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My “why”

• Prevent negative outcomes, 
improve positive outcomes!

• Sexuality: it’s just like 
everything else?

• Autonomy is good for us
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Event

Decreased chance of sharing/asking questions

Association of sexual behavior and negative reaction

Shame

Strong reaction



Increased knowledge, more prosocial behaviors

Door for communication is already open

Positive, proactive, frequent 
conversations about sexuality

Event

Stakeholders feel prepared to 
provide support and resources
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Plan for today

What to cover

When to cover it

Where to get info

How to teach it best

Background

Wrap up & questions



…why is this so important for 
autistic students?

Sadly, time and again, autistic students 
experience reduced access to SRE



But why?

Persistent myths

Info is not accessible

Low comfort & resources 

(Barnard-Brak et al, 2014; Holmes, Strassberg, & Himle, 2019)



WHAT TO COVER



(Crehan et al., under review)

Sexual orientation

Gender identity

Consent

Assertiveness

More info, please!



Gender identity & sexual orientation

More gender diversity 
than in neurotypical 

populations

Autistic youth report less 
access to SRE

Over 90% of SRE curricula 
in the US focus on 

heterosexual relationships 
between cisgendered 

people*

Big gap!!
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(Greer & Buss, 1994; Hickman & Meuhlenhard, 1999; Mitchell & Wellings, 1998)

Consent

Yes, no 
Stop, more



WHEN TO DISCUSS



(Blum et al., 2012; Igras et al., 2014)



National Sexual Violence Resource 
Center, 2013

The Facts of Life…and more: Sexuality and Intimacy for 
People with Intellectual Disabilities

by Laurie Walker-Hirsch



Timing was not significantly 
different by diagnostic group for ….

• First kiss

• Engaging in romantic 
relationships

• First thought about gender 
identity and sexual orientation

• Viewing pornography

Corbett et al, 2020; Crehan et al., under review

• Average of earlier onset of puberty (9.5 months) 
for autistic girls compared to neurotypical girls 

• Higher rates of autistic traits in children with 
precocious puberty

What about onset of puberty?



Milestones for development… 
are we using the same map?



WHERE DO 
WE GET INFO?



The Challenges to Addressing Sexuality

Schmidt, 2019; Healy et al., 2009; Cheng et al., 2005; Barnard-Brak et al., 2012; Wittenberg & Gerber, 2009; Woo et al, 2010

• Bystander effect: "And it’s an um, it’s 
almost a right… it’s a right of a child to 
know how their body works. It’s a right... 
but I don’t know whose responsibility..."



https://siecus.org



Crehan et al., 2021



Increasing access to care for 
autistic adults

(Crehan, unpublished data)

The importance of collaboration

• Content of training: sexuality, identity, 
relationship goals

• Paperwork/administrative processes



HOW SHOULD WE 
TEACH THIS INFO?



The 
Tackling 
Teenage 
Training… 
for adults

Peer components

Role play

Caregiver component?

(Crehan, unpublished data; Visser et al., 2015)



Cultural considerations

(Leung et al, 2019; Rasmussen, 2010)



WRAP UP &
QUESTIONS



Thank you for listening!
Big thanks to our Community Advisory Board, 
Research Team, and participants!

• Study announcements 

• CrehanLab on Facebook and Instagram

• https://sites.tufts.edu/crehanlab/activities/resou
rces/

• Training opportunities and parent groups

• PegasusCAPS on Facebook and Instagram

• www.pegasuscaps.com
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