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Why is Sexual Health Education Important for 
People with Down Syndrome?

We have come a long way with societal attitudes towards 

inclusion, but the topic of sexuality for people with Down 

syndrome still makes a lot of people uncomfortable. Why 

are we even talking about this?

Safety

It is a very sad reality that those with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities, including people with Down 

syndrome, are victims of all types of abuse at a much 

higher rate than the rest of the population. Safety and 

abuse prevention and sexual health education will always 

go together. 

Inclusion

The principle of inclusion extends to all facets of life, 

including relationships and sexuality. People with            

Down syndrome have a right to understand how their 

bodies work. Individuals with Down syndrome experience 

the same sexual feelings as others in the general 

population, including all sexual orientations as well as 

asexuality. They need guidance to manage these feelings 

in culturally appropriate ways, just as we all do while we 

are growing up.

If we want people with Down syndrome to be included 

and accepted amongst their peers, we need to equip them 

with the skills to navigate relationships, make friends, and 

go on dates. 

Self-Determination and Independence

Too often, people with Down syndrome are infantilized. 

It’s just assumed that relationships and sexuality are not 

important to them. In many cases, they are not even given 

the opportunity to explore these dimensions of life.

Recent studies featuring dozens of self-advocates with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities (Hughes & 

Santinele Martino, 2023; McDonald et al., 2017) revealed 

that what they lack the most is self-determination: 

independence in their own lives and in their relationships. 

It’s something that’s very frustrating to them. Who among 

us would like that? 

Knowledge is power, and comprehensive sexual health 

education empowers people with Down syndrome to 

build meaningful relationships on their own terms.

Joy and Pleasure

Let’s not underrate the importance of joy. The joy of 

friendship. The joy of being hugged and touched in the 

ways you like. The joy of understanding our own body and 

not being confused or frustrated by it. The joy of doing 

what the rest of the world is doing, the things you see your 

siblings, your classmates, and people on TV and in movies 

doing – and doing it in the most informed, educated, and 

healthy way that makes you feel good. People with Down 

syndrome deserve to experience life’s pleasures.

Provincial Education Curriculum

In determining what to teach, the starting point for any 

educator is the provincial education curriculum, which 

establishes requirements that must be taught at each 

grade level for all students, including those with Down 

syndrome. I’m based in British Columbia, so I’ll reference 

the BC curriculum, but you will want to refer to the 

provincial curriculum wherever you are located.

The curriculum is designed to introduce basic principles 

at a very young age and then reinforce and expand on 

them as the child progresses. As an example, let’s look 

at the BC curriculum as it relates to abuse prevention. 

Notice how the topics in each grade build on the concepts 

from earlier years.

For students with Down syndrome, we follow the same 
progression while adapting our objectives and teaching 
methods to ensure comprehension, just as we would for any 
other subject in the curriculum.

Kindergarten:
•	 Names for parts of the body, including male and female 

private parts
•	 Appropriate and inappropriate ways of being touched
•	 Identify and describe a variety of unsafe and/or 

uncomfortable situations
•	 Identify caring behaviours among classmates and families

Grades 1 to 4:
•	 Describe and apply strategies for developing and 

maintaining positive relationships
•	 Identify personal skills, interests, and preferences and 

describe how they influence self-identity (including gender 
identity and sexual orientation)

Grades 5 to 8:
•	 Explore and describe strategies for managing physical, 

emotional, and social changes during puberty

Grades 9 to 10:
•	 Propose strategies for avoiding and responding to 

potentially unsafe, abusive, or exploitative situations

Grades 11 to 12:
•	 Demonstrate reasoned decision-making related to personal 

health and wellbeing (including sexual decision making)
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Down Syndrome Guidelines

Many Down syndrome organizations around the world, 

including the National Down Syndrome Society (NDSS), 

DSi (Down Syndrome International), and Down Syndrome 

Education International, as well as medical bodies such 

as the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP), have 

developed Down syndrome-specific guidelines that can 

help us adjust topics in the curriculum to our population 

of learners.

Health Recommendations

The AAP provides healthcare guidelines to physicians and 

other healthcare providers. Their recommendations are 

outlined in the report, “Health Supervision for Children 

and Adolescents with Down Syndrome.” Once again, we 

see a progression in which concepts are introduced early 

and expanded upon as the child grows.

From ages one to five, one of the most important 

recommendations is for health care providers to educate 

the family about the increased risk of sexual exploitation 

for children with Down syndrome, and to remind them 

that the people their child knows and trusts are more 

likely than strangers to be perpetrators. 

Between ages five to twelve, that lesson is repeated and 

reinforced. If you work in a school setting, it’s important to 

keep this in mind: families have been regularly reminded 

that children with Down syndrome are at greater risk 

of abuse, and that abuse is most likely to come from 

someone they know and trust. So, it’s understandable that 

families of students with Down syndrome may have more 

concerns around this issue than other families may.

