
Dating, Relationships and 
Sexuality 

For those with Autism and I/DD

By

Bobbie J. Gallagher, PhD, BCBA-D



Introduction 



Parents –
Why 

hesitant?

Beliefs – About sexuality and their child – or sexuality and 
disabilities

Grief – bringing up this topic, may bring up a sense of loss

Personal History – their own past may be negative (sexual 
experiences and experiences with those that work with their 
children).

Behavior – if they learn masturbation – it will consume them. 

Time – when will they be able to do discuss this with their child



Internet

• The internet is a link to the outside 
world and almost becomes a 
substitute friend. In regards to sexual 
experiences , the internet will be the 
adolescents guide, and pornography 
the tutor,” Dr. Fred Volkmar



Getting Started
• This is not a one-time 

conversation

• This is not a two-time 
conversation

• Sexuality education is an 
ongoing interaction



Resources
Where to go for answers



Book for 4 to 10 year olds

Are they too 
young? 

Developmentally? 



Teaching Boundaries



Even without 
Words 



Available 
Online



Sexuality and 
Relationship 
Education (SRE)

• Davida Hartman – author, Senior 
Educational and Child Psychologist

• Using this book as a guide

• No one book will provide you with 
all that you need 
if you work with a diverse 
population – Spectrum.

• You will need additional 
supplies/materials



SRE Organization 
Checklist

• Complete

• What’s missing? 

• How will it get fixed?

• You must have policies in place first
• Involve stakeholders – Survey parents and 

staff
• What will happen if something comes up
• Look at national policies
• What training will be involved
• What will you do if something is discovered –

abuse 
• And so much more



SRE Child 
Checklist



SRE Individual 
Curriculum 
Plan
– Make it 
Measurable



Teach Growing and Changing – SRE -Chapter 9



Teach Appearance and Personal Hygiene –
SRE - Chapter 11
Much is covered in Puberty, but more is needed.

Can they differentiate between clean and dirty – if no – that’s where you start. 

Teach about germs

Routines of the family – shower schedules

Match outfits to occasions



SRE offers a Social 
Stories for:

• Wet Dreams

• Changing a Pad

• Wearing deodorant 



Elevatus – www.elevatustraining.com



Amaze.org
• A place to start to begin 

the conversation

• Free videos on specific 
topics



Areas of Concern



Privacy – Changing Habits

• Encourage Independence!
• Don’t watch them shower, change clothes, go to the bathroom 

while having casual conversations.  If they don’t need help –
LEAVE THE ROOM. 

• If they need help – avert gaze
• Ask permission to help, even if it is part of the everyday routine
• Explain what you are doing – wiping your bum to make sure it is 

clean. 
Pg. 109 – Sexuality and Relationship Education



Prison of Protection vs Ring of 
Safety – Hinsburger (1995), Just 
say Know!
• Counter to Prison of Protection is:

• Ring of Safety: protects from abuse and 
supports them in developing healthy, loving 
relationships by providing
• Someone who listens
• An understanding of personal rights
• A healthy self-concept and self-confidence
• Options for a healthy sexuality
• Sex education
• Privacy awareness
• The ability to non-comply



Teach – 21 different areas
• Assertiveness

• Consent

• Saying No

• No means No

• Different types of touch

• Non-compliance

• Recognizing healthy and 
unhealthy relationships

• Recognizing, dealing and 
responding to bullying, 
including cyber bullying

• Learning the difference 
between surprises, privacy 
and secrets. – Good 
secrets and Bad secrets

• Learning how people try to 

get you to do things you 
don’t want to. 

• Sexual harassment

• Stalking

• Sexual abuse

• Rape

• Abuse within relationships

• Pressure to have sex

• Safety when answering the 
phone and door

• Safe dating

• Internet Safety

• Prostitution

• Child Pornography



Supports Needed
• “Hard to imagine we can alleviate the 

need for assistance to facilitate a 
healthy sexual life when all other basic 
needs are met through outside 
supports” (Mona, 2003). 

• Where would they meet a partner 
(access)?

• How would they get their 
(transportation)?

• Supervised social events (privacy)?



Types of Touch – Who can touch you? 
• Sorting –
• Types of touch –rub, kiss, hug, snuggle, scratch, wrestle, high five, fist bump, etc. 
• People – parent, teacher, friend, relative, stranger
• Where – arm, leg, body, cheeks, lips, chest



Ok or Not Okay
• Someone bumps into me 

during a game by accident

• My little sister hugs me

• A friend of my mother’s 
touches my penis

• The doctor touches my chin

• Don’t give RULES – let them 
problem solve



Materials – Teaching Closed Door and Open Door Behaviors



Visser et al (2017) - Flags

Green
Yellow
Red
Black



Sexuality

Sullivan and Caterino (2008) explain that 
individuals with ASD “are not generally 
involved in peer groups, they are 
excluded from the valuable learning 
opportunities that shape people’s sexual 
behaviors.”



Indiscriminate or 
Inappropriate-
We overuse 
“inappropriate” 
when speaking 
about individuals 
with disabilities. –

Is it ever allowed? 
Confused?

Hugging one person but not 
another – how do I know?

Masturbation?  Allowed in 
bedroom not in day program



Are They Ready?

Time to Assess



TALK-SC – Tools for the Assessment of Levels 
of Knowledge Sexuality and Consent



Emotions

•Understanding 
them
•Managing 

them 



Dating and Relationships

Making 
Sense of Sex 
- Attwood



Safety is Still #1

• Kim, Y. (2016). Evaluation of sexual abuse prevention program for 
children with intellectual disabilities. Behavioral Interventions, 31, 
195-209

Reasons for high rates of abuse
• Heavy reliance on compliance training
• Excluded from sexuality education

• Leading to – insufficient sexuality awareness/may think abuse is 
acceptable

• Limited social skills in this area 
• Less likely to discriminate between appropriate and inappropriate



908-552-4469
Watchung, NJ
www.findingyourindividuality.com



Socio-Sexual 
Knowledge 

and Attitudes 
Test-Revised 
(SSKAAT_R)

Ages 15 to 80  - abused or abuser



Dating Apps



Questions
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