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Abstract
Relationship and Sex Education (RSE) has been integrated into the National Curriculum 
within UK schools for the past two decades. RSE aims to teach about the emotional, so-
cial, and physical aspects of growing up, relationships, sex, human sexuality and sexual 
health. Such a curriculum tends to be mainstream oriented, taught in large classes, with 
limited exploration and clarification for those who need it. There is concern that the de-
velopment of incomplete knowledge and skills places the pupil with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD) in a difficult and potentially vulnerable position. This study was the first 
of three looking at development of a more appropriate RSE program for pupils with ASD. 
The study focused upon evaluating the RSE program being utilised at the time (2016) via 
face-to-face semi-structured interviews with teaching staff. Participants were either senior 
leadership members or school RSE coordinators and they came from 15 schools providing 
for pupils with ASD in London, Surrey, and Sussex.

The resulting qualitative data were analyzed for common themes. The resulting themes 
highlighted difficulties in implementing RSE programs with pupils with ASD, lack of 
resources and support, and being able to develop positive RSE. The results indicate that 
although those in charge of RSE implementation are committed, they are frequently faced 
with a range of barriers. The discussion section highlights the importance of this subject 
and the need to increase understanding in relation to such programs.
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Introduction

Within the UK, the National Curriculum has included relationships and sex education 
(RSE) for the past two decades. RSE aims to teach about the emotional, social, and physical 
aspects of growing up, relationships, sex, human sexuality and sexual health. At the time of 
the study, the policy regarding RSE placed an emphasis upon all school governing boards 
to provide some form of RSE program. However, schools were left to develop their own 
specific topics and resources, though some new guidance has recently been issued [1]. There 
is concern that the development of incomplete knowledge and skills places the pupil with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in a difficult, and potentially vulnerable, position [2, 3] 
due to difficulties relating to the lack of social understanding and social boundaries. These 
can result in perceived ‘deviant’ behavior, leading to misunderstandings from others [4, 5]. 
Prior research has recognised that an effective sex education program can improve some of 
the knowledge and skills of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder [6].

The need for adaptation of education for people with Autism Spectrum Disorder has been 
recognised within education provision for many years [7]. However, due to the needs of 
this diverse group, alternative teaching methods and materials must be considered [8]. This 
is especially relevant when considering those with Autism Spectrum Disorder for whom 
such difficulties can increase ongoing stress and anxiety. Previous literature reviews () have 
demonstrated the lack of research within this topic, with very few studies occurring within 
the UK. With the curriculum changes, attempting to understand how such programmes are 
developed and delivered is imperative in reducing inconsistencies within RSE education. 
Therefore, the present study aims to fill this information gap by directly accessing staff who 
are tasked with the job of implementing such programmes. By gathering such data, a bet-
ter insight into the issues faced by staff will be gained in order to assist the development of 
more relevant programs and materials.

Current Study

This study investigates how staff coordinating RSE teaching perceive the success of the UK 
based RSE programs involving teenagers with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Through semi-
structured 1:1 interview, the study aimed to:

 ● Explore the planning, implementation and evaluation of the UK based RSE programs 
involving teenagers with Autism Spectrum Disorder within schools.

 ● Consider the necessity of adapting the present RSE programs in order to encompass 
the areas of difficulties that are recognised as being important for people with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder.
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Methods

School Settings and Participants

Various educational databases were searched, including the UK National Autistic Society 
school list and relevant Local Authority sources, in order to identify possible schools serv-
ing children in the southeast of the UK. To be included, the school had to have a minimum 
of 25% of students possessing a primary diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder, as iden-
tified within their Education, Health, and Care Plan (EHCP). It is important to note that 
autism and intellectual disabilities are distinct diagnostic categories, and so someone can 
have both diagnoses. Due to limited response rates, including some schools no longer sup-
porting autistic students, only 15 sitesthat met the criteria and wanted to be part of the study 
responded. Therefore, all 15 sites were recruited, all of which provided support for Autistic 
teenagers: 9 (60%) were in North & South London, 3 (20%) were in Surrey, and 3 (20%) 
were in Sussex. Of these, 12 (80%) also provided for other children with special needs while 
3 (20%) provided for autistic children only. Participants being interviewed in this first study 
were teaching staff with responsibility for RSE programs (one per school). All were female, 
the majority were aged between 40 and 50 years old with 2 participants being between 20 
and 30 years old. All except 1 participant had over 15 years experience in teaching although 
this did not include the topic of RSE.

Measures

Two processes were utilised: online questionnaires, followed by semi-structured interviews. 
Both were devised specifically for this study. The online questionnaire aimed to obtain 
information about the school, including approximate percentages of the pupils in relation 
to particular characteristics such as pupil age, gender, diagnosis, ethnicity, and behavior 
displayed by students.