In addition to conversations around abuse, the five to 

twelve age range is the right time to begin talking about 

assessing, monitoring, and encouraging independence 

with hygiene and self-care. This includes an introduction 

to sexual behaviour such as masturbation. 

From ages twelve to twenty-one, there is a continued 

focus on hygiene and self-care, as well as discussions 

about healthy, typical sexual development and behaviours, 

and personal boundaries. Families are encouraged to look 

for opportunities to advance comprehension of sexuality, 

contraception, and prevention of sexually transmitted 

infections (STI’s). 

Inclusive Education Recommendations

Turning to Down syndrome inclusive education resources 

such as the International Guidelines for the Education of 

Learners with Down Syndrome (DSi) and Down Syndrome: 

Guidelines for Inclusive Education (Down Syndrome 

Education International/NDSS), we see that they take a 

much more comprehensive approach. It’s not just about 

health; it’s about everything. People with Down syndrome 

have a right to be taught about relationships, sexuality, 

and sexual health.

An important principle is that expectations should be 

appropriate to the individual’s chronological age. We’re 

looking at the chronological age and not the developmental 

age, because puberty is still going to start around the 

same time – and  sometimes slightly earlier – for people 

with developmental and intellectual disabilities. Others 

will potentially be looking at and treating teens with Down 

syndrome as sexual beings, even if they have not yet 

reached that stage developmentally. We also can’t predict 

or assume where someone is going to be emotionally, 

socially, or sexually based on other cognitive skills and 

developmental delays. 

As with other school subjects, the guidelines recommend 

that students with Down syndrome should spend most of 

their time in classes with their typically developing peers, 

with perhaps a small percentage of time being spent in 

small groups or one on one environments for specific 

instruction in communication and social skills, and sex 

and relationship education.

General Tips

As you get started, here are some general tips to keep in 

mind. 

•	 Start Young: As we’ve seen, the best approach is to 

introduce basic concepts in an age-appropriate way 

very early on and build on them through the years. If 

you didn’t start young, start now. It’s never too early 

and it’s never too late. 

•	 It’s a Process: There is no One Big Talk when it comes 

to sexual health education; instead, there are lots of 

little talks over the course of childhood and beyond. 

•	 Use visuals: People with Down syndrome are visual 

learners. Books, videos, and picture cards are going 

to be helpful for our learners with Down syndrome, 

and they are also going to be helpful to you. A lot of 

these topics are things that you might not teach or 

even talk about regularly, and it can make some people 

uncomfortable. Having a book or video to help you 

along can make it easier for everybody involved. 

•	 Look for Teachable Moments: Daily routines provide 

countless opportunities to introduce these topics. 

Be approachable and askable. Even if you don’t know 

everything or you feel uncomfortable sometimes (or 

very often), that’s okay. Being uncomfortable can 

model your own boundaries around a certain topic, 

which is a great example to provide. 

If you would like to take a much deeper dive into this 

topic, reach out to me about my workshop, Foundational 

Concepts in Comprehensive Sexual Health Education: 

Where to Start, Where to Go! It covers key foundations 

of comprehensive sexual health education, teaching core 

concepts including body awareness, consent, and public 

vs. private behaviours, supporting identity, relationships, 

and personal boundaries, and using proactive strategies 

to promote safety, respect, and abuse prevention – 

specifically for teachers of students with Down syndrome 

and other intellectual disabilities. You can also access 

a recording of this workshop through DSRF’s Down 

Syndrome Academy.
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For Lisa Mills, whose son transitioned to high school 

several years ago, preparation meant becoming as familiar 

as possible with the school long before the first day. She 

recommends visiting the school multiple times, walking 

the hallways, finding important entrances and classrooms, 

and getting to know administrators and special education 

staff before students arrive. 

“Meeting the administration, learning the layout of the 

building, and even knowing where the doors were made a 

huge difference,” Lisa said.  

She also encouraged families to practice transportation 

ahead of time, especially if students will be travelling 

independently or using specialized transportation. 

Becoming familiar with the daily routine before September 

can help reduce anxiety for everyone. 

Make the School Familiar Before  
the First Day  

A new high school is a big and unfamiliar place, which may 

cause your child to be anxious. This is why it’s important 

that your child has several low-pressure visits to their 

future school before they start. 

For example, Purdham’s daughter’s school organized 

a transition day specifically for incoming students 

with disabilities. Her daughter was able to explore the 

buildings, meet the teachers, and experience the space 

without the stress of a regular school day. The school 

then hosted a general grade 9 open house as well; an 

inclusive, low-stakes event where little was expected of the 

attendees, except to familiarize themselves with their new 

environment. Purdham described how her daughter came 

home from these visits energized and looking forward to 

high school.   

The school also helped students create a “social story”—a 

simple, visual booklet that introduced them to the 

buildings, classrooms, staff, and routines in an easy-to-

understand way. Resources such as a social story can 

help reduce uncertainty by making the unknown more 

predictable. 

Lisa also recommends taking advantage of every 

opportunity to visit the school in person before September.

