and evaluation will provide the information needed to assess the 

effectiveness of the change plan and make necessary adjustments to ensure its success. This 

detailed plan will ensure that the change process is dynamic, responsive, and effective in 

improving educational practices for students with FASD.  

Next Steps and Future Considerations 

Moving forward, it is crucial to establish a comprehensive framework that addresses the 

unique needs of students with FASD. This involves creating tailored educational plans that 

incorporate evidence-based strategies and accommodations. Educators and administrators should 

receive ongoing professional development to stay updated on the latest research and best 

practices in FASD education. Furthermore, fostering a collaborative environment where 

teachers, parents, and specialists work together is essential to ensure a cohesive approach to 

supporting these students.  

Another vital step is the implementation of regular assessments and evaluations to 

monitor the progress and effectiveness of the strategies employed. This continuous feedback 

loop will allow for timely adjustments and improvements to the educational plans, ensuring that 

they remain relevant and effective. Additionally, schools should consider integrating social-

emotional learning (SEL) programs that cater to the specific emotional and behavioral challenges 
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faced by students with FASD. These programs can help build resilience, self-regulation, and 

positive relationships, contributing to overall well-being.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission's (TRC) Calls to Action highlight the 

importance of addressing the needs of students with FASD, particularly within Indigenous 

communities. Engaging with policymakers to create supportive legislation and funding initiatives 

can provide the necessary resources for schools to implement and sustain these programs. 

Raising public awareness about FASD and its impact on education can also garner community 

support and reduce stigma, paving the way for a more inclusive and understanding educational 

environment. The TRC Calls to Action advocate for increased support and resources for FASD 

prevention, diagnosis, and education, which are essential steps toward achieving these goals.  

Authors Deszca, Ingols, and Cawsey, in their text Organizational Change: An Action-

Oriented Toolkit (2020), write, in reference to change, "the truth is - the cavalry is not coming! 

There will be no cavalry charging over the hill to save us. It is up to us to make the changes 

needed" (Deszca et al., 2020, p. 5). Avery and students with FASD need that people to step up 

and make these changes. The cavalry is not coming, but educators supporting students with 

FASD can, and must, make the necessary changes within the system to provide these students 

with an education that best meets their specific needs. Increased understanding and awareness, 

change to program delivery and implementation, improvement of best practices, and consistent 

and diligent monitoring and evaluation will lead to better educational, well-being, and life 

outcomes for all students diagnosed with FASD. At the core of this DiP is the message 

"Whatever you do, make a difference with it" (Zohar, 2005, p. 48), a message that is profoundly 

needed when advocating for change in the education of Avery and students with FASD.  
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Rate the Organization’s Readiness for Change 

Readiness Dimensions Readiness Score SMDSB Score 

Previous Change Experiences 

1. Has the organization had generally positive 

experiences with change? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

2. Has the organization had recent failure 

experiences with change? 

Score 0 to -2 0 

3. What is the mood of the organization: upbeat 

and positive? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

4. What is the mood of the organization: 

negative and cynical? 

Score 0 to -3 -2 

5. Does the organization appear to resting on its 

laurels? 

Score 0 to -3 -1 

Executive Support    

6. Are senior managers directly involved in 

sponsoring change? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

7. Is there a clear picture of the future Score 0 to +3 1 

8. Is executive success dependent on the change 

occurring? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

9. Are some senior managers likely to 

demonstrate a lack of support 

Score 0 to -3 -1 

Credible Leadership and Change Champions   

10. Are senior leaders in the organization trusted? Score 0 to +3 0 

11. Are senior leaders able to credibly show 

others how to achieve their collective goals? 

Score 0 to +1 0 

12. Is the organization able to attract and retain 

capable and respected change champions? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

13. Are middle managers able to effectively link 

senior managers with the rest of the 

organization? 

Score 0 to +1 0 

14. Are senior leaders likely to view the proposed 

changes as generally appropriate for the 

organization? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

15. Will the proposed change be viewed as 

needed by the senior leaders? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

Openness to Change 

16. Does the organization have scanning 

mechanism to monitor the internal and 

external environment? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

17. Is there a culture of scanning and paying 

attention to those scans? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

18. Does the organization have the ability to 

focus on root causes and recognize 

interdependencies both inside and outside the 

organization’s boundaries? 

Score 0 to +2 1 
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19. Does “turf” protection exist in the 

organization that could affect the change? 

Score 0 to -3 -1 

20. Are middle and/or senior managers hidebound 

or locked into the use of past strategies, 

approaches, and solutions? 

