
                                
    By Geoff Evans                                                                                        Copyright of the Options Group, 2007. All rights reserved.

Options Group Autism Information Sheet

SET UP AS 3 COLOUR – PMS 3415, PMS 2607 & BLACK

Support With Relationships, Developing Sexuality & 
Sexual Expression (Part One)

Introduction
As you will appreciate, this is a complex topic that deserves 
much more space that I can give it here.

However, due to the number of requests I have had about this 
subject, I will address it over the next two issues. I will try to 
provide some basic information and advice to help you develop 
your own thinking and approaches. I will also suggest some 
further reading in the second issue.

Many years ago (in my youth) I asked an eminent expert on 
autism for advice on how to support a group of teenage boys 
with their developing sexuality and relationships. She replied 
“young man, they are not sexual and therefore require no 
special support”.

Hopefully our understanding and attitudes have greatly 
changed and developed since these early days. However, it is 
worth reminding ourselves that most young people with autism 
are sexual beings and have a right to appropriately express 
their sexuality and that many young people (particularly those 
with Asperger’s Syndrome) are eager for relationships.

Once we have accepted this, we need to consider the following 
questions:
•	When do we start informing and teaching about relationships 

and sex?
•	What type of support will they need?
•	Who is best situated to provide it and how can it be provided?

When Do We Start?

The earlier we start educating and offering the practical skills 
needed in this area the better. Of course the specific subjects 
covered will need to be chosen very carefully. 

There is little point in providing information that the child does 
not need or is not ready for, as this will only lead to confusion 
and misunderstanding.

Even with the very young child, we can begin to teach such 
topics as modesty and the importance of personal hygiene using 
naturally occurring opportunities. We can also begin to develop 
a vocabulary that they can use with more understanding as 
time goes by. For example, teaching the names of body parts 
including the genital areas. When talking about these parts we 
need to use the proper names e.g. penis, as well as any other 
slang names used in the family or ones that they are likely to
encounter in the wider community. Doing this may help them 
to draw less attention to themselves later on when they reach 
adolescence.

What Type Of Information And Support Will They Require?

This will depend upon their age, levels of understanding and 
other individual factors related to culture, religious beliefs etc. 
which all need careful consideration. 

In general terms, the younger child will need support in the 
following areas:

•	Gaining a sense of self (their existence as a separate entity).
•	Knowing their own body and having appropriate words for the 

various parts of it.
•	Understanding concepts such as public and private.
•	Developing appropriate personal hygiene skills.

The older child may require support with:

•	Understanding how their body is changing as this can often 
be a cause of great concern, particularly around puberty.

•	The changing nature of relationships and friendships. Often 
we forget how significant these changes can be around the 
end of primary school and at the start of secondary school.

•	As they start to move out into the wider world, they will require 
more support with understanding what acceptable behaviour 
is within different relationships or social groups. For example, 
what you can do with mum and dad as opposed to what is 
acceptable with friends.

•	Exploring the idea of friends and special relationships and the 
difference between the two.

In adolescence, the teenager will require the following support:

Advice about puberty concerning both the physical changes 
and the possible emotional ones. 
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Community Support 
Services 

For people aged 18+

Bredon House - 
Worcestershire
Applegate House - 
North Lincolnshire

Specialist Schools
For young people aged 8-19

Barton School and 
The Bridge@Barton School - 
North Lincolnshire
Higford School - Shropshire
Kinsale School - Flintshire

AALPS Services
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people aged 16+ 
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Adult Residential Services        
For people aged 18+

Watermill House - 
North Lincolnshire
Watermill Lodge - 
North Lincolnshire
The Thicket - West Yorkshire
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Some children will require lots of reassurance that what they 
are experiencing is normal and happens to other young people.

•	The changing nature of relationships.
•	Appropriate and inappropriate touch.
•	Personal hygiene. This subject becomes even more important 

for the adolescent with autism who may not be aware of how 
they appear to others or the consequences of not washing 
regularly.

•	Masturbation. Some will require reassurance about this 
activity and practical advice about when, where and how. We 
will discuss this and other related subjects in the next issue. It 
is not only important to give the correct advice, but to do it in 
a way that does not cause guilt.

•	Love and affection in relationships. This can be difficult for the 
individual with autism, who may struggle with such concepts.

•	Staying safe. Advice needs to cover staying safe in different 
environments and in interaction with others.

•	Having sex. If and how you will discuss this will require careful 
consideration. In the next issue I will identify a number of 
helpful publications.

•	Meeting people and forming relationships.
•	Contraception.
These are not exhaustive lists, but are meant to serve as a 
starting point.

Who Will Provide Support?

Support in this area is best provided by professionals and 
parents working in partnership together to ensure that any 
strategies put in place are consistently implemented across the 
child’s whole life and that information given is consistent.

How Do We Inform And Support?

For most children, this will be done through a combination 
of formal and informal teaching. We are now recognising the 
importance of combining these two methods for the child 
with autism. The formal teaching often takes place in schools, 
but not necessarily solely there. Many parents and carers are 
experienced and capable in this area and their knowledge of 
the young person will help them to do this effectively.

It is also important to make use of opportunities that present 
themselves. For example, when walking through a shopping 
centre we can play the game “Who is a stranger?” This can 
help the child to understand this complex concept which is a 
prerequisite to teaching “Stranger Danger”.

Another example is that when using public toilets, we can 
reinforce safe and appropriate behaviour. 

It also makes sense to use the child’s interests to inform and 
teach. For many years I taught a group of teenage boys about 
relationships using soaps such as ‘Home and Away’ and 
‘Grange Hill’.

We need to present information in a variety of ways, dependent 
on the child’s preferred way of learning. For some providing 
social stories may help them to understand different types of 
interaction or the appropriate use of touch. Others will learn 
more from watching a DVD. We will look at these in more detail 
next time.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I want to make the following points. It is never 
too early to start the learning process in regards to relationships 
and sexuality, but this must be done with care. Relationship 
education needs to be done in partnership with the school, 
parents and the young person. What, when and how we teach 
needs to be done taking into the account the individual.


