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BACKGROUND
Approximately 1.5 million of the UK population have a learning disability
of which 286,000 are children and young people aged 0-17 years.

CYPLD experience specific and distinct barriers regarding developing 
and sustaining relationships and in the expression of their sexuality.

People with learning disabilities want friendships, meaningful relationships 
and some want intimacy but are often limited and restricted.

Often misperceived as being either asexual, hypersexual or sexually immature.

Increased risk of unplanned pregnancy, mental health conditions, sexual abuse 
and exploitation.

Need to develop the understanding of families and professionals in education, 
social care and health services. 



SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW 2019
Eight papers selected from a total of 1,685 

RSE programmes appear to be helpful

Need to investigate long term impact

Implications for policy, practice 
and future research

Three themes identified - designing and 
developing, participating in, and perceived 
benefits of RSE programmes



SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW 2020
Twelve papers selected from a total of 1,033

Need to identify programme impact and 
sustained outcomes

Four themes identified - principles informing RSE 
programme development, design and content, 
delivery, and evaluation of RSE programmes

Areas need to be addressed to ensure that 
people with intellectual disabilities, families, 
carers and professionals are involved in design 
and delivery of RSE programmes



THE STUDY
Funded by the Burdett Trust for Nursing

Developing Best Practice Guidelines
for health, social care and education
practitioners regarding relationships and
sexuality education programmes for children
and young adults with intellectual disabilities

12-month study

Qualitative design

Special schools in England, Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales



THE APPROACH
Education required to support 
practice innovation and RSE needs

Established Project Advisory Group

Identified school sites across four regions

Qualitative interviews

Focus groups

Data analysis

Development of best practice guide
and project report

Dissemination and publications



THE TIMELINE
Study commenced November 2021

Ethics amendment approval granted January 2022

Established PAG - February 2022

Recruitment and data collection – 
February 2022 to February 2023

Data analysis - January to April 2023

Project report and best practice guide - 
May to September 2023

Report and best practice guide launch - 
October 2023



WHAT WE DID

RSE Research Team
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MAIN THEMEREGION

England

Northern Ireland

Scotland

Wales

TOTAL

PUPILS PARENTS PROFESSIONALS TOTAL

5
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5

3
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3

6

0

2

11

5

8

1

2

16

13

38

6

7

64

PARTICIPATION ACROSS
THE UNITED KINGDOM



PUPIL INTERVIEWS

Aged between 12 and 19 years

13 online via Microsoft Teams

4 face-to-face
 
12 in a boys’ group

8 in a girls’ group



PARENTS
11 interviews

PROFESSIONALS
7 interviews
9 professionals over 2 focus groups

PARENT AND PROFESSIONAL INTERVIEWS 
AND FOCUS GROUPS



DATA ANALYSIS



THEME 1

INITIAL PLANNING 
AND PREPARATION

Learning styles
and learning needs

Age and ability

Communication



THEME 2

DELIVERY OF 
RELATIONSHIPS 
AND SEXUALITY 
EDUCATION 

Delivery modes

Who delivers?

How is it delivered?



THEME 3

EVALUATION OF RSE

Programme evaluation

When to deliver again?



WHAT WE FOUND AND WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN

RSE Research Team



OVERVIEW OF STUDY FINDINGS
Children and young people with intellectual disabilities 
want education and information to develop their 
knowledge and understanding regarding friendships, 
relationships and the expression of their sexuality. 

Parents of children and young people with intellectual 
disabilities recognise the need for their children to 
have access to education that is tailored and specific 
to their individual needs. 

Concerns about potential exploitation and targeting
by other young people and potential predators.

A range of professionals are involved in the development
and delivery of RSE programmes, adopting creative 
teaching and learning approaches.



SEXUAL
THEMES

CROSS-
CUTTING
THEMES

RELATIONSHIP
THEMES

RSE PROGRAMME MAP - WHAT TO DELIVER

• 

• Boundaries

• Emotional
• well-being

• Trust

• Physical health
• and well-being

• Respect

• Consent

• Capacity

• Age

• Ability level of ID

• Personal safety,
• safe behaviours
• and disclosure

• Exploitation,
• abuse and harm

• Puberty

• Body parts
• and functions

• Sexual health
• and well-being

• Contraception,
• menstruation

• Pregnancy

• Masturbation

• LGBTQ+ and
• sexuality

• STIs

• Individual health
• and well-being

• Types of friends

• Having friends - 
• what is a good 
• friend?

• Keeping friends

• Maintaining 
• friendships

• When things
• go wrong

• Online safety, 
• friendships 
• and bullying

• Social influences 
• and social media

FRIENDS
FRIENDSHIP

FAMILY
PROFESSIONALS

RSE Jigsaw



USEFUL RESOURCES



WHAT NEEDS TO HAPPEN

The best practice guidelines should be used to enable health and other 
professionals to develop, implement and evaluate RSE programmes specific 
to the needs of children and young people with intellectual disabilities. 

All RSE programmes need to be developed and delivered around clearly 
defined learning aims, objectives and outcomes.

A formal evaluation of the impact and outcomes achieved as a result 
of participation in a RSE programme should be undertaken.



NEXT STEPS

Funding has been received from the Medical Research Council, 
Public Health Intervention Development (MRC PHIND) and 
the Northern Ireland Research and Development Fund to: 

Co-develop a RSE programme for children and young people 
with intellectual disabilities

Test the acceptability of this programme with children 
and young people, parents and teachers

Develop a future funding proposal to test the feasibility 
and e�ectiveness of the newly developed programme.
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THANK YOU
The study report 
IT’S MY LIFE - 
MAKING IT OUR REALITY 
can be accessed here:
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