The 1:1 interview, which lasted 45–60 min, occurred after completion of the initial ques-
tionnaires. The interviewer was the lead researcher (MB) a nurse trained in intellectual 
disabilities and in qualitative research methods. Interviewees were either headteachers or 
designated RSE coordinators in the participating schools. Interviews were held in the school 
and utilised a range of questions, based upon main themes highlighted by a previous litera-
ture review performed by the researchers. These included:

RSE Development

 ● What is the school policy relating to sex education?
 ● What is the program based upon, how was it developed, who was involved in the plan-

ning?
 ● Age of students for sex education.
 ● What liaison is there with parents, and what is the procedure should parents object?
 ● What happens if one individual has difficulties dealing with the topic?
 ● What happens if the teacher is worried about ongoing abuse (between pupils, family, 

and risky behavior).
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 ● Are there any grounds for pupil exemption and how is the decision made.
 ● How does the RSE coordinator evaluate the effectiveness of programs?

Staffing/Training

 ● Who teaches the sex education program?
 ● Does the school get outside assistance and advice?
 ● Does the RSE coordinator know where they can get advice.
 ● Does the RSE coordinator receive any specific training.

Program

 ● How is the program coordinated, who takes responsibility?
 ● How is it taught?
 ● Is there any adaptation to teaching methods, including length of time and methods used.
 ● Content of curriculum, is there a sex education pack, and are any topics left out. If so, 

why.
 ● How is reproduction taught in biology and how is it coordinated with sex education?

Each interview was recorded, and notes taken throughout by the researchers to guide the 
process.

Ethical Issues

Ethical Approval was sought from the Tizard Centre, University of Kent’s Ethics Commit-
tee, followed by approval from each school for inclusion in the study. The latter occurred 
through the pre-interview questionnaire and subsequent discussions about the study. Partici-
pants were provided with information sheets about the study prior to being interviewed and 
were asked to sign a consent form prior to the interview.

Procedure and Data Analysis

The questionnaires were provided to head teachers on-line and they preceded the inter-
views. Data obtained from the questionnaires were analyzed using Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences (SPSS) analytical software, to provide demographic details about the 
schools (these data were missing for 4 sites, due to technical issues and personnel changes). 
The on-line questionnaire asked questions relating to the demographics of the school (e.g. 
gender of students, ages, ethnicity, student diagnosis), and occurrences of behavior that 
challenges including sexually inappropriate or abusive behavior.

The interviews followed the on-line questionnaires and were conducted face to face in 
schools. The interviews were semi-structured in nature and explored areas relating to how 
RSE was implemented within the school, including looking at school policies and programs 
being used, staff involvement in the programs, and any barriers to program implementation. 
The audio recordings from the interviews were transcribed and analyzed utilizing an applied 
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thematic approach [9]. The analysis involved a three-stage process [10]: data preparation for 
analysis (achieved via transcribing), thematic analysis of the data, and presentation of the 
data. Each interview was transcribed, and transcriptions read alongside recordings to ensure 
they represented the interviews. This was followed by a more detailed analysis focused 
upon identifying overarching themes [11] utilsiing NVIVO analysis software.

Results

School Details

The number of schools contacted totaled 15, however some were unable to complete the 
information and so 11 schools completed the on-line questionnaire. The total number of 
SEN pupils across the 11 schools providing data ranged from 64 to 220 with an average 
number of students being 132.7, most of whom were male. The age ranges can be seen in 
Table 1.

Regarding ethnicity, pupils were predominantly white (7 schools reporting 51% or 
above). The four schools reporting higher percentages of minority groups were in inner 
London; the remaining 8 were in outer London, Kent or Surrey and were less diverse.

The reporting of behaviors centered upon six behavior types. These were:

 ● Physical Aggression towards others, including hitting, biting, kicking, throwing objects 
at people,

 ● Verbal Aggression towards others, including swearing/insulting others, shouting at oth-
ers, spitting at others,

 ● Self-Injurious Behavior, including banging own head either with a hand or against an 
object, biting self, kicking self, picking skin, cutting self,

 ● Property Damage, including smashing items.
 ● Refusal to participate, including trying to leave the class, sitting on the floor and refus-

ing to get up, attempting to leave the school premises,
 ● Sexually inappropriate or abusive behavior, including issues of age of consent, behavior 

defined as illegal.

The results indicated that four of the six types of behavior had occurred across all the 
schools involved. All of the schools reported the occurrence of physical abuse of others, ver-
bal abuse of others, damage to property. and refusal to participate. These occurrences were 
identified by all participating schools as having been displayed by up to 50% of the pupils, 
although in one school physical abuse of others and verbal abuse of others were displayed 
by over 51% of the pupils. Regarding the remaining 2 behaviors (self-injurious behavior 
and sexually inappropriate or abusive behavior), these were only reported by two schools. 
In both cases, these behaviors were only displayed by up to 20% of the pupils.

Age group Number of pupils
0–4 years 41
5–11 years 387
12–16 years 827
17 + years 206

Table 1 Total numbers of pupils 
in each age group across all 
schools
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One of the limitations with the data provided regarding behavior may have been the 
under recording of such behaviors, potentially due to under reporting by staff. Additionally, 
the data provided were based upon the interpretation by the individual completing the sur-
vey regarding the overall percentage of occurrences.

