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Welcome! EyesOpenIowa believes that all 

children and young adults are entitled to and 

should receive medically accurate and factual 

comprehensive sexuality education 

regardless of differing abilities. Sexuality is a 

natural part of being human and being 

provided education to remain sexually 

healthy is vital. This guide hopes to provide 

some basic information and resources for 

educators teaching this important subject 

matter. This guide is not all encompassing, 

but will highlight some important aspects of 

teaching sexuality education to students with 

special needs. 

EyesOpenIowa is the statewide 

adolescent sexual health agency. Our 

mission is to provide advocacy, education 

and collaboration to ensure adolescent 

sexual health. To learn more and for 

helpful resources visit 

www.EyesOpenIowa.org 

Getting Started…. With Language 

Breast- set of glands on the chest that produce milk. Males may develop breasts, however they don’t produce 

milk. 

Comprehensive Sex Education- includes age-appropriate and medically accurate information on a range of 

topics such as; human development, abstinence, STDs/STIs, HIV/AIDS, contraception, decision making, and 

healthy relationships. 

Gender Identity- is the gender a person feels explains their lived experience- who they are. 

LGBTQ- Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning. 

Penis- external male sex organ. 

Puberty- a time of great physical and emotional change when a child’s body matures into an adult. 

Pubic Area- area between the legs of a boy (male) or girl (female) were the genitals are located. 

Sex- refers to either a person’s biological sex (male or female), or the act of sex (anal, vaginal, oral). 

Sexual Orientation- is a term to describe to whom one is romantically and sexually attracted. Sexual orientation 

is separate from gender identity. 

Sexuality- a broad-based term referring to more than biological sex or the act of having sex. Includes feelings, 

behaviors and identities.  

STD/STI- Sexually Transmitted Disease / Sexually Transmitted Infection. 

Vagina- internal female sex organ. 

Vulva- external female sex organ, includes the outer lips and inner lips (what can be seen). 

 

 



 

Young people, regardless of ability level have to right to be sexually healthy, they have feelings, needs and 

desires and deserve to be provided with comprehensive education. There are a number of myths 

surrounding sexuality and youth with special needs, however the following is true: 

 All people, regardless of physical, mental or emotional disability, need love, affection, intimacy, 

acceptance and companionship.1 

 Children who live with disabilities may have unique and special needs regarding sex education, 

and should be provided with accommodations to receive education that meets their needs.1 

 Discussion about sexuality topics help youth to build social skills and become sexually healthy 

adults. 

 Sexuality education provides youth with information and skills to recognize and prevent sexual 

abuse.2 

In addition, youth and young adults of all ability levels deserve to have a multitude of topics covered, the 

American Academy of Pediatrics recommends the following should be included in effective sexuality 

education programming: 

 Body parts 

 Personal care and hygiene 

 Pubertal changes 

 Medical exams 

 Social skills 

 Sexual expression 

 Contraception strategies 

 Rights and responsibilities of sexual behavior 

Depending on the need and level of students, additional topics may need to be included or expanded upon. 

 

 

 

Establishing special group agreements and structure can help to ease any fears around talking about 

sexuality. For example, one group agreement should be that everyone has the right to pass. In addition, 

structuring your class in a way that makes students feel comfortable and not overwhelmed is beneficial. 

1. Warm up! A warm-up activity helps to set the mood for the class, talking about sexual health can be 

nerve-wracking or uncomfortable for some students, warm-up activities can help to calm students down. 

2. Get relaxed! Doing a simple relaxation activity can prove to be beneficial in getting your students 

focused on the topic at hand. This can be as simple as having students do a two-minute deep breathing 

exercise. 

The Facts 

Class Structure 



3. Repetition is key! It’s important to take time to review the concepts learned in the previous class or 

practice skills. Continue to repeat content until students have a firm grasp on the material. 

4. Moving ahead! After reviewing previous topics, begin with new materials. Depending on the group of 

students you are working with will determine how much of the new material is covered. Move at the pace of 

your students as you may not complete all aspects of a lesson plan. 

5. Time for question and discussion! Allowing students the opportunity to ask questions regarding the 

new information they learned is important. Be sure to orientate the discussion toward new material so 

students don’t get off topic. 

