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Sexual Health Education and Individuals with Disabilities

Comprehensive sexual health education1:
• Teaches adolescents that abstinence is the best way to avoid 

pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs), but that 
condoms and contraception are also available to reduce the risk 
of unintended pregnancy and STIs. 

• Teaches about interpersonal and communication skills important 
during adolescent development.

• Teaches about physical development (i.e. puberty, growth 
changes). 

• Allows for adolescents to develop their own sense of values and 
goals with regards to their bodies and their health.

Starting in 2014 IL mandated that all schools that choose to teach 
sexual health ed. must make it comprehensive.2

Who is often left out?  Students with disabilities.3

• Many view those with disabilities as “childish”, non-sexual 
beings.

• This can put them at increased risk for sexual abuse/harassment.
• Those with disabilities should be considered as capable of sexual 

desire and activity as their non-disabled counterparts.

• There are numerous sexual health education resources available 
online for families/adolescents with disabilities. The challenge is 
finding resources that are up-to-date and developmentally 
appropriate for your specific child. 

• Parents, teachers, healthcare providers, and digital media are all 
important components of sexual health education and should be 
used collaboratively.5

• Increased awareness of the need for sexual health education for 
adolescents with disabilities is crucial for their development, 
safety, and autonomy.6

• Next Steps:
• A community needs assessment for the Chicago 

Public Schools to collect data on 1) the type of 
sexual health education resources presented at 
schools, 2) the demographic information of the 
students receiving the education, and 3) how many 
students receive the education. 

• Creation and implementation of a program that 
addresses deficits found in the community needs 
assessment.

• Lobbying for policies that promote comprehensive 
sexual health education in all schools for all 
individuals. 

• More resources that address intersectionality 
between disability status, race/ethnicity, SES, and 
other factors that influence an adolescent’s 
education/health. 

• Curriculum informed by the ecological model. 

ConclusionResults

Resources compiled into the resource guide were found via:
• General internet search
• Contacts within DHD 
All resources were checked to ensure that they are up to date (all 
links still work and information is within the past 10 years). 
Resources consisted of blogs, websites, articles, and interactive 
online tools. They were organized by disability status and intended 
audience. 
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In order to facilitate dissemination of sexual health education to 
adolescents with developmental disabilities, a resource guide for 
these adolescents and their families was synthesized to provide 
information on where to access sexual health education tools and 
information.
The goal is also to decrease stigma surrounding sexual activity, 
knowledge, and desire within this already marginalized population.  

Aims

Comprehensive sexual health education has been proven to 
be effective in accomplishing its many goals: 1

• Decreasing rates of unprotected sex 
• Increasing effective communication about sex and 

sexuality among adolescents
• Foster understanding of healthy relationships and body 

autonomy
• Increase knowledge of body development/changes 

during puberty
When employed correctly, it is developmentally appropriate 
and therefore should be equally as effective for adolescents 
with disabilities.1

This resource guide can be used by parents, providers, and 
adolescents themselves to implement sexual health 
education within the home. This can serve as a supplement 
to school-based sexual health education if that is available to 
the adolescent. 
Overall, the decline in sex education in schools throughout 
the US is an important public health issue that needs to 
addressed.5

“According to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2010, about 2.8 
million U.S. youth under the age of 15 had some kind of 
physical, intellectual, or emotional disability.”2

Regardless of disability status, people have sexual 
desires, interests, and the need for interpersonal 
relationships. Thus, some form of sexual health 
education is necessary.2

It is important that educators (i.e. parents, teachers, 
healthcare providers) are implementing the education 
effectively.2,6

• Cultural competence – educators must be aware of 
the culture and background of the adolescent, and 
account for contextual factors that may influence their 
receptivity to sexual health education. 

• Creativity – when accounting for an adolescent’s 
individual needs, the educator must be creative and 
adaptive with specialized teaching tools tailored to 
the individual. 

• Concrete – it is important that distinct and tangible 
examples are used when presenting this type of 
information, especially to individuals with 
developmental disabilities.
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