The final set of information acquired from the on-line questionnaire centered upon the 
general support services available to pupils, parents/carers, and teaching staff (see Table 2 
for results). There were a number of common services highlighted, both in-house and exter-
nal local services.

As well as generic services, there was a range of support approaches that were either 
school specific or an alternative to statutory services. These included:

 ● Parent Groups, including specific training for parents and support groups for parents to 
regularly meet with others.

 ● Pupil specific behavior/emotion groups to support pupils in dealing with issues.
 ● Family support workers/Resilience workers to help with home issues.
 ● Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) to develop pupils’ understanding of their 

emotions.
 ● Behavior Specialist.
 ● Teaching staff were identified in 11% of cases. Although teaching staff would have been 

involved with all pupils, this related to staff specifically trained in behavioral support 
and intervention.

Overall, the data obtained provided some background information in order to gain some 
understanding about the pupils and practices of the schools involved.

Types of Support service Percentage 
of schools 
accessing 
these

Counsellors 11%
Family support 11%
Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 
(CAMHS)

11%

Therapists (e.g., drama/art/music) 11%
Teaching Staff with specific behavioral training 11%
School Nurse 3%
School-based approaches 3%
Parent groups 8%
Educational Psychologist 8%
Behavior Management Group 3%
Social Skills Training 3%
Early Help Support 3%
Learning Disability Services 3%
Emotional Support Team 3%
Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) 3%
Safeguarding 3%
Behavior Specialist 5%

Table 2 Support services ac-
cessed by schools to support 
pupils’ behaviors
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Interview Results

There were three overarching themes (1) RSE Battleground, (2) Resource and support 
abyss, (3) Attempts to provide positive RSE.

OverArching Theme– The RSE Battleground

Throughout the interviews, an overarching theme became apparent regarding the conflict 
between the coordinators and the various infrastructures in and beyond the school, e.g., 
senior leadership team, other teaching staff, and Ofsted the UK regulator for educational 
services.

Other things come far higher up the list because they’re things that Ofsted inspectors 
look at all the data. They don’t want to see the data for how children are progressing 
with their sexual knowledge.

Deputy Head Teacher, School C

Such conflicts were not just related to the school infrastructure, but also additional factors 
such as societal, moral, and cultural views and attitudes, since some education staff did not 
believe that sexuality and relationships were appropriate topics for pupils with ASD. This 
attidunal barrier has been discussed within a previous study [12] where staff did not believe 
RSE programs were beneficial for such students. The impact of such conflict resulted in 
RSE program implementation difficulties. This reduced the chance for an effective knowl-
edge-based foundation for the pupils. Having to constantly be faced with such battles led to 
several of those interviewed expressing how frustrated they had become, but they continued 
to battle on for the sake of the pupils as they recognized the importance of RSE.

The data highlighted several difficulties relating to the consistent implementation of the 
programs. Participants discussed issues relating to teaching staff’s reluctance to teach the 
necessary subject due to both belief systems, and factors more personal to individual staff. 
A study in South Africa also emphasised the difficulties that occurred when topics being 
discussed conflicted with staff beliefs [13]. Regarding the latter, many concerns were linked 
to lack of skill and knowledge possessed by the wider teaching staff concerning RSE. This 
resulted in the wider teaching staff feeling unskilled regarding teaching RSE ‘correctly’ 
due to lack of effective guidance and training commitment from the senior leadership team. 
Often teaching staff expressed concern that they were not teaching the correct information 
or in an appropriate fashion, and so were reliant upon the coordinator to guide them. This 
proved difficult when the coordinator role was not well resourced or supported by senior 
leadership team. The lack of curricula and guidance has been raised as an issue for many 
years [14], especially teaching strategies and content [15].

As well as the teaching process, there were difficulties highlighted in relation to staff’s 
views about whether pupils should be taught such a subject. Often such decisions were 
based upon the perceived needs and ability levels of the individual pupil from the staff per-
spective. Additionally, there were issues regarding staff’s own attitudes about sex education, 
including whether pupils with Autism Spectrum Disorder should be taught anything about 
RSE [16, 17]. Such conflict impacted upon the implementation of the RSE programs from 
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both the viewpoint of staff and parents. Meanwhile, difficulties associated with religious and 
cultural beliefs were particularly relevant to schools based in the London areas where there 
was a more diverse mix of staff, pupils and parents. Often the clashes regarding cultural and 
religious views were more prominent within the staff team in these areas, impacting upon 
the quality of the RSE teaching, particularly the depth of information provided to the pupils.

“Every class teacher delivers it to their group, pretty much um, and so there, there, 
there lies in a bit of a difficulty which is that we’re not policing it…. so we just go, we, 
so here’s the topic, maybe FGM ok, and I’m (teacher) comfortable with this bit of it 
and I’m not so comfortable with this.”

Head Teacher, School H

Previous studies have also highlighted the difficulties in staff attempting to not cross cultural 
boundaries [18]. These issues were more pronounced when the RSE coordinator was not 
directly involved with the program teaching. This placed pressure upon the RSE coordinator 
as they would have to arrange for an appropriate person to deliver the sessions. This proved 
difficult as it could impact upon consistency and appropriateness of information being pro-
vided by staff, something previously raised by other studies [19].

