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A note about terminology

Throughout this discussion the terms “autism”, “on the 
autism spectrum”, “ASD”, “person with autism”, and 
“autistic person” are used interchangeably. While the 
experimenter recognizes that amongst the clinical, 
medical, and neurodiverse community there are 
preferences and conventions in terminology use, the 
selection of terminology in this presentation is based on 
grammar and stylistic needs and does not reflect a 
particular terminological intent. 

A note about sexuality



So how did I get here?
(and why should you be here too)

BUT WHY 
AUTISM?

Social Communication

•

•

•



Repetitive and restricted behaviour

•

•

•

•

Risks for people 
with autism

•

•

•

Other 
barriers

• Higher prevalence of non-heterosexual orientation (George &      Stokes, 2018), gender 
variance (DeVries et al. 2010), and transgender identity (Shumer et al., 2016) 

• Attitudes of sexual ableism (O’Connell, 2020). 

• Peer groups (Volkmar & Wiesner, 2003 )

• Parents (Dewinter et al., 2016)

• Often responsive (Griffiths, 1989)

• Complexity of skill

• Taboo

• Sex ed in a classroom (Whitby, 2021, SIECUS 2021) 



So what do 
we do?

So what should we 
be teaching 
autistic individuals 
about sexuality?



Considerations for 
safety

SKILLS IN THE AREA OF:

ABUSE PREVENTION

OFFENSE PREVENTION

SEX FOR FUN

Other considerations

• This is not a comprehensive list!
• Manage risks in teaching
• Consider who should be teaching

• Personal skills
• Best knowledge
• Comfort with teaching

• Planning for maintenance

A case for 
component 
skills…



Component skills

• Take a big skill

• Break it down

• And some more

• Until you find 
something you can 
teach

Benefits of component 
skills

• We know how to do this!

• Can start early

• Often nothing to do with sex

Broad skill areas

• Body knowledge, 
puberty and 
reproduction

• Autonomy
• Consent
• Social skills
• Recall and reporting



Body parts, puberty, 
and reproduction

• Label body parts on self 
and others

• Include biological names, 
slang

• Update as 
developmentally 
appropriate

• Discrimination skills
• Focus on important things! 

• Function of body parts
• Health reporting
• Hygiene - independence

Body parts, puberty, reproduction

• Puberty changes
• Focus on important for individual learner

• Reproduction
• Basics of how this works 
• More information as individuals become 

more sexually active

• Birth control
• What it does (and doesn’t do)
• How to get it, store it
• Preferences
• Communication with partners
• What to do in a fail

Autonomy

• Choice making
• Forced choices
• Spontaneous choices

• Problem solving

• Organization of life

• Public/private
• Acts
• Spaces
• Body parts



Autonomy

Consent - giving
• Preferences

• Differential communication
• Using nonverbal 

communication
• Functional NO

Consent -
understanding

• Understanding 
nonverbal cues

• Tolerating 
delay and 
denial

• Management 
of transient 
nature



Social skills

• Social norms 
• Personal space
• Individual boundaries

• Dating:
• Interest, flirting, starting and ending interactions
• Planning
• Conversations
• Considerations for others’ preferences

• Activities
• Sexual acts
• PDA’s

• Understanding (and respecting) different relationships

Recall and 
reporting

• Recall events up 
to 2 days later

• Answer questions 
about events 
accurately

• Even coercive 
ones!

• Determine what is 
noteworthy

• Determine who to 
share with

And we didn’t even get to…

• Online safety
• Skills related to sexual orientation and 

gender
• Tolerating medical procedures
• Legal issues
• Specifics around masturbation
• Sexual acts
• And so much more!



When teaching!

• Use clear, direct 
language

• Use real materials where 
accessible

• Consider say-do

• Plan for maintenance

• Consider physiology

A note on dignity and 
risk…

Dignity and risk
WHOSE DECISION IS IT?



Dignity and risk

• To protect dignity and 
provide for (safe) risk we 
need:

• Allow choice and control
• Allow mistakes
• Allow individualization
• Teach more than we think 

we need

In 
conclusion…
• Sexuality is 

complicated
• Sexuality and 

autism is even 
more 
complicated

• Be creative
• Collaborate with 

each other
• Have a sense of 

humour

Thank you!
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