6. Cool things down! Use this time to wrap up your discussion with a fun activity or an additional 

relaxation activity. 

Maintaining the same structure for each class will allow students to be more comfortable with the content 

and be able to ask questions and engage in discussion. However, you know your students and class the 

best, this is just a guide and teachers should feel free to make adjustments that work best for their 

individual classroom. 

 

 

 

Answering sensitive questions can cause anxiety for teachers, but with practice and by following a few 

steps there is nothing to worry about. It’s important to remember that your personal values and feelings 

should never be disclosed to students, you are merely there to provide medically accurate and factual 

information. However, there are certain values that are Universal, these are values that are shared with the 

majority of the population. Controversial values are those in which there is not a general consensus and 

teachers should not share their personal opinions. 

Examples of Universal Values:3 

 Forcing someone to have sex with you is wrong 

 Knowingly spreading disease is wrong 

 It’s safest and healthiest for school-age children to not have sex 

 Taking care of reproductive health is important 

 Sex between children and adults is wrong 

 Adultery is wrong 

Examples of Controversial Values:3 

 Abortion 

 Birth control 

 Masturbation 

 Homosexuality 

 Sex outside of marriage 

Answering Sensitive Questions 



 Cohabitation 

 What age/under what circumstances it’s acceptable to start having sex 

If controversial questions are asked, teachers should reply with factual information and encourage young 

people to have continued discussions with a trusted adult. 

Tips for answering sensitive questions: 

 Stay calm and keep your body language neutral 

 Thank them for asking 

 Check for your understanding 

 Affirm the question 

 Answer the question…if you know the answer.  If you do not know the answer, say when you will 

have it by.  Be sure to follow through. 

 Check for their understanding 

Examples: 

Student: Is it okay to rub my penis (masturbate)? 

Teacher: Thank you for asking, I’m sure other people may have the same question. Masturbation is when 

someone rubs or touches their genital for pleasure. Some people choose to masturbate, some people 

choose not to masturbate. If people choose to masturbate this is an act they should be done in private. 

Does that answer your question? 

Student: Do you have sex? 

Teacher: Thank you for your question, however, remember that is a personal question. Our group 

agreements say that we won’t ask each other personal questions.  

 

Remember it is okay to say that you don’t know the answer! Be sure that you find the answer and report 

back to students what you found, or offer to find the answer with the students. Always encourage students 

to have ongoing conversations with their trusted adult about their questions and the topics you cover in 

class. 

 

 

Involving parents/caregivers in sexuality education is vital for numerous reasons. First, parents/caregivers 

can provide ongoing support for the topics and issues that you cover in class. Parents/caregivers can help 

youth practice skills taught in class at home. In addition, parents/caregivers are the best people to provide 

youth with information in regard to family values, expectations and beliefs. 

How to get parents/caregivers involved: 

 Send home information before beginning your sexual health unit so they are aware of what is being 

taught in class 

Getting Parents/Caregivers Involved 



 Host a parent’s night/open house so parents can see what is being taught and ask questions 

 Send home parent/child activities and worksheets so parents can continue to reinforce what was 

taught in school 

 Provide parents with resources on talking to their child about sexual health (there is a resource 

guide at www.EyesOpenIowa.org) 

 Gather feedback and have open conversations with parents  

 

 

Iowa Code section 279.50 requires public schools to provide age-appropriate and research-based 

instruction in human growth and development including instruction about human sexuality, self-esteem, 

stress management, interpersonal relationships, domestic abuse, HPV (Human Papilloma Virus) and the 

availability of a vaccine to prevent HPV, and AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) in grades 

kindergarten through twelve.  

To learn more about the mandate or for assistance it making sure your school is compliant please contact 

EyesOpenIowa at 515.276.6788. 

 

 

 

The following guidelines have been created by Advocates For Youth (www.AdvocatesForYouth.org)  

 Remember that, regardless of the physical, mental or emotional challenges they face, young 

people have feelings, sexual desire, and need for intimacy and closeness. In order to behave in a 

sexually responsible manner, each needs skills, knowledge, and support. 

