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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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Plan for today

1. Setting the stage
2. Four important pieces

1. Be clear
2. Use a positive and inclusive framework
3. Keep safety in mind
4. Start early… or now!

3. Resources



Sexuality & relationship education

Anatomy

Contraception

Reproduction

STIs Communicating 
with a partner

Pleasure

Sources of 
information

Specific sexual 
behaviors

Boundaries

Consent

Puberty Technology and 
sexuality

LGBTQ+ identities

https://siecus.org/resources/professional-learning-standards-for-sex-education/

https://siecus.org/resources/professional-learning-standards-for-sex-education/


Autism & SRE

• Less access 
• Persistent myths!

• Social communication
• Lower scores on applied 

questions
• Sensory profiles

(Burns, Crehan, & Loftin, 2017; Stokes & Kaur, 2005)





Be clear
You might need to say “penis” to yourself in the 

mirror one hundred times…



What to do about it

• Birds and the bees
• Score
•Wiener
• Fun bags
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Greer & Buss, 1994; Hickman & Meuhlenhard, 1999; Mitchell & Wellings, 1998

Example: Consent

Yes, no 
Stop, more



(Crehan et al., 2022)

Sexual orientation

Gender identity

Consent

Assertiveness

More info, please!



Use a positive & 
inclusive framework

Sexuality and disability has been through enough stigma!



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



Finding the “celebrations”

• First period
• First crush
• Unrequited love



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!!





Safety
Setting the stage for success



Crehan et al., 2021



Crehan et al., 2021



Internet safety

• Check out and discuss 
the rules in your state
• Come up with a plan to 

be a detective about 
catfishing
• Parental controls and 

supervised time



Start early… or now!
It’s never too late



22%

Algebra
Counting
Adding

Multiplying
Word problems

Sex education
Age 13: 

60 minutes 
on how to 
avoid STIs!

97%



Sex can be difficult to talk about!

“68.8% of medical students rated addressing and treating sexual 
concerns as an important part of their future careers… 37.6% feel 
adequately trained to do so.”

Autistic teens don’t generally bring sex up, even with medical 
provider, but respond favorably when asked! 

Personal values and the availability of curriculum 
had the greatest influence on the content of the 
curriculum, based on teacher report

Reznik & Tebb, 2008; Wittenberg & Gerber, 2009; Woo et al, 2010



(Crehan, Schwartz, & Schmidt, 2023)



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..."



Sexual development

Gender roles à  3 yo

Attraction à 9—10 yo across identities

Puberty à 10 yo (avg) for girls, 11.5 yo (avg) for boys

Sexual behaviors à lifelong learners!

Klein et al., 2017; McClintock & Herdt, 1996



Timing was not significantly 
different by diagnostic group for ….

• First thought about gender 
identity and sexual orientation

• Viewing pornography
• Engaging in romantic 

relationships
• First kiss

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?



Four main takeaways?

1. Be clear
2. Use a positive and inclusive framework
3. Keep safety in mind
4. Start early… or now!



Resources & Tools
Ah! What do I do now?



Stay 
connected 

with us!

@CrehanLab 
@PegasusCAPS

crehanlab@tufts.edu   617 804-7555

mailto:crehanlab@tufts.edu


General puberty social story

My name is James. Sometimes I think about sex and private areas. It’s 
okay to think about sex and private areas. I will try to keep my 
thoughts to myself. This is very important. I may ask mom or dad a 
question if I’m confused. 

My name is Amanda. I am 13. My body is growing and changing. My 
mom knows about growing up. Sometimes, girls get breasts when they 
are 13. Soon, I will have breasts, too. Most women wear bras to hold 
and cover their breasts. This is a good thing to do. I will wear a bra. If I 
forget to wear a bra, my mom may remind me before I go to school. 
Wearing a bra is part of growing up.

Tarnai & Wolff, 2008





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/reso

urces/

• Training opportunities and parent groups
• PegasusCAPS on Facebook and Instagram
• www.pegasuscaps.com


