
THE  BIRDS  & THE  BEES
Teaching Sex Ed to  Individuals  with Special  Needs

S A R A H  C U R T I S S



Individuals with autism and developmental
disabilities go through puberty, experience
hormonal changes, become curious about

their own bodies, and are sexual creatures
by nature -- just like anyone else. Some

people are asexual, and some people never
desire to seek a romantic companion.

However, just because an individual has
autism does not mean they lack hormones

and the natural development of a sex drive.

From a Thinking Person's Guide to Autism



GOA L S  F OR
HEA L THY

S EXUA L I T Y

Infancy

Chi ldhood

Adolecence

1

2

3

Explore

Understand Boundaries

Cope with Changes

4

Adulthood

Live  Your Story



WHA T  I S  HUMAN  S EXUA L I T Y ?
Human  sexual ity  encompasses  the  sexual  knowledge ,

bel iefs ,  att itudes ,  values ,  and  behaviors  of  indiv iduals .  I ts

var ious  dimensions  involve  the  anatomy ,  physiology ,  and

biochemistry  of  the  sexual  response  system ;  identity ,

orientat ion ,  roles ,  and  personal ity ;  and  thoughts ,  feel ings ,

and  relat ionships .  Sexual ity  i s  inf luenced  by  ethical ,

spir i tual ,  cultural ,  and  moral  concerns .  

Sexuality  Information and Education Council of the United States



TOO L S  F OR  T EACH ING
S EXUA L I T Y

T r a d i t i o n a l

Shame

Guilt
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Threats
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TH E  TRUTH  ABOUT  S EXUA L  ABUS E
Sexual  abuse  i s  a  crime  perpetrated  by  sophist icated  criminals .

Sexual  predators  use  trust  to  vict imize  chi ldren  [adults]  and  famil ies .

Indiv iduals  and  their  famil ies  did  nothing  to  deserve  sexual  abuse .



TOO L S  F OR  T EACH ING
S EXUA L I T Y

N e w

Honesty
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WAYS  O F  T EACH ING
h o w  t o  u s e  t h e  N E W  t o o l s

Social izat ion

Formal  Lessons

Behavior  Planning

Advocacy



Making the Unintentional IntentionalSOC IA L I ZA T I ON
We send messages about sexuality with our facial expressions
and tone - with what we talk about and what we don't talk about.
 This is usually unintentional but we can use it purposefully.    



HOW ?

"That 's  your  vulva .  I t 's
special "

"At  home  in  your  room . "

"When  we  ejaculate  in  our
sleep  we  need  to  change  our

sheets . "
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Understand Boundaries

Cope with Changes
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"Do  you  think  that  i s
someone  you  would  l ike  to

go  on  a  date  with?"

Live  Your Story



VA LADA T E
NORMA L I Z E

S TAY  CA LM



Making the  Implicit ExplicitF ORMA L
L E S SONS These are planned and intentional instructional experiences. The

"teacher" could be almost anyone (parent, educator, social
worker) and the "lessons" could take many forms (conversation,

activity, videos). 



HOW ?

Reading  a  story  about

the  body .

Sort ing  privacy  cards .

Puberty  check  l i st .
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YAI  Relat ionship  Series

Live  Your Story



SHORT  L I S T  O F  RESOURC ES
TAP

The  Birds  and  the  Bees :  asdsexed .org

Sexual ity  Information  and  Education  Counci l  of  the  United  States

Teaching  Sexual  Health

The  Arc 's  Autism  Now



TOP I C S
m y  f a v o r i t e

Anatomy

Puberty

Reproduction

Crushes

Body  Image

Hygiene

Dating

Intimacy

Power

Sexual  Response

Reproduction

Sexual ity  & Law

M i d d l e  S c h o o l A d u l t



D I R E C T
TRUTH FU L

GOA L  OR I EN T ED



Thinking Constructively and Acting AccordinglyBEHAV I OR
P LANN ING This is how we use routines, intervention strategies,

reinforcement, practice, and environmental changes to promote
healthy behavior and reduce problematic behavior. 



S TAGES  O F

Pro /Con  List

Social  Story

Aware  but  no  commitment  to

changing  yet .

Learning  how  to  take  action  to

make  the  change  happen .
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Pre-Contemplation

Contemplation

Preperation
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Action
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Maintenance
Sustaining  change  or  new  ski l l .

Unaware  of  the  change .

Choose  Your  Own  Adventure

5 -Point  Scale

Action  Plan

Role -Play

Control  Environment

Targeted  Reinforcement

Prompt

Continue  preparat ion

strategies  as  needed

AWARENESS

PLAN

PRACTICE

INDEPENDENCE*

 BEHAV I OR  CHANGE



Y ES

NO

There  are  some  parts  of  their  bodies  that  are
dif ferent .   Boys  have  a  penis  and  gir ls  have  a  vulva
and  breasts .

The  penis ,  vulva ,  and  breast  are  al l  private  body
parts .   Private  means  we  keep  them  covered  with
clothing .   Private  means  we  are  the  boss  of  who  can
see  them .

I t  i s  normal  to  want  to  see  private  body  parts .   I t  i s
normal  to  be  excited  about  them ,  but  you  can  hurt
feel ings .   You  can  make  people  feel  unsafe .  We  have
to  be  careful .

Boys  and  gir ls  are  mostly  the  same .  Both  boys  and
gir ls  have  hair ,  eyes ,  and  legs .   They  both  have  arms ,
ears ,  and  feet .   Most  of  their  body  parts  are  the
same .
 

There are some parts of their bodies that are different.

It is normal to notice the differences, but you can hurt feelings.
 You can make people feel unsafe and uncomfortable.



Y ES

NO

You  can  look  quickly  and  then  look  away .   You  can
look  at  pictures  of  bodies  in  your  room .   You  can
look  at  bodies  when  you  watch  televis ion .  
 
I t  i s  normal  to  be  curios  the  body .   I t  i s  important  to
be  safe  too .

What  can  hurt  feel ings?   Looking  at  people  up  and
down  hurts  feel ings .  Star ing  at  a  part  of  the  body
hurts  feel ings .  

What  makes  people  feel  unsafe?   Trying  to  look
under  clothing  makes  people  feel  unsafe .   Grabbing
people  makes  them  feel  unsafe .   

You  can  be  safe .     

 

You can look quickly and then look away. 

It is normal to be curious about the body.  It is important to be
safe too. 



S TAY  CA LM
B I G  P I C TUR E

B E  SYS T EMA T I C
AC T  EAR LY



Creating Spaces for Safe Sexual ExpressionADVOCACY
#S EXAND

D I SAB I L I T Y

In order for individuals with autism to be able to safely express
their sexuality, the systems that support them need to change. It
can include educating yourself, raising awareness, and  changing
policies.



Everyone has a right
to information about
health and sexuality

provided in an
accessible manner.
Be part of making

that a reality.

The Birds and the Bees
asdsexed.org

@asdsexed
curtiss5@illinois.edu


