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Disclaimer

The content, views and opinions expressed in this presentation are based on an 
independent source, and do not necessarily reflect the views of any group or organization.  
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Sex education (in general) has serious issues!

Parents School / Institution Media

Role: to serve as an unbiased “middle 
ground” between parents/family and 

media influence
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Individuals with disabilities face additional barriers

❖ Inadequate training for educators

❖ Parents even more afraid to talk about sex

❖ Unique learning profiles for every individual

❖ Others assume level of interest in sex correlated with 
intensity of a disability
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These barriers face possible consequences

❖ Lack of independent skills development

❖ Increased anxiety and confusion during puberty

❖ Vulnerability in social and sexual situations that can 
lead to being sexually violated

❖ Lack of confidence and self esteem
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Our rights to access 
sex education…

(Applying to all public school 
students in the US)

Source: National Conference of State Legislators
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… including students 
with disabilities.

“All students, regardless of physical or intellectual 
ability, deserve the opportunity to achieve 

personal health and wellness, including sexual 
health.” 

–National Sexuality Education Standards (2012), pg. 9
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Increasing interest in disability & sexuality

❖ Books & Articles

❖ Research & Studies

❖ Films (Documentaries and Fictional)

❖ Websites and Blog Posts
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1.  PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE
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Professional input is 
valuable.

Individual input is 
also valuable.
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Balance is Key

Professional 
(structure) +

Individual 
(methodology)

Awesome Duo!
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2.  PERSONAL PERSPECTIVE
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Self advocate contributions can be found in…

❖ Disability & Sexuality blogs / websites 

❖ ASD & Sexuality blogs / websites

❖ Posts & Articles on ASD & Sexuality

(Please refer to “Works Cited” document for more info)
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Every individual has different views and 
different experiences, and different strategies in 
managing sexuality. This is why it is crucial to 

have a “chorus” of personal perspectives.
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Real Life Examples

(Please refer to “Works Cited” document for more info)
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How do we include our 
voices in building the sex 
education curriculum?

Here are a few ideas…

Self Advocate Panels

Books, Guides
& 

Collaborative Essays

Webinars

Self Advocate / Professional
Co-presentations
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The more diverse representation of self advocates, the 
higher quality of sex education we will be able to 

provide to learners with developmental disabilities.

©  2 0 1 7  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

3.  INCLUSION
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3A: Inclusion of learners 
who are not sexually active 
or not interested in sex
Questions to consider…

- If you’re not interested in sex, why learn about sex?

- If others assume you will never achieve or pursue sex, then why learn about sex?
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Because sexuality 
education is not just about 
sex. It’s also about…

Building confidence

Gaining knowledge

Body awareness

Safety & protection

Making informed choices

Social(sexual) 
awareness

Validating Identity

Family planning

Self Determination

Self advocacy
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3B: Inclusion of learners 
who use non-traditional 
communication methods
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How do we communicate?
❖ Spoken

❖ Written / Typed

❖ Technology devices

❖ PECs

❖ Sign language

❖ Behavior

❖ All or some of the above
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AAC  (Augmentative and Alternative Communication)

❖ Unaided [Examples: Voice; nodding and shaking one's 
head; facial expression; pointing or looking at desired 
objects; gestures; sign languages.]

❖ Aided [Examples: Communication displays (comprised 
of written words, letters or phrases, pictures or 
symbols); devices which speak or print out messages; 
call bells etc.]

*Source: Speak Up Project: http://www.accpc.ca/Speak_Up/vocabulary-intro.htm#2 
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Speak Up Project Website: 

Source: www.AACSafeguarding.ca
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Communicating About Abuse - Picture Displays| CDAC

http://www.cdacanada.com/crimes/communicating-
about-abuse/picture-displays/
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3C: Inclusion of learners 
who do not fit the 
heteronormative assumption

Image Credit: Dejan Josifov
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Sex Ed typically focuses on:

(Cisgender female) (Cisgender male)

Image Sources: Tammy Sue and Karen Arnold
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Autism & Gender Identity:  
Double Standard?

