
Relationships Education in primary schools 
and Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) in 
secondary schools will be compulsory in England 
from September 2020. The statutory Government 
guidance ‘Relationships education, relationships 
and sex education (RSE) and health education’ 
(2019) frames considerations for disabled pupils 
and pupils with special educational needs (SEN) 
within the Equality Act 2010 and the Children and 
Families Act 2014. 

This short guide is designed as a starting point 
for schools wanting to review their RSE provision 
for disabled pupils and those with SEN to ensure 
accessibility and quality. It includes answers to 
frequently asked questions, practical top tips and 
signposting to further resources. 

RSE for disabled pupils and pupils with 
special educational needs 

All children are entitled to Relationships and 

Sex Education. This entitlement is enshrined in 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child 

which establishes that all young people have 

the same right to enjoy their sexuality within 

the highest attainable standard of health, free 

of coercion and violence, and to access quality 

sexuality education and sexual health services.

Before we start…

In practice there is a significant overlap 
between disabled pupils and pupils with 
special educational needs (SEN) and 
throughout this guide we refer to ‘pupils 
with SEND.’ However, it is important to bear 
in mind the diversity of pupils and there 
should be no assumption even that pupils 
with a particular type of disability or need 
should be taught in the same way as each 
other. Teaching of any subject should be 
tailored to remove barriers and meet the 
needs of the individual pupils being taught; 
for disabled pupils and pupils with SEN, 
it is therefore all the more important that 
reasonable adjustments to teaching are 
informed by parents and pupils themselves.         

For pupils with more significant needs, 
their particular RSE needs may helpfully 
be assessed as part of an Education 
Health Care (EHC) needs assessment, with 
provision to meet those needs set out in 
their EHC plan. 

For pupils who already have an EHC plan, 
specific consideration of their RSE needs 
may helpfully be provided at annual review.
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Q: What should RSE cover? 

Relationships and sex education (RSE) is learning 
about the emotional, social and physical aspects 
of growing up, relationships, sex, human sexuality 
and sexual health. It should equip children and 
young people with the information, skills and 
positive values to have safe, fulfilling relationships, 
to enjoy their sexuality and to take responsibility 
for their sexual health and well-being.

The statutory Government guidance 
‘Relationships education, relationships and sex 
education (RSE) and health education’ (2019) 
sets out what pupils should know by the end 
of primary school and by the end of secondary 
school. It also emphasises that high quality 
teaching that is differentiated and personalised is 
key to accessibility of RSE for pupils with SEND. 

When planning RSE for pupils with SEND it is 
important to work towards accessible provision of 
the content set out in the Government guidance, 
but it can also be helpful to think about four 
interconnected areas of learning:  

-	 Personal care and hygiene
-	 Relationships and sex education
-	 Appropriate behaviour, including 
addressing sexualised behaviour
-	 Safeguarding

By placing these areas at the heart of your 
curriculum and reinforcing messages throughout 
the day, a wide range of educational and social 
benefits will be derived.

Q: When does RSE start for pupils with SEND? 

As with all pupils, RSE for pupils with SEND 
should be part of life-long learning and begin at 
reception/school entry and continue throughout 
formal education and beyond. Start with core 
concepts such as public and private, using 
correct terms for private parts of the body, an 
understanding of rights relating to our bodies, 
rules relating to touch, positive friendships, 
respect and consent.

Appropriate RSE should be provided for pupils at 
all levels of development. 

Q: What is the most effective model of delivery for 
RSE with pupils with SEND? 

RSE is most effective when delivered through a 
whole school approach.

For pupils with SEND, this means working 
continuously through informal opportunities as 
well as the formal RSE curriculum. For example, 
when pupils are queuing for lunch there is an 
opportunity to reinforce learning about personal 
boundaries. All staff should be actively involved 
in offering consistent messages around RSE, 
e.g. teaching assistants, lunchtime supervisors, 
drivers, travel guides. 

Pupils will learn from the way staff react in 
everyday situations and interactions such as 
those concerned with consent or privacy e.g. a 
matter of fact tone of voice and calm reaction to 
a situation can be helpful, for example where a 
pupil is touching or rubbing their own genitalia 
directly or through clothes in public. It is also 
helpful for the response from staff to be linked 
to RSE learning and school codes of behaviour. 
There are many ways to link with other parts of 
the curriculum and school day too, for example, 
through playground rules, Anti-Bullying Week, 
displays about puberty and e-safety initiatives. 

Q: What is different about RSE for pupils with 
SEND?

In essence the curriculum and topics covered are 
similar to RSE with mainstream pupils however, 
the pace and detail of topics may be different 
and pupils may need lots of support to generalise 
their learning outside of RSE lessons and 
support to personalise the learning to their own 
relationships, behaviours and maturation. It may 
be appropriate to revisit topics more frequently 
with pupils with SEND to support ‘overlearning’ 
(i.e. practising and embedding the new skills, 
so the learner retains the learning beyond the 
initial success and develops mastery) for new and 
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abstract topics. 

