
 
Best Practices in Adapted Sex Education 

(Lepore-Stevens, 2024) 
 
Watch:  Disability And Sexuality
Watch:  Sexual and Reproductive Health Rights of Young People With Disabilities
 
Sexual Violence towards People with Disabilities (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2021; Tomsa et al., 
2021) 

●​ 27% of rapes or sexual assaults in the U.S. involve people with disabilities 
●​ Only 19% percent of rapes or sexual assaults against PwDs were reported to police, compared 

to 36% of those against persons without disabilities 
●​ 65% percent of rapes or sexual assaults against PwDs were committed against those with 

multiple disabilities 
●​ For children and adolescents, peers and relatives are the most prevalent abusers. 
●​ Overall, 31.3% of women and 39.9% of men with ID experience sexual assault 
●​ Teaching students with intellectual disabilities to identify abuse and develop the healthy 

relationships can prevent assaults 
●​ Comprehensive sex education guided by the National Sexuality Education Standards can help 

preventing sexual violence. 
 
Importance of Sex Education for Students with Disabilities (Grove et al., 2018; Holmes & 
SIECUS, 2021; Löfgren-Mårtenson, 2012; National Center for Education Statistics, 2022; Rueda et 
al., 2014; Schaafsma, 2015, Schneider & Hirsch, 2020; Sexuality Information and Education Council 
of the United States, 2021; Shapiro, 2018; WHO & UNFPA, 2009; Wild et al., 2014) 

●​ Approximately 15% of U.S. students have disabilities  
●​ 36 states do not require students with disabilities to participate in sex education courses; only 

3 states specifically include students with disabilities in their sexuality education requirements 
●​ Adults with visual impairments report that their sex education in school was not accessible, 

and most of their sex ed happened outside the classroom  
●​ People with intellectual disabilities receive less sex education and have trouble remembering 

whether they have received sex education  
●​ Teenagers with intellectual disabilities experience higher rates of unplanned pregnancy, sexual 

abuse, and STIs than their peers without disabilities  
 
Barriers to Sexuality & Sexual Health Information 
Watch: Sex Ed for People with Disabilities 

●​ Physical Access Barriers (Kapperman et al., 2022; WHO & UNFPA, 2009) 
○​ Audio descriptions and raised-line drawings are insufficient 
○​ Touch is not accurate for discerning 3 dimensional information from a line drawing 
○​ Real objects must be used  
○​ Anatomically correct models are paramount 
○​ Braille, large print, tactile models 
○​ Simple language and pictures 
○​ Sign language interpreters for Deaf and deafblind students (ASL Sex Education Signs) 
○​ Addition of relevant terms to AAC devices 
○​ Physical accessibility of buildings 
○​ Transportation to clinics 

●​ Societal Barriers (Collier, 2017; Disability Justice, n.d.; Treacy et al., 2017; Sammet Moring, 
2019; Ubisi & Tsabedze, 2024) 
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○​ Perception that people with disabilities are asexual or uninterested in sex, even among 

the parents of children with disabilities 
○​ The sexuality of individuals with a disability is viewed as deviant vs. natural  
○​ People with disabilities, especially men of color, viewed as sexual aggressors  
○​ Parents and teachers report anxiety and fear around discussing sex education with 

students with disabilities  
○​ Special educators often feel unprepared to teach sexual health education resulting in 

the increased likelihood of teaching abstinence-only sex education  
○​ Educators are often embarrassed to use anatomically correct models, preferring to use 

symbolic objects that are inaccurate 
○​ Therapies for individuals with disabilities often focus on teaching compliance, which can 

interfere with conversations about consent and sex  
○​ Few formal curricula exist to teach adapted sex education  
○​ The lack of valid and reliable sexual health education for individuals with disabilities  

●​ Infantilization  
○​ Treating people with disabilities as “eternal children”  
○​ Perception that people with ID are asexual or uninterested in sex, even among the 

parents of children with disabilities 
○​ Misunderstandings of guardianship complicates conversations about consent 

●​ Impacts of the eugenics movement  
○​ Eugenicists and family planning activists argued against people with disabilities having 

the right to reproduce throughout the 1900s 
○​ Court cases like Buck vs. Bell allowed for the involuntary sterilization of people with 

disabilities in the United States  
 
Recommendations (Collier, 2017; Couwenhoven, 2007; Kapperman & Kelly, 2013; Kapperman et 
al., 2022; Krupa & Esmail, 2010; Swango-Wilson, 2010) 
Class Format  

●​ Characteristics of an Effective Health Education Curriculum 
●​ Mixed gender classes  
●​ Separate class section for caregivers  
●​ Visual/ concrete strategies are critical 
●​ Provide opportunities to practice skills in different settings 
●​ Model appropriate behavior throughout the day 
●​ Pre-teach with hands-on instruction privately in a secluded area 