Thinking outside the gender and 
sexual expression binary
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STUDY: “Gender Identity Issues More Likely Among 
Children with Autism or ADHD”

❖ (Participants were children between 6 and 18 years old)

❖ “Gender variance was found to be 7.59 times more common 
in participants with ASD” (Springer, 2014)

❖ “Participants who wished to be another gender had 
elevated rates of anxiety and depression symptoms. 
However, these were lower among participants with autism 
spectrum disorders. This is possibly due to their impaired 
social reasoning which makes them unaware of the societal 
pressures against gender nonconformity.” (Springer, 2014)

Author: Springer; Published March 12, 2014

Source: http://www.disabled-world.com/disability/sexuality/identity.php
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In order to shift out of the heteronormative 
assumption, we need to be able to identify and 
learn the social norms (the “unwritten rules” of 

social behavior) which hinder us.

©  2 0 1 7  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

Social Norms may include things like:

Traditional gender roles

Heterosexual  
relationships & marriages

Cisgender privileges

Male = masculine 
Female = feminine

Society’s definition of beauty

Able-bodiedness

Non-disabled status privileges

‘Straight' privileges
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–Ohio Center for Autism and Low Incidence: 

‘Least Restrictive Environment’ Video

“Inclusion is not a place. Inclusion is a 
philosophy.” 
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4.  TEACHING MATERIALS  
FOR  

NON-TRADITIONAL LEARNERS
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Wake up… it’s time 
to get creative! 

Taking an interactive 
approach to learning beyond 
textbooks

Photos / Paintings © Johannes Stötter
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Building a Learning Materials “Toolkit”

❖ Illustration cards & vocabulary sets

❖ Sign language

❖ Photos & videos

❖ Puppets

❖ Stick figures & models
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Building a Learning Materials “Toolkit”, cont.

❖ Role-playing

❖ Self defense techniques

❖ Interactive demonstrations

❖ Interactive sex education themed websites

❖ Sensory integration
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5.  SOCIOSEXUAL AWARENESS
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Definition of

Sociosexual:

“Of or pertaining to sexual behavior as it relates to society.” 

(Source: Wikipedia)
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(Nichols, S. & Blakeley-Smith, A., 2009, p.86)*

“There is a surprisingly large number of rules to 
learn when it comes to sexuality—many of which 

are unwritten and rely on social understanding 
and nuances. For individuals with ASDs, social 

deficits contribute greatly to difficulties with 
sociosexual concepts.”

*Nichols, S. & Blakeley-Smith, A. (2009): “I’m Not Sure We’re Ready for This …”: Working With Families Toward Facilitating 
Healthy Sexuality for Individuals With Autism Spectrum Disorders, Social Work in Mental Health, 8, 72-91
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Lack of sociosexual awareness can lead to…

❖ Social naivety 

❖ Low self esteem

❖ Being taken advantage of

❖ Sexual assault & abuse

❖ Lack of personal empowerment
©  2 0 1 4  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

©  2 0 1 4  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

Exploring the 
Hidden Curriculum
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What do we need to learn?

❖ Hidden intentions and hidden 
agendas

❖ Social boundaries

❖ “Scripts” (responding to verbal 
and nonverbal queues)

❖ Sexual slangs & lingo

❖ Spotting “red flags”

❖ Informed consent

Source: Circles Curriculum

©  2 0 1 7  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

The goal of sociosexual awareness is not to force 
ourselves into conforming to the social norm, but to 

gain a better understanding of the “hidden 
agendas” (hidden sexual intentions) so that we can 

better protect the vulnerabilities we may have.
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6.  SEX POSITIVITY
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What does it mean to be

Sex Positive?

Sex positivity is a social and 
philosophical movement which 
advocates "an attitude towards human 
sexuality that regards all consensual 
sexual activities as fundamentally 
healthy and pleasurable, and encourages 
sexual pleasure and experimentation.” 
(Gabosch, Allena (2008-02-26). "A Sex 
Positive Renaissance”) Photo credit: George Hodan 
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Shame

Embarrassment

Family planning

Informed consent

Sexual pleasure

Fear-based 
sex education

Comprehensive 
sex education

HarassmentSlut shaming

Exploration

Sex positivity encourages… Sex positivity does not  
encourage…

Boredom

Self-development

Safety

force

Health

repression

Personal preference
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Lorem Ipsum Dolor

Don’t want to get 
involved in sex?

That’s okay, too!
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It is important for individuals to know that…

❖ Sex is healthy, so long as it is practiced safely and with consent 
between all parties.

❖ Not having an interest in sex is perfectly okay.

❖ We have the right to refuse any sexual activity we do not want 
to participate in.

❖ We have the right to communicate and be educated about sex 
in a safe social environment.