Government guidance acknowledges that there 
may be a need for schools to tailor content and 
teaching to meet the specific needs of pupils at 
different developmental stages. The guidance 
also acknowledges the greater vulnerability to 
bullying, exploitation and other issues for pupils 
with SEND. For example, older pupils at an earlier 
level of development are more vulnerable and 
therefore have greater need to be informed and 
supported in RSE.

We recommend caution in omitting content, 
encouraging teachers of learners with SEND to 
differentiate teaching to developmental ability 
wherever possible, rather than limit the topics 
covered. 

Q: What about RSE for pupils with SEND in 
mainstream education?

Pupils with SEND in mainstream schools may 
need additional support to make sense of RSE 
lessons, sometimes separate small group sessions 
or individual work can help, especially since 
aspects of their maturity may lag behind their 
peers. It may be appropriate to offer additional 
small group sessions for pupils with SEND which 
allow for questions and discussion that might be 
challenging or increase the risk of bullying in a 
usual class format.

Q: What about ‘High Functioning’ pupils with 
Autistic Spectrum Conditions?

Sometimes RSE needs for pupils with Autistic 
Spectrum Conditions in mainstream schools 
can be overlooked, their academic capabilities 
masking their social and emotional needs. 
Although they may understand the concrete 
information, work about relationships, consent 
and understanding risk and coercion can be 
very challenging for some young people on the 
spectrum. Individual sessions or small group 
provision in addition to mainstream classes can be 
beneficial to address this. 

There is likely to be a higher incidence of 
‘social masking’ and this should be taken in to 
consideration when evaluating the effectiveness 
of teaching and whether pupils have understood 
the nuances of social and appropriate intimate 
relationships. 

Q: What about pupils with a physical disability?

Physical disability may impact on every aspect of 
an individual’s life including how they socialise, 

develop relationships and have sex. Pupils with 
physical disability may have to find different 
ways to communicate, take part in learning and 
everyday activities: including making friends and 
socialising with others. They may have anxiety 
about a different body shape or image, worry 
about how their body works and what others 
may think. They may have additional worries or 
questions about puberty, how they can have sex 
and whether they can have children. They may 
not have the opportunity to talk about these 
things with others with similar needs. 

It is important that these pupils have access to 
RSE alongside their peers as well as additional 
opportunities to explore questions that the 
RSE curriculum may raise for them.  These 
conversations should take place in a safe 
space with a trusted and informed adult with 
access to appropriate, high quality information 
and resources specific to their needs and 
requirements. Sometimes it may be helpful if 
medical advice is sought by the family and shared 
as appropriate with the school to aid the planning 
and delivery of RSE with the consent of the young 
person.   

Q: Is RSE relevant for pupils with Profound and 
Multiple Learning Disabilities (PMLD)?

Yes, pupils with PMLD have a right to good quality 
RSE that provides a curriculum differentiated to 
cater for their range of needs and abilities. The 
Encountering and Foundation stages of the PSHE 
Association Planning Framework for pupils with 
SEND offers a useful guide. 
Whilst capacity to consent may be an issue for 
some pupils with PMLD it is important that their 
lived experience reflects good RSE principles. 
Consent may be experienced by a pupil with 
PMLD when a teacher leaves time following a 
request, for example saying and demonstrating 
‘I would like to move you in your wheelchair to 
your desk’ and then waiting a moment when a 
pupil may indicate readiness before the teacher 
completes the action. 

Privacy can be experienced by the pupil in 
how the teaching assistant supports individual 
personal care, they can narrate their actions e.g. ‘I 
am closing the curtain to make this space private, 
I am helping you because I am your key worker, I 
am cleaning your vulva/penis in private’ so topics 
such as public/private, accurate naming of body 
parts and safeguarding are all experienced by the 
pupil, contextualised and repeated daily. 

Pupils with PMLD are exposed to greater 
incidences of personal touch and although 
they may not comprehend the difference it 
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is our responsibility to ensure that we foster 
an environment of respect, safe routine and 
transparency when undertaking personal 
care routines – so that they can develop an 
understanding of appropriate practices.  

Changes of behaviour during intimate routines can 
be an indicator of negative experiences.

Q. How can parents and carers be involved in RSE?

Working in partnership with parents and carers is 
a very important strand of effective RSE. Parents 
of pupils with SEND may face challenging issues 
at home that are relevant to RSE. Parents will 
appreciate information about what school is 
providing in RSE and may value opportunities for 
further discussion and support.  Young people 
with additional needs say that they want more 
parental involvement in RSE so that they can 
continue their learning at home. 

Working in partnership with parents also helps to 
achieve consistency across home and school and 
can contribute to parents positively supporting 
their child’s independence and successful journey 
to adulthood. Even a simple act of pupils making 
and taking home a private sign for a bathroom or 
bedroom may contribute to parents reflecting on 
their child’s need for privacy as they mature. 

Parents’ meetings and EHC plan meetings are also 
a useful opportunity to recognise such shared 
needs and to prepare them and their children for 
puberty. Involving parents also enables greater 
understanding about families’ cultural and faith 

perspectives and their relevance to RSE.   