Additional issues occurred when the topic of RSE would clash with other subjects on the 
timetable as staff would highlight how their subject (e.g., Math and English) were far more 
important than RSE.

It’s either coming in and um just saying right ok can you (release students) and then 
taking them off the timetable, which never is never kind of doesn’t always go down 
well with other teachers, especially in core subjects.

PSHE lead, School A

In contrast, in schools where a member of the senior leadership team provided direct input 
into the RSE program, the issues of staff development and resources were more positive. 
Often this would include the senior team actively encouraging the development of skills 
by the person teaching, in recognition of the importance of providing adequate RSE to the 
pupils.

Senior management, you know, the deputy head is really supportive in the RSE… 
since day one since we started writing the curriculum, she’s been involved in dipping 
in, and the head teacher’s also. He’s very interested in getting everything implemented.

Co-Ordinator, School B

In contrast to previous studies [20, 21], interviewees highlighted how they felt parental 
attitude was more positive than staff attitude. This included parents wanting to be actively 
involved with the teaching. Also, most participants reported that they could not recall any 
pupil being withdrawn altogether from participating in RSE by his/her parents. On the occa-
sions that such withdrawal occurred, the families had felt that it was their responsibility to 
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provide the information to the child. This meant it was difficult for the RSE coordinator to 
ascertain the accuracy of what was being taught within the home environment. On a small 
number of occasions when pupils had been withdrawn from parts of the program this was 
for cultural or religious reasons.

The last, do you know, what it is 10 years, I looked, since the last time someone (par-
ent) withdrew and that was a Jehovah’s Witness family.

Safeguarding & Prevention Officer, School F

Frustration can originate from a myriad of places and the interview results reflected this. 
Being frustrated was often seen as being a natural part of the RSE coordinator role regard-
less that implementation of RSE programs within schools was part of government legisla-
tion. Much frustration grew from the ongoing conflicts that occurred and hindered how 
the coordinators effectively implemented the RSE programs. A lack of clarity surrounding 
how sexuality curricula was developed for this group, has been a concern for with stud-
ies [22] demonstrating the lack of socio-sexual aspects to such programs. However, often 
participants highlighted frustration that went beyond the boundaries of the school and orga-
nizational conflicts. At the time of the interviews, there was a lack of clarity within the leg-
islation regarding the format and structure of such programs. This meant the prioritization of 
RSE programs by schools did not necessarily match that of the needs of the pupils. Program 
development was reliant on the RSE coordinator providing some form of comprehensive 
program within limited resources. In the majority of cases, the coordinator’s role was filled 
by a staff member who had an interest in the topic of RSE regardless of experience and 
training. In some cases, the coordinator was a senior leadership team member, but mostly 
they were a class/subject teacher. Once in the role it was often expected that their normal 
teaching roles continued. This reduced the time coordinators had to implement programs. 
In some cases, interviewees felt that this was a reflection of the organizational commit-
ment regarding RSE. This was further exacerbated by budgetary limitations leading to the 
coordinator having to prioritize what happened in RSE program. This included ensuring 
appropriate training was available for the coordinator and staff, or that relevant resources 
were available for use with the pupils.

OverArching Theme–the Resource and Support Abyss

Regarding the implementation of RSE programs, participants highlighted how the biologi-
cal aspects of RSE were easier concepts to teach, as identified by previous studies [19]. The 
‘black and white’ nature of this part of the RSE topic was either incorporated into the school 
biology lesson or covered in both Biology and RSE.

Well, it’s taught through science as well. The reproduction side I mean, we also do 
like in erm you know you start in year 2 and 3 we hatch eggs, chicks from eggs, and 
things like that. The biology aspect of science erm is something that goes throughout 
the curriculum.

Head Teacher, School M
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Regardless of how the subject was taught, the RSE coordinator was faced with issues 
regarding the consistency and appropriateness of the teaching, including linking with wider 
RSE topics. These latter topics involved more abstract socio-sexual aspects of everyday life 
which proved more difficult to teach. Such difficulties were frequently reported as occur-
ring due to the fluid nature of social rules and interactions that occur in everyday life. These 
have an impact upon how friendships and more intimate relationships grow and develop. A 
limited number of interviews (n = 4) highlighted how the participants had researched some 
of the RSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities that had previously been 
developed and published. They subsequently attempted to utilize such programs within their 
own schools. This often proved difficult to effectively implement due to the wide range 
of abilities and needs of the pupils involved. The availability of more appropriate RSE 
programs for autistic individuals has been a constant issue raised in studies [19, 23]. For 
most participants, a considerable amount of time was spent searching for appropriate teach-
ing materials for pupils with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Additional time was subsequently 
taken up in attempting to develop what was required. This further increased the frustration 
experienced by coordinators who were committed to providing a comprehensive program.