❖ Expressions of sexuality is not forbidden and evil, but a natural 
part of the human experience.
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Photo credit: Philip Anderson

7.  CONCRETE  
INSTRUCTION STYLE
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Avoiding 
Euphemisms

Explicit & scientific 
terminology 

(and understanding the complexity 
of sexual terminology)

Access to educational 
resources which contain 

bullet points, lists, 
visuals, etc.

Mixture of one-on-one 
and peer group 

instruction

Candid, clear-cut 
communication between 

the Instructor and the 
Learner
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8.  SAFE AND EFFECTIVE  
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
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Consider accessibility & space.
What factors of accessibility and space help us learn most effectively?
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Link to Article:  http://
www.campussafetymagazine.com/
article/led-lighting-saves-money-
and-creates-better-learning-
environment-for-autist/Features
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Possible ideas to implement…
❖ Lighting alternatives or fluorescent light diffusers

❖ Floor lamps

❖ Home furnishings

❖ Thermostat settings

❖ Sensory activities / Items & objects for sensory input

❖ Organized and clutter-free space

❖ Unscented supplies (markers, notebooks, etc)

❖ Adaptive layout of room

❖ Removal of distractions
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Consider safety.
What factors of safety help us learn most effectively?
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Possible safety factors to implement…

❖ Transparency (windows, doorways, etc.) for easier 
transition

❖ Predictability

❖ Removal of physical hazards

❖ Small, minimal spaces for retreat
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Possible safety factors to implement…

❖ Instructor background: (experience working with ASD; 
professional credentials; criminal record)

❖ Instructor approach

❖ Other students in classroom

❖ Other faculty & staff
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Key Points to a Safe* & Effective  
Learning Environment:

❖ The Learner will always need some extent of control.

❖ The Instructor(s) need to be approachable, open-minded 
and receptive.

❖ The learning environment accommodates the Learner’s 
sensory wiring.

❖ The learning environment is least restrictive.

*A safe learning environment is not to be confused with a sheltered learning environment.
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9.  SHIFT IN PERCEPTION
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A shift in perception involves one simple thing:  

deleting the Medical Model of Disability.
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Medical Model of 
Disability:
“The condition is the problem”

Image credit: DDSG
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What the Medical Model can imply:

❖ All individuals with disabilities have no interest in sex.

❖ All individuals do not have the capability to handle 
huge topics like sex.

❖ All individuals lack empathy.

❖ The assumed lack of empathy opens up the possibility 
that we are more likely to become predators or be 
extremely naive.*

*The four bullet points above are examples of false assumptions people can have on 
individuals with DD. ©  2 0 1 7  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

Social Model of 
Disability
“Society structures are the problem”

Image credit: DDSG
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ALWAYS  
presume competence.

We are often more capable 
than we realize -- regardless 

of our learning style, cognitive 
ability, characteristics and 

complexity of understanding.
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It is important for individuals to know that...

❖ We are not victims.

❖ Plenty of us do experience the same feelings of romance, 
sexual desires, developing relationships, and raising a 
family.

❖ All labels, classifications, and stereotypes, and 
conditions are merely labels created by a history of 
societal norms and were not created naturally.
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IN CLOSING…
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The ideal sexuality education 
curriculum for individuals 
with disabilities has to be 

constructed as a  
FRAMEWORK 

©  2 0 1 7  L I N D S E Y  N E B E K E R

Framework Architects

❖ Self Advocates with Developmental Disabilities

❖ Professionals and Specialists 

❖ Sexuality Educators
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Framework Construction

3471 2
5

Use of the design is easy to understand, 
regardless of the user’s experience, knowledge, 
language skills, or current concentration level.

1a. Provide the same means of use for all users:  
      identical whenever possible; equivalent when not.

1b. Avoid segregating or stigmatizing any users.

1c. Make provisions for privacy, security, and safety     
      equally available to all users.

1d. Make the design appealing to all users. 

Power doors with sensors at entrances that are   
      convenient for all users

Integrated, dispersed, and adaptable seating in 
      assembly areas such as sports arenas and theaters

Bettye Rose Connell, Mike Jones, 
Ron Mace, Jim Mueller, 

Abir Mullick, Elaine Ostroff, 
Jon Sanford, 

Ed Steinfeld, Molly Story,
and Gregg Vanderheiden.

GUIDELINES

The design is useful and marketable to people 
with diverse abilities.