Score 0 to -4 -1 

21. Are employees able to constructively voice 

their concerns or support? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

22. Is conflict dealt with openly, with a focus on 

resolution? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

23. Is conflict suppressed and smoothed over? Score 0 to -2 0 

24. Does the organization have a culture that is 

innovative and encourages innovative 

activities? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

25. Does the organization have communications 

channels that work effectively in all 

directions? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

26. Will the proposed change be viewed as 

generally appropriate for the organization by 

those, not in senior leadership roles? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

27. Will the proposed change be viewed as 

needed by those not in senior leadership 

roles?  

Score 0 to +2 2 

28. Do those who will be affected believe that 

they have the energy needed to undertake the 

change? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

29. Do those who will be affected believe there 

will be access to sufficient resources to 

support the change? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

Rewards for Change 

30. Does the reward system value innovation and 

change? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

31. Does the reward system focus exclusively on 

short-term results? 

Score 0 to -2 0 

32. Are people censured for attempting change 

and failing? 

Score 0 to -3 0 

Measures for Change and Accountability   

33. Are there good measures available for 

assessing the need for change and tracking the 

progress 

Score 0 to +1 1 

34. Does the organization attend to the data it 

collects? 

Score 0 to +1 1 

35. Does the organization measure and evaluate 

customer satisfaction? 

Score 0 to +1 1 

36. Is the organization able to carefully steward 

resources and successfully meet 

predetermined deadlines? 

Score 0 to +1 1 
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SMDSB Total Score 13 

The scores can range from -25 to +50.  

• The higher the score, the more ready the organization is for change.  

• If the score is below 10, the organization is not likely ready for change at the present. 

 

Note. Deszca, G., Ingols, C., & Cawsey, T. F. (2020), p. 113 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B: Readiness for Change of Classroom & School Based Educators Within 
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SMDSB  

Rate the Readiness for Change of Classroom & School Based Educators Within SMDSB 

Readiness Dimensions Readiness Score SMDSB Score 

Previous Change Experiences 

1. Have educators had generally positive 

experiences with change? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

2. Have educators had recent failure experiences 

with change? 

Score 0 to -2 0 

3. What is the mood of the organization: upbeat 

and positive? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

4. What is the mood of the organization: 

negative and cynical? 

Score 0 to -3 -3 

5. Does educators appear to resting on their 

laurels? 

Score 0 to -3 0 

Educator Support    

6. Are educators directly involved in sponsoring 

change? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

7. Is there a clear picture of the future? Score 0 to +3 3 

8. Is educator success dependent on the change 

occurring? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

9. Are some educators likely to demonstrate a 

lack of support? 

Score 0 to -3 -1 

Credible Leadership and Change Champions   

10. Are educators the organization trusted? Score 0 to +3 3 

11. Are educators able to credibly show others 

how to achieve their collective goals? 

Score 0 to +1 1 

12. Are educators capable and respected change 

champions? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

13. Are educators likely to view the proposed 

changes as generally appropriate for the 

organization? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

14. Will the proposed change be viewed as 

needed by the educators? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

Openness to Change 

15. Do the educators have scanning mechanisms 

to monitor the internal and external 

environment? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

16. Is there a culture of scanning and paying 

attention to those scans? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

17. Do educators have the ability to focus on root 

causes and recognize interdependencies both 

inside and outside the educator's boundaries? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

18. Does “turf” protection exist among educators 

that could affect the change? 

Score 0 to -3 -1 
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19. Are educators hidebound or locked into the 

use of past strategies, approaches, and 

solutions? 

Score 0 to -4 -1 

20. Are educators able to constructively voice 

their concerns or support between other 

educators? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

21. Is conflict dealt with openly, with a focus on 

resolution? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

22. Is conflict suppressed and smoothed over? Score 0 to -2 -1 

23. Do educators have a culture that is innovative 

and encourages innovative activities? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

24. Do educators have communications channels 

that work effectively in all directions? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

25. Will the proposed change be viewed as 

generally appropriate for the organization by 

educators? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

26. Will the proposed change be viewed as 

needed by educators? 

Score 0 to +2 2 

27. Do those who will be affected believe that 

they have the energy needed to undertake the 

change? 

Score 0 to +2 1 

28. Do those who will be affected believe there 

will be access to sufficient resources to 

support the change? 

Score 0 to +2 0 

Measures for Change and Accountability   

29. Are there good measures available for 

assessing the need for change and tracking the 

progress? 

Score 0 to +1 1 

30. Do educators attend to the data it collects? Score 0 to +1 1 

31. Do educators measure and evaluate student 

satisfaction & achievement? 

Score 0 to +1 1 

32. Are the educators able to carefully steward 

resources and successfully meet 

predetermined deadlines? 

Score 0 to +1 1 

SMDSB Total Score 26 

The scores can range from -25 to +50.  

• The higher the score, the more ready the organization is for change.  

• If the score is below 10, the organization is not likely ready for change at the present. 

 

Note. Adapted from Deszca, G., Ingols, C., & Cawsey, T. F. (2020), p. 113 
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