Help the New Team Understand Your Child 

It is important that you share your child’s needs, preferred 

communication styles, and areas of support with their 

future teachers and administrators.  

“A teacher from the high school came to visit my daughter 

in her current school. The educator took the time to 

observe what was already working well. This visit allowed 

them to identify effective learning strategies that could 

continue into high school and build on the existing 

routines in her life,” Purdham shared.  

Lisa also emphasizes the importance of becoming an 

active member of your child’s educational team from the 

beginning. She recommends attending Identification, 

Placement and Review Committee (IPRC) meetings 

whenever possible, learning about the Individual 

Education Plan (IEP) process, and becoming familiar with 

your school board’s special education policies.

Encountering Ableism and Misconceptions 

It is important that parents have an open line of 

communication with their child’s high school to ensure 

the child’s cognitive abilities are being recognized 

and nurtured. Students with Down syndrome deserve 

opportunities to learn, grow, and be intellectually 

stimulated based on their individual abilities, not limited 

by assumptions about what they can achieve. 

Regular check-ins with teachers, educational assistants, 

and support staff create opportunities to celebrate 

successes, address concerns early, and adjust strategies 

as needed. Since many teenagers are not always 

forthcoming about the challenges they are experiencing, 

these conversations can provide parents and caregivers 

with a more complete picture of how the transition is 

progressing. 

Purdham explained how many families continue to 

encounter ableism and outdated misconceptions about 

people with disabilities. Parents often find themselves 

pushing back against deeply ingrained beliefs that 

underestimate their child’s potential. However, open 

conversations with teachers and administrators can 

help break down these stereotypes. Discuss your child’s 

strengths, educational goals, and the expectations you 

hope will be maintained throughout high school. 

SUCCESS IN A 
NEW SPACE: 
Preparing for the Transition to High School
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By Sofia Tosello

The transition to high school is a significant milestone 

for any student, and for families with children with Down 

syndrome, the change comes with additional planning. 

New teachers, unfamiliar routines, navigating larger 

buildings, and the prospect of forming new friendships 

can make the experience daunting. 

It’s okay to feel overwhelmed – it’s a big step for both 

parents and students. But don’t forget, it’s also a very 

exciting time filled with new opportunities. With thoughtful 

preparation, strong communication, and a supportive 

community, you can set your child up for success at their 

new school. 

Start Preparing Early 

To ensure that your child is ready to tackle high school 

come September, it’s important that you start preparing 

them for the transition beforehand. Transitions are much 

smoother when families have the time to ask questions, 

meet staff, practice transit routes, and gradually introduce 

their child to the new environment.  

Many school boards already have transition plans in place. 

In the case of parent, author, and disability advocate 

Adelle Purdham, who is transitioning her daughter from 

middle school to high school this year, she was invited to 

her daughter’s future high school beforehand to meet with 

administrators and teachers. These early conversations 

allowed Adelle to discuss her daughter’s strengths, 

challenges, support needs, and identify any gaps that may 

need to be addressed before September.  

“It is really important that you talk with the school 

administration about your child’s needs and if they are 

going to be able to meet those needs,” Purdham advised. 

Adelle’s Daughters
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Equally important is helping educators understand that 

behaviour is communication.  

Challenging behaviours are often a sign that a student is 

trying to express a need, frustration, or emotion. Building 

trusting relationships with students should always come 

before focusing solely on behaviour management. When 

staff understand the reasons behind behaviours, they are 

better equipped to support meaningful success. 

Build a Strong Support Network Inside and 
Outside the Classroom 

No family should have to navigate the transition to high 

school on their own. Building a network of support with 

other parents who have a child with a disability can make 

the experience less overwhelming and provide valuable 

guidance along the way. 

Lisa says some of her most valuable 

advice came from other parents who 

had already experienced the transition: 

“Other parents told me about quiet 

rooms, different supports available 

in the school, and what to expect. 

Those parent networks through 

Down syndrome organizations were 

incredibly valuable because they 

shared practical advice you don’t 

always hear elsewhere.”

While academic success is important, 

a fulfilling life extends well beyond 

the classroom. Maintaining activities 

outside of school can create 

consistency for your child during a 

time of significant change

Extra curricular activities also give 

young people the opportunity to make 

lasting friendships, build life skills, and 

have meaningful social connections. 

Developing a social life can be a 

common barrier for students with 

Down syndrome, so the more natural 

opportunities to meet new people, the 

better chance they will make a genuine 

connection with someone. 

Every Transition is a Team Effort  

There is no single formula for a perfect transition, but 

there are common ingredients that make a meaningful 

difference: early planning, open communication, trusting 

your instincts, and building strong partnerships with 

educators and staff. 

When schools take the time to meet students where 

they are, understand what already works, and prioritize 

relationships, the transition to high school can become 

something exciting rather than something to fear. 

“Go to everything, ask questions, get to know the staff,” 

Lisa advised, “and don’t be afraid to stay involved.”