The need to adapt approaches within the general school environment was recognized as 
a necessity for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder, as with previous studies [23]. 
Within those schools that provided specifically for this group of students, such adaptation 
was part of the overall approach. Staff had been trained in a range of approaches that were 
appropriate for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder, such as TEACCH, Picture 
Exchange Communication System (PECS) and appropriate levels of structure.

“There is lots of differentiation going on but, in the classes, where it’s predominantly 
Autism Spectrum Disorder, we’ve become, we’re becoming a communication friendly 
school.” Deputy, School C

It varies so everything from the very basic things like individual timetables, every-
thing visualized down to very very specific assessments.

Safeguarding & Prevention Officer, School F

Regarding materials for the RSE programs, interviewees felt that what was available was 
lacking the necessary rights-based approaches that was required for the situation. As previ-
ously highlighted within this study and also highlighted in other studies [24], many par-
ticipants felt that the emphasis of available material was upon the mechanical side of RSE.

Where further elaboration in the material occurred, this only centered upon safety and 
legal issues. Many participants felt there was a need to utilize an approach that explored 
the socio-sexual aspects and how it related to the individual’s rights and needs. This is a 
consistent issue raised by previous studies [23] where a lack of emotional and relation-
ship perspective has been missed within programs. Although aspects, such as relationships, 
were often taught separately, such an approach led to pupils having difficulties in mak-
ing connections between the different lessons and teaching methods. In practice, this often 
involved pupils attending separate social skills/relationship classes, away from the RSE 
program instead of as an integrated program. This separation caused pupils difficulty that 
then reduced the potential for pupils to generalize their knowledge and skills further. Addi-
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tionally, there were issues relating to program implementation due difficulties in providing 
appropriately individualized methods which took into account varying levels of understand-
ing amongst the pupils. This was felt to be imperative regarding the pupils with a diagnosis 
of Autistic Spectrum Disorder, given the varying additional issues that can occur due to their 
diagnosis.

They’d access the same content of the curriculum and they’re not taught separately… 
they are involved because we believe that the picking (up) of the skills of socialization 
and relationships and interactions is fundamental for their development.

Head Teacher, School E

In some situations, attempts were made to cope with the variance in abilities amongst the 
pupils by utilizing graded target levels based upon assessed ability levels of pupils.

In the post 16 we have like an assessment checklist of all kinds of life skills, and it 
covers relationships as a part and sex ed as another part.

PSHE Coordinator, School O

In one case this centered upon a three-tiered measure of each pupil’s knowledge acqui-
sition as set by staff. However, this did not measure knowledge beyond the “black and 
white” level. In other situations, grading was done in regard to the class abilities. This 
would involve individual classes being divided into subgroups based upon pupil abilities as 
perceived by staff:

When it’s time for PSHE they’re split into slightly different groupings. So, they’ve 
moved from their class groups where their multi mixed ability to a more, a more able 
discussion group. Another group sort of limited verbal communication and who need 
a lot of support.

PSHE Co-Ordinator, School N

This methodology was not necessarily based upon any formalized decision-making process, 
but more to the staffs’ judgement in regard to the needs and abilities of each pupil. Where 
pupils were deemed as not having the capacity to consent, the subject of sexual interaction 
would be limited to what they were not ‘allowed’ to do. These smaller groups would require 
differing levels of teaching including the content of what was discussed.

One particular school discussed how they adapted the RSE program to accommodate 
students with some social skills, but who were still struggling to keep themselves safe. 
Often these pupils spent considerable time with neuro-typical people outside of the school 
environment. This had placed them in difficult positions due to a lack of understanding of 
some of the coercive techniques being used by others.

The impact of having to provide differing levels of teaching was reported as being prob-
lematic due to the time needed to adapt materials, especially given the distinct lack of autism 
specific RSE programs. In fact, the use of a multidimensial approach to the delivery RSE 

1 3

Page 11 of 21 11



Sexuality and Disability (2025) 43:11

programs have been previously highlighted as a need in order to ensure student needs are 
met [25, 26]. However, the process of developing and obtaining appropriate materials for 
pupils with Autism Spectrum Disorder often took up a huge proportion of the coordinator’s 
time which proved difficult when the interviewee also had ongoing teaching commitments. 
Even when specific programs developed for individuals with intellectual disabilities were 
used, participants discussed how further adaptation was required, especially concerning the 
more abstract areas of social and sexual life.

When you said what could be improved I bet there could be a fantastic visual pack erm 
that could be created erm that would really be beneficial to er autistic kids in particu-
lar over on the step side erm so something like that because at the moment teachers 
have to make their own resources or find their resources that erm but if there was a 
real you know autism friendly erm pack with various different levels differentiating 
would be fantastic and then those kids that couldn’t manage and needed that indi-
vidual input, actually support workers could work with them but most of them would 
probably go, ew you know I’ll leave it to the teacher.

Headteacher, School L

Even when schools utilized known programs for students with intellectual disabilities, such 
as the EQUALS program [27], the additional needs of those with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
proved difficult. The area of greatest concern for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disor-
der related primarily to the socio-sexual aspects of sex and sexuality, such as establishing 
and maintaining relationships, rules surrounding the use of social media, issues relating to 
coercion and consent. These proved problematic to teach due to the varying boundaries and 
unclear parameters that occur within individual social interaction.

