
•The more we’re open with our kids (regardless of their abilities), the more 
we’re setting them up for safe, healthy, happy relationships in their adult life. 
Especially for kids with disabilities, not talking sends a message that sexual 
feelings and relationships aren’t allowed. This may lead to our kids hiding both 
healthy and potentially dangerous behaviours, not to mention feelings of 
shame and guilt. Yuck. 

• “Being open” means we need to teach young people with disabilities the same 
information we teach typical kids. 

•Kids with disabilities are especially vulnerable to sexual abuse. And, as in the 
general population, the majority of this abuse is perpetrated by those known 
to the victim, such as a caregiver or peer. 

•Although many people view disabilities kids as perpetually childlike and 
asexual, sexual development is almost always the same in kids with disabilities 
as it is in typical kids. Unless your doctor has told you differently, expect that 
they’ll go through puberty, be fertile, and experience sexual and emotional 
attraction in much the same way as their peers do. And that they want to be in 
romantic relationships in the future.
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• Be proactive. Don’t wait for a crisis to start teaching your child about sexual health and safety. 

• Use scientific words for body parts. Discourage the use of slang, because it’s important that kids have the 
language they need to report sexual abuse. 

• Model the important concepts of public and private. Make sure the door is closed when you’re going to the 
bathroom. Ask for privacy when you’re showering, and respect your child’s requests for privacy too. 

• Once you’ve modelled it, talk and teach explicitly about the difference between public and private using 
real-life examples. 

• Identify the three private parts on the body: the mouth, breasts, and genitals. Stress to your child that it’s 
not appropriate to show private body parts to other people, especially in public. 

• Teach consent. No one has a right to go on their private parts without their permission, not even a parent 
or caregiver. If saying “No!” or “Stop!” in a bossy voice doesn’t work, teach them they’re allowed to use 
their body to get away. And then they need to report it to a trusted adult immediately. If your child is non-
verbal, provide them with pictures they can use to communicate exploitative touching to an adult. 

• Remember that most kids with disabilities don’t disclose abuse verbally. Rather, they use changes in 
behaviour, such as refusing to go with a particular person or refusing to bathe, to communicate it. Because 
these behaviours can easily be interpreted as acting out, be mindful not to dismiss them. 

• Use concrete examples. If an aide is helping them with toileting, it’s appropriate that they might see or 
even touch their genitals. But if they went to the doctor because they had a sore throat, it wouldn’t be 
appropriate to be asked to take off their jeans. 

• Talk about puberty as a normal and healthy part of growing up and use pictures to demonstrate how 
everyone’s body changes over time. They may not notice that their peers are going through puberty, too, 
so make sure to point this out.

What to do
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• Teach and model healthy boundaries. Give examples from their own life of appropriate and inappropriate 
behaviour in social situations.  

• Even if a child is non-verbal, we can gently guide an inappropriate kiss, for example, into an appropriate 
hug or handshake. Part of this teaching involves asking friends and family members to ask permission 
before hugging and kissing your child 

• Recognizing that people with disabilities are sexual beings and have many of the same sexual feelings as 
typical kids and adults, teach your child about masturbation. Visual aids available on sexual health 
websites such as www.shift-education.com may be helpful for this. Specify that it’s only appropriate to 
masturbate when they’re alone, for example,  in their bedroom with the door and blinds closed. Point out 
healthy relationships, and give firm guidelines around when it’s appropriate for a first kiss, dating, and a 
romantic or sexual relationship. Use visuals like TV shows, movies, or what you see around you to illustrate 
these healthy boundaries. 

• Keep care providers, school staff, and close relatives in the loop. Let them know what you’ve been teaching 
your child, and encourage them to reinforce these positive messages using common language and 
consistency. 

• Go slower than slow, repeat and review. Teach the same concepts in different ways. Give your child extra 
time to process new information, and don’t teach anything new until you’re sure they have a good grasp of 
the last concept you taught. 

• Just as we do when teaching typical kids, go with what interests your child. If your child likes picture 
books, use them. If they prefer you to read a book to them, go with that. Explore educational websites or 
apps if they enjoy going online. 

• Give them information even if they aren’t asking questions. When they do ask questions, take them 
seriously and answer honestly. Take advantage of every teaching opportunity and talk about sexual health 
in an open, positive, and light-hearted way 😎.

What to do

http://www.shift-education.com/
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Preteens

• “Your body belongs to you.” 

• “You are the boss of your body.” 

• “No one is allowed to go on your private parts 
without permission.” 

• “It’s ok if you don’t want to give hugs or kisses.” 

• “It’s not appropriate to show private body parts to 
other people, especially in public.” 

• “It wouldn’t be a good idea to share your sexual 
feelings with people on the playground at recess 
because the playground is a public space.” 

• “Even at school, it’s not ok for a stranger to touch 
or see your private parts.” 

• “Can I help you get your PJs on?” 

• “Would you like some privacy while you’re in the 
bath?” 

• “Do you feel comfortable when I get changed in 
front of you?” 

• “When we’re alone in our bedroom or bathroom, 
that’s private. But school is public.” 

• “Would it be appropriate to kiss or hug someone 
you don’t know?”

• “Would it be okay for a person to kiss or hug their 
boss at work?” 

• “Does it make sense to give someone a hug for no 
reason?” 

• “How can you tell if someone doesn’t want to be 
hugged?” 

• “It’s perfectly fine to explore your body in private, 
like when you’re alone in your bedroom. 
Sometimes that feels good!” 

• “Have you noticed that your body is changing? 
What changes have you noticed?” 

• “Puberty is really exciting…it means your body is 
getting ready to be a grown up!” 

• “How would you like to learn about your body…
would you like to read a book or explore a website 
together?” 

• “You can always ask me questions about your 
body. You have a right to have this information.” 

• “Ask me anything. I’m here for you.” 

• “You’re such a smart body scientist!”

What to say