For parents beginning this journey, perhaps the most 

valuable advice is also the simplest: your greatest resource 

is your community. 

DSRF’s 2026-27 
Educator  
Webinar Series “DSRF’s Educator Series 

is the richest learning 
I’ve experienced.  

Life changing.”
Support Teacher

Oct/Nov 2026 | Jan/Feb 2027
Two Streams: K-7, 8-12

Supporting Students with 
Down Syndrome + Other 
Intellectual Disabilities
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Adelle and Family

https://fundraise.dsrf.org/event/educator-series-2026-27/e790122
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When I first started working as a teacher at the Down 

Syndrome Resource Foundation 14 years ago, I received 

a crash course on the behavioural phenotype and 

characteristics of learners with Down syndrome. It was 

unbelievably helpful as I began teaching this population. 

In the ensuing years, I started thinking about how 

beneficial it would be for more teachers to learn how 

to tailor strategies for a specific population of learners. 

Eventually, that led me to begin exploring Universal 

Design for Learning (UDL).

At the time I had no experience implementing UDL in a 

classroom, but I saw many parallels between UDL and 

how I approached teaching my students who have Down 

syndrome. One thing led to another until one day I found 

myself writing my Master’s thesis, exploring connections 

between the UDL framework and the strategies myself and 

my colleagues have found to be effective for learners with 

Down syndrome, based on the behavioural phenotype 

research. 

We know that students with Down syndrome benefit from 

inclusion, and from engaging with grade-level curriculum. 

While every individual is unique, Down syndrome has 

a well-established learner profile and understanding 

that learner profile can help teachers plan effectively for 

learners with Down syndrome. Part of that is capitalizing 

on areas of strength as a “way in” for interventions that 

target potential challenges or barriers to learning.

Universal Design for Learning provides an effective 

framework for inclusive teaching – one that benefits all 

students, not just those with developmental disabilities. 

Supports and accommodations that are necessary for 

some students are also helpful for other students.

What is Universal Design for Learning?
UDL originated in architecture, with accessibility 

innovations such as curb cuts, ramps, elevators, 

bathrooms, handrails, universal symbols, auditory 

indicators at crosswalks, motion-sensor doors, and wide 

doorways.

It is a framework for planning that emphasizes                 

flexibility in goals, methods, materials, and assessments. 

UDL takes a proactive approach by expecting and 

preparing for diversity, rather than being surprised by it 

and forced to react down the road.

If you’re acquainted with the New York subway system, 

you may have noticed how this plays out in real life. 

The subway system was built over a century ago, and 

accessibility was not top of mind. The city has had a 

great deal of difficulty changing this after the fact. How 

much easier would it have been if it had been proactively 

designed for accessibility from the start?

When applied to teaching, the UDL framework allows 

teachers to intentionally plan lessons that meet all 

learners’ needs, rather than adding accommodations or 

modifications after lessons are fully developed.

The Planning Pyramid framework, first developed by 

Schumm, Vaughn, & Leavell, (1994) provides a helpful 

visual. This model encourages teachers to plan lessons 

so that all students are working towards one or multiple 

goals. At its foundation are goals that are achievable for 

every member of the class, with additional goals for more 

advanced learners.

UDL increases access to learning for all students by 

thoughtfully identifying cognitive, intellectual, physical, 

and organizational barriers to learning, and minimizing 

them to the greatest possible extent. It is highly flexible, 

as opposed to the traditional one size fits all approach.

The UDL Guidelines were updated in 2024, with a shift 

from the goal of developing expert learners to fostering 

learner agency, and greater attention to addressing 

barriers rooted in biases and systems of exclusion for 

learners with and without disabilities. “The goal of UDL is 

learner agency that is purposeful & reflective, resourceful 

& authentic, strategic & action-oriented. “ (CAST, 2024)

By Danielle McKinney, with Glen Hoos

UDL: 
An Introduction to  
Universal Design for Learning

1      Goals for All

2      Goals for Most

3      Goals for Some
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UDL Principles and Guidelines
Universal Design for Learning is built on three core 

principles:

•	 Multiple Means of Engagement: increasing motivation 

by using individual interests and offering appropriate 

challenges for various abilities 

•	 Multiple Means of Representation: providing learners 

with various ways of acquiring information and 

knowledge

•	 Multiple Means of Action and Expression: offering 

alternatives for learners to demonstrate what they 

know

Teachers must plan for variability in how students engage 

with learning, receive and process information, and 

demonstrate their learning. The UDL Guidelines offer 

insight into learner variability and suggest ways to build 

flexibility around this variability.

Inherent in these principles is the need for students to 

have flexibility in choosing what works best for them. We 

know that choice is important for students with Down 

syndrome, but it is not always as straightforward as it may 

seem.