It’s (social rules and relationships) really hard to teach it though cos so many of our 
youngsters are driven by rules and there are no rules in relationships, and you know 
there’s always differences. It’s helping them to understand that.

Deputy Head Teacher, School D

Additional to attempting to develop appropriate programs, interviewees discussed changes 
that occurred within schools due to individual incidents that may occur amongst the pupils. 
For example, incidences of inappropriate sexualized behavior often resulted in additional 
material being sought or the topic being repeated due to students’ processing difficulties. 
The recognition and need for subsequent changes has been recognized in literature [3] but 
with limited results.

I think as they’re growing up and getting older and you know they see more adult 
film…. And things with sex and they get weird ideas about things…. They misun-
derstand things so you often constantly revisit things to do with relationships and 
appropriate behavior.

Assistant head, School G
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Occasionally, further adaptation and work was necessary when there was a recognition that 
some individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder required additional one-to-one interven-
tion. This approach was implemented when an individual pupil had displayed additional dif-
ficulties, or when group work proved difficult. Dependent upon the severity or complexity, 
some participants reported that such work included the involvement of appropriate outside 
agencies, especially when legal boundaries were involved.

Where we do have a sexual behavior…. then we we would do an intervention for a 
particular child if they were, you know, lots of these behaviors and we would include 
it in a behavior support plan.

Assistant Head, School B

That kind of stuff (sexting) or exposing themselves erm they might, do, well social 
stories around that kind of thing as well as working with you know our school police 
officer as well.

PSHE Lead, School I

In attempting to deal with such difficulties and so more effectively support students, par-
ticipants discussed the necessity to frequently repeat and revisit topics. This ensured that 
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder were given the opportunity to further explore and 
clarify the information provided.

The idea is to be ongoing and revisit…and then add more and then revisit, add more 
because the nature of the learning and you know you have to keep recapping the parts 
of the body. I mean the teachers are the judges of that and we find that…. The idea is 
covered.

PSHE Curriculum Leader, School J

As well as repetitive exploration of issues, it was reported that students with Autism Spec-
trum Disorder seemed to want more information beyond what was taught in the classroom 
than their non- Autistic peers. Similar approaches have been written about in order to ensure 
that autistic students have every opportunity to develop their understanding [25, 28]. This 
often involved greater amounts of detailed questioning in order to gain further clarification 
about the everyday aspects of the topic.

A child that’s got Autism Spectrum Disorder the other day was completely confused 
and the mum talked to me…said he’s really confused because he he’s not sure that if 
you like somebody why you would kiss some people and you wouldn’t kiss others. 
We just did a sort of on-the-spot social story.

Deputy Head Teacher, School D
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Additional issues arose regarding the need for staff to make what they thought of as a “legal” 
judgement as to whether a pupil was able to understand consent and engage in intimate rela-
tionships. In most cases, interviewees highlighted the minefield that staff were confronted 
with as it impacted upon the level of information and teaching that took place. Concerns 
were raised that there were times when such decisions were potentially based upon interpre-
tation of a situation rather than factual information. Also, the potential for an individual to 
develop the ability to consent, once knowledge had been obtained, was not considered, as 
many teachers focused upon the short-term consequences.

Although not necessarily an area identified within other studies, the ability and need to 
access appropriate support from external agencies proved to be an important element of 
providing a comprehensive program. This was particularly relevant as new situations and 
topics arose, including legal issues, and topics such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM). 
These were areas the coordinators had to include but they were not confident about their 
own knowledge. Such situations would lead to the need to access either relevant sources of 
information or arrange for external agencies to take the lead in such work. Unfortunately, 
although there were occasions when participants had successfully accessed external agen-
cies, the relative lack of local statutory services made this difficult. This resulted in the need 
to access services from either the voluntary or independent sector with additional cost impli-
cations. In some circumstances, the need for more specialized input far outweighed the cost. 
However, there were some circumstances when the coordinator had to consider whether 
they were skilled enough to perform the task themselves and so save money. This latter 
approach could be successful if there were relevant, often free, materials available which 
the more confident staff could utilize. However, a lack of confidence in the delivery of a pro-
gram has proven to be a barrier to students accessing the knowledge [19]. Even when appro-
priate agencies and support were commissioned, the participants were frequently faced with 
implementation difficulties. Often this was linked to some of the attitude difficulties previ-
ously discussed under theme 1. Many of the interviewees felt that there was a never-ending 
need to battle for and justify the importance of RSE, particularly when planning special 
events involving outside speakers.

Even when such need to justify the processes did not exist, enabling all pupils to access 
the support could prove logistically impossible. This meant the coordinator had to prioritize 
which pupils received the input based upon a range of elements, including the school year in 
which the pupils were. For those not included, it was often hoped that both the budget and 
external agency would be available to facilitate a repeat.