 Understand that youth with disabilities are far more vulnerable to sexual abuse than are their 

peers. Youth who live with developmental disabilities are especially vulnerable. Sex education, 

must, therefore, encompass skills to prevent sex abuse and encourage to report and seek 

treatment for unwanted sexual activity. 

 Remember that youth who confront disabilities feel the same discomfort and suffer the same lack 

of information that hampers many of their peers regarding sexuality and sexual health. 

 Learn as much as you can about the disabilities of the population with whom you work. 

 Be sure that materials address boundaries and limits- both setting boundaries and respecting 

others’ boundaries. Rely on role plays and interactive exercises. Use concrete teaching strategies.  

 Be creative. Develop specialized teaching tools and resources for youth with whom you work. For 

example, in working with youth who have developmental disabilities, you may need to use visual 

like models, dolls and pictures. For youth with physical disabilities, it may be useful to use stories 

and examples of others with similar disabilities who have loving, satisfying intimate relationships. 

 

 

Iowa’s Human Growth and Development 

Mandate 

General Guidelines for Professional Sex Educators 

http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/


 

 

Curriculum: 

Family Life and Sexual Health- Special Education FLASH- King County Washington 

S.T.A.R.S.: a Social Skills Training Guide for Teaching Assertiveness, Relationship Skills and Sexual 

Awareness- Susan Heighway 

Taking Care of Myself: A Hygiene, Puberty and Personal Curriculum for Young People with Autism- Mary 

Wrobel 

Teaching Children with Down Syndrome about Their Bodies, Boundaries, and Sexuality: A Guide for 

Parents and Professionals- Terri Couwenhoven 

 

Books for Educators and/or Parents: 

Doing What Comes Naturally? Dispelling Myths and Fallacies About Sexuality and People with 

Developmental Disabilities- Orieda Horn Anderson 

Sexuality: Your Sons and Daughters with Intellectual Disabilities- Karin Melberg Schwier and David 

Hingsburger 

The Facts of Life…and More: Sexuality and Intimacy for People with Intellectual Disabilities- Leslie Walker 

 

Books for Youth: 

Boy’s Guide to Becoming a Teen- American Medical Association  

Girl’s are Girls and Boys are Boys, So What’s the Difference?- Sol Gordon 

Girl’s Guide to Becoming a Teen- American Medical Association 

My Body…My Choice- Shirley Paceley 

Respect: A Girl’s Guide to Getting Respect & Dealing When Your Line is Crossed- Courtney Macavinta and 

Andrea Vander Pluym 

Those are My Private Parts- Diane Hansen 

 

Online Resources: 

EyesOpenIowa- online resources including parent’s guide- www.EyesOpenIowa.org 

Advocates For Youth- www.AdvocatesForYouth.org 

Resources 

http://www.eyesopeniowa.org/
http://www.advocatesforyouth.org/


 

 

American Sexual Health Association- www.ashasexualhealth.org 

Center for Disease Control and Prevention- information on STDS, HIV/AIDS- www.CDC.gov 

Kids Health- resource for kids, teens, parents & educators- www.KidsHealth.org 

Sex Etc. - information on terms, FAQ’s, and state laws produced by Rutgers University- www.SexEtc.org 

Teaching Sexual Health to Differing Abilities- http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/lesson-plans/differing-

abilities/ 

 

Training Resources: 

EyesOpenIowa offers in-person and webinar trainings on all sexual health topics including; Puberty, 

Reproductive Anatomy, Contraception, HIV/AIDS, STDs, LGBTQ Issues, Becoming an Askable Adult, 

Answering Sensitive Question, Pregnant and Parenting Teen Support, and more. To request a training 

please contact Bobbie Jo Sheridan, Training & Education Coordinator at BobbieJo@EyesOpenIowa.org or 

515.276.6788. 
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For more information please contact Bobbie Jo Sheridan, Training & Education Coordinator at 

BobbieJo@EyesOpenIowa.org or 515.276.6788.  

http://www.ashasexualhealth.org/
http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.kidshealth.org/
http://www.sexetc.org/
http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/lesson-plans/differing-abilities/
http://teachers.teachingsexualhealth.ca/lesson-plans/differing-abilities/
mailto:BobbieJo@EyesOpenIowa.org
mailto:BobbieJo@EyesOpenIowa.org