Teachers must strike a balance between empowering 

learners through meaningful choice and providing the 

guidance and structure necessary for success. The UDL 

Guidelines can help teachers create thoughtful options 

within each of the three principles to support achievement 

of the learning objective. Choices should incorporate 

ability, language, prior learning, culture, styles, interests, 

strengths, individual education plans, and standards.
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CAST Universal Design for Learning Guidelines 

Design Multiple Means of
Engagement 

Design Multiple Means of
Representation

Design Multiple Means of
Action & Expression

CAST UDL Guidelines™ | udlguidelines.cast.org | © CAST, Inc. 2024 
Suggested Citation: CAST (2024). Universal Design for Learning Guidelines version 3.0 [graphic organizer]. Lynnfield, MA: Author.

Access: Design Options for
Welcoming Interests & Identities (7)

• Optimize choice and autonomy (7.1)

• Optimize relevance, value, and authenticity (7.2)

• Nurture joy and play (7.3)

• Address biases, threats, and distractions (7.4)

Support: Design Options for
Sustaining Effort & Persistence (8)

• Clarify the meaning and purpose of goals (8.1)

• Optimize challenge and support (8.2)

• Foster collaboration, interdependence, and collective
learning (8.3)

• Foster belonging and community (8.4)

• Offer action-oriented feedback (8.5)

Executive Function: Design Options for
Emotional Capacity (9)

• Recognize expectations, beliefs, and motivations (9.1)

• Develop awareness of self and others (9.2)

• Promote individual and collective reflection (9.3)

• Cultivate empathy and restorative practices (9.4)

Access: Design Options for
Perception (1)

• Support opportunities to customize the display of
information (1.1)

• Support multiple ways to perceive information (1.2)

• Represent a diversity of perspectives and identities in
authentic ways (1.3)

Support: Design Options for
Language & Symbols (2)

• Clarify vocabulary, symbols, and language structures (2.1)

• Support decoding of text, mathematical notation, and
symbols (2.2)

• Cultivate understanding and respect across languages
and dialects (2.3)

• Address biases in the use of language and symbols (2.4)

• Illustrate through multiple media (2.5)

Executive Function: Design Options for
Building Knowledge (3)

• Connect prior knowledge to new learning (3.1)

• Highlight and explore patterns, critical features, big ideas,
and relationships (3.2)

• Cultivate multiple ways of knowing and making meaning (3.3)

• Maximize transfer and generalization (3.4)

Access: Design Options for
Interaction (4)

• Vary and honor the methods for response, navigation,
and movement (4.1)

• Optimize access to accessible materials and assistive and
accessible technologies and tools (4.2)

Support: Design Options for
Expression & Communication (5)

• Use multiple media for communication (5.1)

• Use multiple tools for construction, composition, and
creativity (5.2)

• Build fluencies with graduated support for practice and
performance (5.3)

• Address biases related to modes of expression and
communication (5.4)

Executive Function: Design Options for
Strategy Development (6)

• Set meaningful goals (6.1)

• Anticipate and plan for challenges (6.2)

• Organize information and resources (6.3)

• Enhance capacity for monitoring progress (6.4)

• Challenge exclusionary practices (6.5)
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The goal of UDL is learner agency that is purposeful & reflectve, resourceful & authentc, strategic & acton-oriented.

Why Pair UDL and Down Syndrome 
Learner Profile?
Pairing UDL with the Down syndrome learner profile 

helps educators move from simply understanding learner 

characteristics to designing learning environments that 

support success from the outset. Knowledge of common 

learning strengths and support needs associated with 

Down syndrome can help teachers anticipate barriers, 

while UDL provides a framework for creating flexible, 

inclusive learning experiences. Together, these approaches 

support equity, belonging, and meaningful participation, 

while offering practical strategies that can be readily 

applied in the classroom.

Some examples:

UDL Guideline
Common Characteristics  
of Learners with Down Syndrome Sample Strategies

Engagement  → 
Sustaining Effort & 
Persistence

May benefit from support to sustain 
attention and persistence, often 
motivated by social connection and 
meaningful participation

Provide structured choice boards and visual 
“help” cues, teach self-advocacy through 
scripts or social stories, foster collaborative 
learning through buddy systems or group tasks

Representation → 
Perception

Relative to auditory processing, visual 
processing is often a strength

Pair verbal instruction with visual supports (e.g., 
icons, diagrams, videos); use picture cues for 
routines, provide adjustable fonts, line spacing, 
and speech-to-text

Action & Expression → 
Interaction

Speech production, fine motor skills, 
sensory processing, muscle tone and 
postural control may affect how learners 
communicate and interact with materials 
and their environment

AAC tools, visual sentence strips, and assistive 
writing apps or devices, consider rate, timing, 
speed, and range of motor action required, 
design of the physical space (e.g. flexible 
seating, lighting options)
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Implementing UDL
Universal Design for Learning is a journey; you won’t 

get there overnight. Here are some tips to help you get 

started.

•	 Change just one thing – don’t try to tackle it all at 

once! Offer information in more than one way for just 

one lesson. Add a flexible seating option. Incorporate 

visuals into one text-heavy chart.

•	 Start with challenges. Focusing on the needs of some 

students can benefit many students. 