To ensure that programs being used kept up with the ever changing modern world, the 
need to evaluate the approaches used in implementing such programs is imperative. How-
ever, a number of participants highlighted a lack of such processes within their schools due 
to a range of difficulties.

Being honest, no (response to whether they evaluate the effectiveness of programs). 
I mean it’s very difficult in this present climate because the focus is on the academic.

Headteacher, School L

Reflective practices were highlighted by participants as being the only form of evaluation 
being utilized by the school and these were dependent upon observations made by staff. 
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These observations were based upon changes in pupil behavior, often performed on an ad 
hoc basis and open to an individual staff member’s perspective and interpretation.

We don’t have any official framework of evaluation, we just, I guess, it’s just kinda 
ongoing in talking to the students and addressing situations and looking at their behav-
ior and seeing how their behaviors change.

Assistant Head Teacher, School G

There were some attempts at utilizing formal assessment methods, but these tended to only 
explore pupil’s knowledge, post program implementation without any pre-program mea-
sures to compare with. Such methods also did not assess the pupil’s ability to practically 
utilize the knowledge gained in everyday life.

Well, it would be sort of questions and answers, or you know, matching if there’s, say 
for instance, something on private parts, you know, just getting them to point to dif-
ferent things that I’m naming.

Lead Practitioner, School N

The lack of effective evaluation process was reported as being a shortfall which staff recog-
nized and regretted.

Overarching Theme– Developing Positive RSE

Regardless of the difficulties and barriers faced by the participants, at the heart of it was their 
wish to provide RSE programs to their pupils.

Staff Competence

The role of program coordinator was often taken by an individual who had an interest in 
the topic. To take on the role, the coordinator needed to be able to cope with the various 
difficulties faced from others, including being confident and competent in delivering such 
programs [19]. Regardless of the participant’s overall school position, the need to adapt and 
negotiate was imperative as the co-ordinators were very much the gatekeepers to accessing 
RSE programs [21]. This was due to many of the issues previously highlighted concerning 
prioritization of RSE by schools. Often this led to coordinators having to plan specialist 
events carefully so they could maximize the input whilst minimizing the overall impact 
upon the school timetable.

Negotiator and peacemaker were roles that coordinators frequently had to step into 
regarding program implementation and the tensions present within the wider school culture. 
However, often the tension was unseen but very real for the coordinators. This related to 
pressures many coordinators were under as they balanced their general teaching responsibil-
ities with the role of RSE coordinator. Often the latter would involve taking time away from 
the former whilst the coordinator trained for the role or developed the program. This led to 
having a limited amount of time, and occasionally having to delegate either task to teaching 
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assistants. In most cases, these were experienced assistants but not being the teacher could 
have an impact upon the teaching and support being provided. This was the thin line faced 
by the coordinators who were class-based on a regular basis.

Good Practice

In spite of the pressures, conflicts and difficulties faced by participants, they continued to 
do their best to provide and develop a program. For some, this quest involved extensive 
research and training in specific programs that were being used with pupils who had intel-
lectual disabilities. In these instances, participants described how there was still a need 
for further adaptation, including developing new approaches and thinking ‘outside of the 
box’. Such creativity was a necessity, because material needed to be further adapted for 
pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorder, with a wide range of abilities and processing skills 
amongst pupils. Previous reviews have highlighted the wide range of “thinking outside of 
the box” that was required to provide all that was needed [3].

Well, with some of them with autism, as you know, might go well that’s that bedroom 
not my bedroom. So, things like parents sending in photographs of public and private. 
So bathroom, bedroom at home, using real photographs in school, and that’s a slight 
difference to other students.

Safeguarding and Prevention Officer, School F

At the time of the interviews occurring, there were a number of occasions when participants 
had reflected upon the needs of the pupils and effectiveness of the programs utilized. On 
these occasions, a review of the program was either in progress or was felt to be a necessity. 
Depending upon the school, such a review was possible, especially if the coordinator was 
part of or had the backing of senior leadership. Where such support was not present, the 
participant did their utmost to provide for the needs of their pupils.

Overall, the enthusiasm displayed by participants to develop a program that effectively 
met pupil needs was high. The rewards for participants were to provide an RSE program 
based upon a comprehensive framework which provided for everyone’s socio-sexual health 
needs. By achieving this, participants aimed to increase the knowledge and safety of pupils 
so that pupils could potentially experience effective and appropriate relationships.

So, therefore, our aim is always to make sure how we can empower, how can these 
young people get the choice to say yes as well as no. So we are, well the approach I 
take is very much they have the same rights as everyone else and it is how we enable 
them to have a normal sexual relationship when they grow up.

Safeguarding and Prevention Officer, School F
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Discussion

The study results highlighted several similarities with previous studies, whilst also high-
lighting some new areas for consideration. As with previous studies utilizing interviews 
[29], there is a consistent recognition that present RSE programs do not adequately meet 
the socio-sexual needs of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder. The abstract nature 
of the topic requires more specific teaching beyond biology and general relationship areas. 
Also, there is a need to not make assumptions about whether the individual with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder draws the correct conclusions in relation to the information compared to 
their neuro-typical peers. Many staff drew attention to the need for better resources and for 
programs designed specifically for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder.