○​ Two adults should be present   
○​ Not in the regular classroom with sighted peers.   
○​ Do not remove student from classroom during instruction with their peers  

Class Content 
●​ Focus on practical ways to develop relationships 
●​ Provide information on safe sex practices but don’t make that the main focus  
●​ Do not focus exclusively on danger 
●​ Incorporate privacy principles and exploitation prevention messages  
●​ Utilize accurate terminology  
●​ Promote self-advocacy and self-determination skills  
●​ Directly teach information about body language and social cues and how these might be used 

to communicate 
●​ Use examples that include people with disabilities 
●​ Specifically discuss disability and sexuality  
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●​ Be inclusive about how you teach consent, with the recognition that physical contact may be 

unavoidable for students with high support needs (Hewitt, 2007) 
Teaching Strategies 

●​ Use developmental age to decide how you will need to modify and adapt information 
●​ Use chronological age to determine boundaries and societal expectations for behavior 
●​ Use simple, unsophisticated language  
●​ Use real pictures, items, and diagrams  
●​ Use direct, clear language  
●​ Repeat & reinforce concepts over time 
●​ Use concrete examples 
●​ Scaffold your teaching 

○​ Teaching about consent to physical assistance and the Hines break on O&M lessons 
can lead to talking about consent in sexual situations 

○​ Asking for consent before tactile modeling in PE can teach students to enforce their 
boundaries in sexual situations 

○​ Discussing universal precautions around blood in health class can lead to discussions 
of condom use in sexual situations  

●​ Teach facts and boundaries (Couwenhoven, n.d.) 
○​ FACT: Flirting means using your body or words to let another person know you are 

attracted to them or interested. 
BOUNDARY: Who is it okay to flirt with? When?  

○​ FACT: A date is a planned get together between two people who might like to be a 
couple or are already a couple. 
BOUNDARY: Who is an appropriate dating partner?  

○​ FACT: Masturbation is touching or rubbing the genitals for pleasure 
BOUNDARY: Masturbation is private. If you want to touch or rub your ___, you need to 
go to your private place. Your private place is __________. 

 
Products that can be purchased for students with visual impairments through APH quota 
funds: 
Current research indicates thermoformed and raised line drawings are NOT sufficient for teaching 
anatomy concepts (Kapperman et al. 2022), and these resources are thermoform and raised line 
drawings. Real models, like the skeleton contained in the Touch, Label, and Learn kit, are preferable.  

●​ Health Education Tactile Graphics 
●​ Health Education for Students With Visual Impairments: A Guidebook for Teachers 
●​ Basic Tactile Anatomy Atlas 
●​ Touch, Label, and Learn Poster: Human Skeleton  

 
Tactile Models 

●​ Mini Human Body Model with Removable Parts 
●​ Male Pelvis 
●​ Female Pelvis 
●​ Pregnancy Anatomy Model Set 
●​ Breast Self-Exam Model 
●​ Testicle Self-Exam Model 
●​ Human Reproduction and Development Kit 
●​ Childbirth Education Model Set 
●​ Lactation Breast Model 
●​ Breast model 
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●​ IUD Insertion Simulator  

 
Adapted Sex Ed Curricula & Assessments 

●​ FLASH Special Education Curriculum (free, includes lesson plans and adapted assessments) 
●​ Advocates for Youth Curriculum (free, includes lesson plans and examples of adapted 

assessments using GoogleForms, Sex Ed Lessons- IDD-Informed Adaptations, Parent/ 
Guardian Resource) 

●​ AMAZE (free, videos for independent exploration of topics, toolkits and lesson plans with 
assessments for educators) 

●​ National Council on Independent Living’s sex ed series (free videos, good for independent 
exploration of topics) 

●​ Sex Ed for Self-Advocates (free, good for independent exploration of topics, designed for 
autistic students) 

●​ Elevatus Sexuality Education for People with Developmental Disabilities Curriculum (highly 
rated curriculum available for purchase, includes lesson plans and assessments, companion 
curricula for individuals with high support needs and another for workplace-specific relationship 
building) 

●​ Positive Prevention Plus (Special Education) (includes suggested IEP goals, assessments, 
homework, and parent resources) 

●​ Oak Hill Positive Choices (curriculum for high school students, includes instructional units, 
teaching strategies, and assessment rubrics that can aid educators in teaching the national 
health standards to students with I/DD) 

●​ Oak Hill Sex Ed Workbook Series (best for 18-21 year old students, includes assessments and 
checks for understanding) 