•	 Narrow the focus. Begin by targeting one aspect of 

UDL: engagement, representation, or action and 

expression. 

•	 Set a goal for yourself. For example, “I will print the 

UDL Guidelines for easy access before the school year 

begins!”   

•	 Use social media to learn new practices, read new 

research, and connect with other teachers. Use 

common hashtags to find UDL-related content, such 

as #UDL, #UDLdaily, #UDLchat, #UDLclassroom, 

and #UDLclassroom.

•	 Collaborate with colleagues who are also interested in 

learning more about UDL 

•	 Re-visit a unit or lesson you have taught in the past and 

give it a UDL makeover!

For some students, UDL alone won’t be enough, but it is 

a great starting point that can benefit all students – those 

with Down syndrome and those without. As Zabala (n.d.), 

stated in The SETT Framework:

“When students have more visible needs such as low 

vision, blindness, hearing loss, physical, intellectual or 

behavioural challenges, the specialized instruction and 

additional supports needed will be greater and more 

varied. However, when additional supports and services 

are needed, the starting place is much further along the 

pathway to success than it would be without the firm 

foundation of UDL.”

----------------

CAST (2024). CAST Universal Design for Learning 

Guidelines version 3.0. Retrieved from https://

udlguidelines.cast.org

Zabala, J. (n.d.). The SETT Framework: Straight talk about 

assistive technology and universal design for learning. PACER 

Center.
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DSRF’s Down Syndrome 
Academy: An education 
portal offering self-
paced multimedia Down 
syndrome courses

DocList: Organizes 
medical care and 
specialists for you  
and your family

Need Down syndrome support 
on the go? We’ve got apps  
for that!

Find them in the Google Play 
and iOS app stores!
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What was your favourite part of high school?

Tiana: Meeting new friends with diverse abilities. 

Collaboration, teamwork, and community building. I 

found ways to feel like I truly belong. Participating in 

clubs, going on field trips, and doing gardening.

Emma: Sewing and cooking classes - learning and starting 

new hobbies. I liked having a special room to learn in and 

I got to make friends that I still have today.

Todd: Trying acting. I loved PE because I am good at 

sports. I liked music because music helps me focus. I was 

good at math; my math teacher gave me an A+ which felt 

good! I learned to cook a lot and made friends. I also got 

to do a camp.

Mary: Having fun and being the centre of attention.

Nicholas: I had great teachers. I got to make candles and 

go on field trips.

Zamaan: I liked having a little bit of homework (but not 

too much)! I liked to play sports like basketball and track 

and field. It felt good to find things that I am good at.

Rebecca: I was really outgoing at the time. Especially 

in sports because I like them. I got to start cooking in 

high school which I still like doing. I got to meet life-long 

friends. In elementary, I did not get a lot of staff to help me 

but in high school that changed and I got more support.

Cassidy: Being in high school plays and musicals was 

magical! That was my first time auditioning and being a 

part of productions. The theatre community brought me 

to my happy place and sparked my passion for acting. I 

also loved being in home economics; I learned cooking. 

I got to create my own legacy and I found out that I am 

legendary.

Gianpaul: My favourite part of high school is making new 

friends, joining school clubs, like the Italian club, helping 

manage the boy’s soccer team, and going to school events, 

especially the school dances, because I love to dance and 

they are so fun! 

Paul: My favourite part of high school was being with my 

friends. I also enjoyed shop class where I learned about 

all the different tools, different types of wood, and how to 

be safe. I made a pretty awesome mailbox in shop class. 

What did you find challenging about high 
school?

Tiana: There were cliques that were exclusive, and it 

saddened me. It hurt my friendships with them and 

my mental health. This can affect all teens with Down 

syndrome because it destroys their mental health. Having 

to deal with the trauma/bullies.

Emma: It was hard to communicate as a person with 

Down syndrome. I got to make friends with other people 

with disabilities, but it was really hard because one of 

those friends passed away.

Todd: Art and sewing were hard because I am not good at 

small movements. French was difficult, but I tried. I had 

some struggles with confidence. My friends and I had to 

deal with bullies, but I was able to stand up to them and 

get help from the office. I also had 2 friends pass away 

which was really hard.

Mary: I had trouble waking up in the mornings to be ready 

for school. I also had some trouble making friends.

Nicholas: Some activities were hard like math and art. 

Homework and all that.

Zamaan: Math was challenging. I had some troubles with 

math.

Cassidy: Making new friends was hard and keeping up 

with grades. Joining clubs was challenging because there 

was not a lot of stuff I was interested in. Joining sports 

was also hard for me because they were all after school 

and I was too nervous to ask.

Gianpaul: What I still find challenging is trying not to be 

scared to talk to new people that are not in my classes. 

Paul: The challenging thing about high school was how 

to fit in with my high school friends. At the beginning 

of high school, it was also hard to start learning about 

certain things that were new, for example in art or cooking 

or shop.

What advice do you have for students who are 
entering a new school this fall?