Unlike previous studies, the interview results have further increased the knowledge sur-
rouding barriers to implementation by highlighting in more detail the impact of staff atti-
tudes, particularly that of senior leadership, upon the ability to provide adapted programs 
within the limited time allocated to the RSE coordinator role. The commitment issues often 
led to programs being hastily compiled in between other teaching responsibilities and dif-
ficulties surrounding inconsistency, staff training and evaluation tools for the program. Such 
issues led to difficulties in the teaching process due to the fears of staff about participating 
in the subject and providing ‘wrong’ information or approaches.

In contrast to the attitudes present in some staff and senior leadership, it was reported by 
participants that the parental attitude toward the RSE programs seemed to be more positive. 
This contradicted previous studies [20, 21] which had highlighted the concerns raised by 
parents regarding the need for RSE. There were reports in this study relating to only very 
limited parental refusal in a child’s participation in the program. This may be an indication 
of general social change surrounding the issues but could also be a reflection of the cultural 
and religious composition of the participating schools.

There have been suggestions in the literature that autistic individuals frequently misjudge 
sexual relationships [30] and it seems possible that this may begin in the school years. Where 
incidents of inappropriate sexualized behavior were highlighted within the interviews, there 
were indications of potential gaps in the knowledge base of the pupils. Often this has been 
because the students have not had a “safe place” to discuss the gaps as well as explore their 
perceptions of the information [26]. When such difficulties occurred, it would often lead to 
a reactive strategy, involving external services (such as local safeguarding agencies) and 
the potential labelling of pupils as “sexually problematic”. These situations highlighted the 
inappropriateness or inflexibility of the program, or sometimes reflected an assumption that 
the pupil had understood what had been taught without any confirmation of this by staff.

Methodological Limitations

There were a number of methodological limitations that could have impacted upon the results 
and subsequent interpretation. Firstly, the recruitment of adequate numbers of schools that 
met the inclusion criteria and wished to participate proved difficult. This was only increased 
through the researcher widening the geographical locations sought. This brings into ques-
tion whether the results could be generalized into the wider educational arena. The issue of 
generalizability [31] in reference to qualitative research findings has often been queried, 
with varying views. These have included the view that qualitative research’s purpose is not 
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necessarily to generalize but to inform [32], and if such results are generalized then caution 
must be used in doing so, often due to limited numbers. The alternative issue concerning 
recruitment could also relate to staff attitudes about RSE, as highlighted within this study, 
where staff/schools have not seen the need to explore such a sensitive area.

Secondly, the recruitment of participants and their characteristics could have impacted 
upon the results of the interviews. Due to the limited number of respondents and their loca-
tion, factors such as ethnicity and religion were not necessarily balanced. Reflecting upon 
the mix of teacher participants that were interviewed, the majority would have been classed 
as white middle class women. This may have meant they potentially had differing views 
of the subject than those from other ethnic backgrounds. This was particularly poignant 
considering that a small number of schools, specifically those in the London areas, had a 
multicultural mix of pupils not reflected in the staff who were the participants in this study. 
Additionally, it is important to note that all the schools were based in southern England, con-
sidering that the views on sex education can differ in parts of the country, such as Northern 
Ireland.

In relation to the schools included, the pupil skill and attainment levels were biased 
toward more able students. This could impact upon the ability to compare and generalize 
the various sex education programs used. This is particularly true regarding those schools 
providing for students who also have some pupils with more severe intellectual disabilities, 
requiring a very different program.

Conclusion

Overall, the study findings have further explored the issue of RSE and autistic students. 
The findings have reinforced the suggestion that the socio-sexual needs of individuals with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder are not consistently being met within RSE programs. This may 
often result in behavioral difficulties and a more reactive approach toward the issue. There is 
a need to be more proactive in the realms of RSE in order to reduce the misunderstandings 
that can occur in real life.

The study has explored beyond the material utilized in programs and have looked at some 
of the external factors that teachers describe as part of the battle to provide RSE, partly due 
to the attitudes of other staff but also due to the lack of resources Consequently, the study 
has reinforced the need for the development of a program for pupils with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder, which explores the wider socio-sexual aspects of relationships and which would 
potentially reduce the risks and mistakes that can occur. Such a program would aim to mini-
mize the inconsistencies that occur in the programs used, whilst enabling resources to be 
utilized more effectively.

This study has provide one perception of RSE programs in schools. However, follow-
ing on from this study, it would be beneficial to gain insight from individuals with Autism 
Spectrum Disorders themselves, as to what they feel they need. Gaining an understanding 
about the actual needs of such pupils, rather than making assumptions, could enable the 
exploration of more specific questions such as:

 ● In what areas do individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder actually need more sup-
port?
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 ● Which teaching methods and materials best suit the learning styles of pupils with Au-
tism Spectrum Disorder?

Such person centered exploration would improve understanding and could lead to the provi-
sion of a more effective and comprehensive RSE program.
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