7a. Provide a clear line of sight to important elements 
      for any seated or standing user.

7b. Make reach to all components comfortable for any 
      seated or standing user.

7c. Accommodate variations in hand and grip size.

7d. Provide adequate space for the use of assistive 
      devices or personal assistance.

Controls on the front and clear floor space around 
      appliances, mailboxes, dumpsters, and other elements

Wide gates at subway stations that accommodate all users

GUIDELINES

Appropriate size and space is provided for approach, 
reach, manipulation, and use regardless of user’s 
body size, posture, or mobility.

4a. Use different modes (pictorial, verbal, tactile) 
      for redundant presentation of essential information.

4b. Maximize “legibility” of essential information.

4c. Differentiate elements in ways that can be   
      described (i.e., make it easy to give instructions 
      or directions).

4d. Provide compatibility with a variety of techniques 
      or devices used by people with sensory limitations.
 
  

Tactile, visual, and audible cues and instructions 
      on a thermostat

Redundant cueing (e.g., voice communications and 
      signage) in airports, train stations, and subway cars

GUIDELINES

The design communicates necessary information 
effectively to the user, regardless of ambient 
conditions or the user’s sensory abilities. 

5a. Arrange elements to minimize hazards and errors: 
      most used elements, most accessible; hazardous 
      elements eliminated, isolated, or shielded.

5b. Provide warnings of hazards and errors.

5c. Provide fail safe features.

5d. Discourage unconscious action in tasks that 
      require vigilance.
 

A double-cut car key easily inserted into a recessed 
      keyhole in either of two ways

An “undo” feature in computer software that allows 
      the user to correct mistakes without penalty

GUIDELINES

The design minimizes hazards and the adverse 
consequences of accidental or unintended actions.

2a. Provide choice in methods of use.

2b. Accommodate right- or left -handed access and use.

2c. Facilitate the user’s accuracy and precision.

2d. Provide adaptability to the user’s pace. 

Scissors designed for right - or left-handed users

An automated teller machine (ATM) that has visual,  
      tactile, and audible feedback, a tapered card    
      opening, and a palm rest

GUIDELINES

The design accommodates a wide range of 
individual preferences and abilities. 

GUIDELINES

66a. Allow user to maintain a neutral body position.

6b. Use reasonable operating forces.

6c. Minimize repetitive actions.

6d. Minimize sustained physical effort.

Lever or loop handles on doors and faucets

Touch lamps operated without a switch

GUIDELINES

EXAMPLES

EXAMPLES

EXAMPLES

EXAMPLES

EXAMPLES

EXAMPLES

EXAMPLES

EQUITABLE USE PERCEPTIBLE INFORMATION

TOLERANCE FOR ERROR

FLEXIBILITY IN USE SIMPLE AND INTUITIVE USE

LOW PHYSICAL EFFORT
The design can be used efficiently and comfortably 
and with a minimum of fatigue.

THE PRINCIPLES WERE COMPILED BY ADVOCATES 
OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN, IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER:

THE PRINCIPLES OF UNIVERSAL DESIGN
Version 2.0 (4/1/97)

The Principles of Universal Design are not intended to 
constitute all criteria for good design, only universally 
usable design. Certainly, other factors are important, 
such as aesthetics, cost, safety, gender and cultural 
appropriateness, and these aspects must also be 
taken into consideration when designing.

NOTE:

3a. Eliminate unnecessary complexity.

3b. Be consistent with user expectations and intuition.

3c. Accommodate a wide range of literacy and 
       language skills.

3d. Arrange information consistent with its importance.

3e. Provide effective prompting and feedback 
      during and after task completion.

A moving sidewalk or escalator in a public space
An instruction manual with drawings and no text

SIZE AND SPACE FOR 
APPROACH AND USE

1
2 3

4

765

© Copyright 1997 NC State University,  
    Center for Universal Design, College of Design

❖ Example: The Principles of Universal Design, Version 2.0. - North Carolina State University (poster): 
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Framework Insulation

Personal Perspective
Personal Perpective
Inclusion
Teaching Materials for Non-traditional Learners
Sociosexual Awareness
Sex Positivity
Concrete Instruction Style
Safe & Effective Learning Environment
Shift in Perception
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In acquiring a well-rounded 
inclusive sex education, in however 

way we learn it, we can become 
empowered.
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Additional Resources:

www.nakedbrainink.com/resources