Tiana: Do not try to be someone that you are not just to 

fit in. Being a copycat doesn’t make any difference and 

doesn’t help. Just be your unique self! Your best friends 

will just love you and accept you just the way you are. 

Don’t quit, and always have hope in your broken dreams. 

Speak out for your rights. Put people first before yourself, 

be humble and kind. Own your belovedness! Be selfless. 

In romantic relationships, be aware of red flags from 

certain people who misbehave.

Emma: Make sure to set boundaries and be respectful to 

others in high school. Communicate and help others.

Todd: Always listen to what the teacher says. Keep going! 

Remember, learning is about taking baby steps. Be a good 

person, a good friend, and a good student. Everything 

comes back to teamwork!

Mary: Welcome!

Nicholas: Keep your papers, your binder, and your 

homework!

Zamaan: High school is hard, but work hard and never 

give up!

Rebecca: Always be positive.

Cassidy: Once you step into the school, you become part 

of the community. You get to make good choices for your 

life. Let your life take flight in the school! Don’t be afraid 

to join in clubs. All you have to do is be yourself. Don’t 

lie to yourself or lose yourself. Just be you and it won’t be 

hard to make friends. You are a part of this world and this 

school! Welcome to the wonders of high school. And now 

you are part of the magical life of high school to achieve 

your dreams. You are on a path of your future. You are 

creating your own legacy. You can be legendary too!

Gianpaul: Don’t be afraid or shy to try to make new friends, 

join school clubs, try out for school teams. Once I tried, 

people were so nice to me and made me feel welcome and 

a part of their group. I’m still a bit shy, but I push myself to 

try and I’m happy when I do.

Paul: My advice is for any students who are entering a new 

school is to really fit in and to have new friends, just like 

the way I did. How do you fit in? Firstly, you need to keep 

in touch with those you already know from your previous 

school. This helps you not be so lonely at your new school. 

At a new school, you have to be brave to introduce yourself 

to new people. Things might be different from Jr. High, so 

you must listen to the teacher and trust them and your 

classmates in class.   
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UPCOMING AT DSRF
Up the Down Market Vancouver: Sept 17, 2026

Up the Down Market Calgary: Oct 28, 2026

Up the Down Market Toronto: Nov 12, 2026

FIND US / TAG US
@DSRFCanada on all our platforms

DSRF.org

FRIENDS OF DSRF
The Canucks for Kids Foundation has granted DSRF 
$50,000 in support of education programs and therapy 
services for children and youth with Down syndrome. 
We are deeply grateful for this generous investment in 
our clients and families – thank you to the team for your 

incredible commitment 
to the community. 
#WeAreAllCanucks

The 4th Annual Down 
Syndrome Festival, which 
took place on May 23, was 
a big success – thanks in 
no small part to our lead 
sponsor the Canadian 
Down Syndrome Society, 
along with event sponsor 
RBC and event partners 
Arts New West and the 
New West Film Fest. 
Thank you as well to 
all the inspiring artists 
featured at the event, 
and to emcee Annika Van 

Vliet. See you again next year on the red carpet!

The Kiwanis Club of Vancouver donated $2,125 for in 
support of DSRF’s summer camps. We thank them for 
supporting our summer of fun and learning!

Over $176,000  
Raised Through  

Run Up for Down Syndrome

DSRF C
ORNER

In late spring, DSRF’s Board of Directors approved a new 

strategic plan to guide the organization through 2028. The 

plan is a response to a changing landscape defined by both 

challenges and opportunities. 

DSRF’s 2026–2028 Strategic Plan is one of stabilization. 

Over the next three years, our focus is on strengthening the 

foundation of the organization so that we can continue to 

deliver high-quality programs and support, while building 

the capacity needed for thoughtful, sustainable growth.

The plan is organized around four strategic priorities:

1. Operational Excellence – Systems, Space & Sustainability

2. People & Culture

3. Financial Sustainability

4. Programs

Together, these priorities focus on getting core systems 

in order, investing in people, stabilizing and diversifying 

revenue, and safeguarding and strengthening programs 

rather than over-extending. The three-year arc of the plan is 

intentionally sequenced: 2026 – Stabilize, 2027 – Strengthen, 

2028 – Sustainable Growth. Each year builds on the last, 

with clear implementation steps and accountabilities.

The sun smiled brightly upon us on the final day of May 

as 49 teams, 790 runners, and 50 volunteers gathered 

together at Swangard Stadium for the 2026 edition of Run 

Up for Down Syndrome.

Participants were enthusiastically supported by more than 

900 donors who collectively generated over $176,000 for 

DSRF programs and services.

Along with the runners and donors, the success of the 

event is due in large part to our generous event sponsors, 

including presenting sponsors RCG Group, LiUNA Local 

1611, and Upper Canada Forest Products, media sponsor 

CTV, and event sponsors the Burnaby Fighters Charitable 

Society, Mott Electric, RBC, Beedie, and the City of Burnaby.