●​ Elementary Concepts for Students with Visual Impairments (Includes goals and objectives and 
instructional activities related to keeping oneself healthy, home & community safety, and 
identity) 

●​ Independent Living: A Curriculum with Adaptation for Students with Visual Impairments 
(includes lessons and assessments related to self-care and independent living) 

●​ Empowered – Activity-Based Self-Determination Curriculum (curriculum that teaches 
knowledge of self and others, decision-making, problem solving, goal setting, personal 
advocacy, and self-control concepts) 

●​ Healthy Relationships Curriculum (Contains games and activities, videos, letters home,  
pre/post testing scripted role plays, and digital checks for understanding) 

 
Standards-Based Education 

●​ National Sex Education Standards 
●​ National Health Education Standards 
●​ MA State Standard and Sexuality Education Self-Assessment  
●​ NJ State Standards, NY State Standards, PA State Standards, and DE State Standards 
●​ SHAPE America Physical Education Standards 

 
Further Reading 

●​ Sexual Health Education for Young People with Disabilities: Research and Resources for 
Parents/Guardians 

●​ Do touch: physical contact and people who have severe, profound and multiple learning 
difficulties 

●​ Addressing Issues of Sexuality with Students Who are Visually Impaired 
●​ Sexual Education Resources 
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https://healthyrelationshipscurriculum.org/
https://siecus.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/NSES-2020-2.pdf
https://www.shapeamerica.org/MemberPortal/standards/health/new-he-standards.aspx
https://www.doe.mass.edu/stem/chpe/standards.html
https://www.nj.gov/education/cccs/2020/2020%20NJSLS-CHPE.pdf
https://www.nysed.gov/curriculum-instruction/health-education
https://www.stateboard.education.pa.gov/Documents/Regulations%20and%20Statements/State%20Academic%20Standards/SandyHealth.pdf
https://www.doe.k12.de.us/Page/4321
https://www.shapeamerica.org/standards/pe/new-pe-standards.aspx
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SHE-Young-People-with-Disabilities-Parents-and-Guardians.pdf
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/SHE-Young-People-with-Disabilities-Parents-and-Guardians.pdf
https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9604.2007.00458.x
https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1467-9604.2007.00458.x
https://www.perkins.org/resource/addressing-issues-sexuality-students-who-are-visually-impaired/
https://www.respectability.org/resources/sexual-education-resources/


 
●​ Rights, Respect, Responsibility: Teacher’s Guide Supplement for Students with Disabilities 
●​ Reviewing comprehensive sexuality education for people with disability 
●​ Autistic Self-Advocacy Network’s Access, Autonomy, and Dignity: Comprehensive Sexuality 

Education for People with Disabilities 
●​ Comprehensive Sex Education for Youth with Disabilities: A Call to Action 
●​ Meaningful Methods for Instructing Individuals Who Are Visually Impaired About Birth Control  
●​ It’s a Matter of Safety: What Kinds of Touch are Okay? 
●​ This Is What Sex Ed for the Intellectually Disabled Looks Like 
●​ For Some With Intellectual Disabilities, Ending Abuse Starts With Sex Ed 
●​ Sex and Intellectual disabilities 
●​ Sexual health education for individuals with disabilities: A call to action 
●​ Sexual Health Education for Young People with Disabilities – Research and Resources for 

Educators 

Compiled by Maria Lepore-Stevens, EdD, CAPE, COMS, Rowan University 
Olivia Searfass, B.S., Overbrook School for the Blind 

https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Rights-Respect-Responsibility-K-12-Sex-Education-Curriculum-Teachers-Guide-Supplement-for-Students-with-Disabilities_FINAL.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00178969241269656
https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/repro/repro-disability-sexed.pdf
https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/repro/repro-disability-sexed.pdf
https://siecus.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/SIECUS-2021-Youth-with-Disabilities-CTA-1.pdf
https://meridian.allenpress.com/the-new-review/article/1/1/25/490374/Meaningful-Methods-for-Instructing-Individuals-Who
https://familyconnect.org/browse-by-age/grade-schoolers/its-a-matter-of-safety-what-kinds-of-touch-are-okay/
https://www.vice.com/en/article/pg79xm/this-is-what-sex-ed-for-the-intellectually-disabled-looks-like
https://www.npr.org/2018/01/09/572929725/for-some-with-intellectual-disabilities-ending-abuse-starts-with-sex-ed
https://www.apa.org/monitor/2017/12/seeking-intimacy-sidebar
https://www.unr.edu/nevada-today/news/2019/sexual-health-for-individuals-with-disabilities
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/resources/fact-sheets/sexual-health-education-for-young-people-with-disabilities/
https://www.advocatesforyouth.org/resources/fact-sheets/sexual-health-education-for-young-people-with-disabilities/
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