Special thanks to our incredible volunteer team who cheered 

on the runners with gusto and made set-up and take-down 

a breeze. Big thanks as well to musician Michael Dunbar, 

who kept our toes tapping throughout the morning with 

his folksy repertoire, and to Local Pizzaiolo and Innovation 

Coffee, who kept the runners fueled up. Thank you to emcee 

Mona Mahmoud from CTV, who was ably assisted on stage 

by DSRF Ambassador Jodi Klukas.

To each and every individual and organization who 

contributed in any way, thank you for helping people with 

Down syndrome thrive. We look forward to seeing you back 

at the start line in 2027!

DSRF Releases New 3-Year Strategic Plan

This plan also creates a structured way to hold and 

develop future ideas. A 10-year Program Expansion 

Roadmap will act as a “parking lot that becomes a road” 

for future program concepts, partnerships, and innovation 

opportunities. Rather than launching new initiatives 

before the organization is ready, DSRF will focus first on 

operational, financial, and governance stability, while 

listening, learning, and co-creating a longer-term vision 

with our community.

Monitoring, learning, and evaluation 

are woven throughout the plan. We 

will use simple, meaningful indicators 

to track progress on each strategic 

priority, support decision-making, and 

adjust our approach as we learn. The 

goal of this strategy is not perfection or 

rapid expansion—it is a stronger, more 

sustainable DSRF that can continue to 

serve families and communities well, 

now and into the future.
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“When we made the film, it was a really cool opportunity to sit 

back and reflect on Jasmine’s life and milestones. Life moves 

so fast, you rarely get a chance for deep reflection. That made 

the project really meaningful but we weren’t prepared for how 

much more impactful it would be when the documentary was 

released. 

Through the press opportunities that we participated in, we 

had complete strangers tell us that they were moved to tears 

because they had a loved one with a disability and it motivated 

them to push harder. We also had friends and family share 

how it opened up important conversations and dialogue about 

inclusion and advocacy in their work and social life.  

Projects like this are so important because they force us to stop 

and rethink our role in the lives of others, especially those who 

are often silenced or ignored. The timing was eerie with the 

large social media scandal when two personalities made the 

terrible decision to lose the opportunity of welcoming someone 

with Down syndrome into the world. It only furthered the 

importance of this documentary and showing the world the 

beauty that lies beyond the challenges- and let’s face it, life 

challenges us all regardless of our abilities. It was an honour 

to be part of it!” 

Celesta Ponikowski  

Unified Voices Interviewee and Future Caregiver 

          Watch the Documentary at UnifiedVoices.ca
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CDSS.ca

HELP US MAKE EVERY 
CLASSROOM A WELCOME 
SPACE THIS SEPTEMBER!

CDSS is proud to partner with the Down Syndrome 

Resource Foundation to offer you their entire collection 

of courses for caregivers from the DSRF Down 

Syndrome Academy.

For a limited time until December 31st, 2026, use the 

code CDSS26 to take any of the following courses for 

free, compliments of CDSS.

•	 Down Syndrome 101

•	 Mental Wellness for People with Down Syndrome

•	 Relationships and Sexuality for People with Down 

Syndrome

•	 Dual Diagnosis: Down Syndrome and Autism

•	 Common Senses: Sensory Processing for People with 

Down Syndrome

•	 Kinder Kick-Off

Visit CDSS.ca/Community-Learning to browse free 

courses, webinars, and resources.

JOIN OUR COMMUNITY

Unified Voices Screening Event  
Brings Community Together

Make a donation to support inclusive education 

resources at CDSS during September 2026 and 

you could win our new “Celebrating Differences” 

collection of children’s books curated by Maya Lê of 

MaiStoryBook for your home and the library of your 

choice! Learning about differences from a young age is 

an excellent way to foster respect and understanding 

in all students.

Visit CDSS.ca/Resources/Education to donate and 

view our new “Celebrating Differences” reading 

collection.

Help Raise Awareness During 
Canadian Down Syndrome Week 2026!

Your Advocacy Calendar 
Disability Employment Awareness Month

October 2026

Canadian Down Syndrome Week 

October 25th - 31st

Indigenous Disability Awareness Month

November 2026

International Day of Persons with Disabilities 

December 3rd

Every year in October, 

millions of Canadians 

come together to help raise 

awareness during Canadian 

Down Syndrome Week in support 

of the Down syndrome community! 

This year, we invite you to help us reach 

more people than ever before and take action 

to be an advocacy leader in your local area. 

How can you lead the way? You can host a fundraiser 

online or in person, teach family, friends, coworkers, 

and classmates about Down syndrome, wear mismatched 

socks to start conversations about Down syndrome everywhere 

you go, volunteer with a local organization to connect directly with 

the community, or make a donation to CDSS to show your support for 

Canadians with Down syndrome and their loved ones.

Find resources for raising awareness and community fundraising at CDSS.ca/Canadian-Down-Syndrome-Week

CDSS Provides Free Courses for 
Caregivers and Parents This Fall

CDSS SPOTLIG
HT
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