Q: How do we differentiate RSE according to 
need? 

A well-planned, age and stage-appropriate 
curriculum for RSE is essential. For some pupils 
with SEND, additional individual planning and 
focus may also be needed. This can be done 
using planning tools such as the PSHE Association 
Planning Framework for pupils with SEND. 

Sometimes it is useful to think about maturity 
rather than chronological age, and also to factor 
in physical maturity which may be ahead of 
emotional or social maturity.  It is important 
that all pupils are prepared for puberty, and this 
may require some individualised support and 
potentially some single gender work to learn 
about the more intimate aspects of personal 
hygiene and sexual development. It is important 
to ensure that RSE is appropriate to the pupils’ 
maturity, social understanding and interest in the 
subject, tailoring the delivery to support them to 
fully access the learning. 

Q. How can we use RSE to tackle challenging 
sexualised behaviours?

The core concepts in RSE need to be embedded 
and reinforced from an early age. Pupils need to 
acquire knowledge of consent, appropriate touch, 
boundaries and public and private. Proactive RSE 
teaching can be a significant part of addressing a 
range of behaviour support needs e.g. respecting 

What can teachers do in RSE lessons?

This easy read information was created by Richard Lawrence, a project support assistant at Mencap, based on his lived 
experience of having a learning disability. It reflects feedback and insight from a range of people with a learning disability and 
their supporters.

•	 Use accessible words
•	 Do not use jargon words or difficult phrases 
•	 Do not use slang words
•	 Speak slowly and clearly
•	 Break information down
•	 Go at a slow pace
•	 Give breaks
•	 Keeping checking child’s understanding
•	 Give examples
•	 Give extra time
•	 Do not patronise
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boundaries and privacy, public and private 
behaviours and places, alongside the usual 
behaviour management strategies to ensure the 
safety and dignity of pupils. 

RSE is valuable in tackling an individual pupil’s 
sexualised behaviour in school. For example 
discussion is necessary regarding sexual 
behaviours which would be inappropriate in 
school, but may be healthy and safe in the 
appropriate context, e.g. masturbation in the 
classroom versus in the learner’s bedroom in 
private. Strategies can be shared with home to 
support parents and carers to help them deal 
with the issues that present at home and ensure a 
consistent response. 

Q. How can we ensure RSE is inclusive for pupils 
with SEND?

Ensure all resources and images used are inclusive 
of all pupils e.g. including those in wheelchairs, 
or wearing hearing aids – as a general rule in 
both mainstream and SEND provision, not just 
when a pupil in a wheelchair is in the RSE class. 
This should be part of your general inclusive 
approach to RSE (and in other subjects and 
whole-school) and images should represent 
SEND, LGBT+, a range of ethnicities, and all the 
protected characteristics. Your choice of images 
and characterisation should reinforce the message 
that human sexuality is a positive thing and that 
no-one is excluded from that. 
 
Materials should be available in appropriate 
learning media including tactile diagrams and 
physical materials when required.

Be aware of language used in RSE and ensure 
that it is inclusive, for example don’t talk about 
‘jumping into bed’ which may be a confusing use 
of language for pupils on the autism spectrum 
and may exclude people with mobility issues. 
Again, reflect on inclusivity of language across the 
protected characteristics not just in terms of SEN 
and disability, e.g. using the phrase ‘most girls / 
boys’ rather than ‘all’ when describing puberty 
and body changes, to support LGBT+ inclusivity.

Follow up sessions may be used with smaller 
groups to personalise the learning from RSE 
group lessons. This may be targeted small group 
sessions, 1-1 as appropriate, or referrals to specific 
support staff. 
The provisions of the Equalities Act mean that 
positive action can and should be taken, to 
address particular disadvantages affecting one 
group because of a protected characteristic. 
Government RSE guidance highlights that ‘some 

pupils are more vulnerable to exploitation, 
bullying and other issues due to the nature of 
their SEND’, and that  ‘Relationships Education and 
RSE can also be particularly important subjects 
for some pupils; for example those with Social, 
Emotional and Mental Health needs or learning 
disabilities’.

TOP TIPS  

The following practical tips can make a big 
contribution to RSE teaching with SEND pupils 
that is effective, safe and enjoyable for both 
pupils and staff.

Getting started: the whole-school approach

•	 Establish early partnership with parents/ 
carers. These early partnerships are crucial in 
delivering consistent, clear messages to pupils 
and supporting family engagement with RSE.  

•	 Identify and support a core group of 
committed staff who can deliver RSE, support 
each other and work together on individual 
needs and group programmes. Take time to 
work with staff around their values relating to 
RSE, including addressing any concerns about 
age appropriateness and differentiating for 
learners’ needs and abilities

•	 Agree your vocabulary as a school first. Once 
agreed within the staff group and governors 
and is established as a school policy this 
vocabulary can be communicated to everyone, 
consistently reinforced and explanations given 
when needed.  

•	 Always use correct language for private body 
parts.  If only learning one word, make it one 
widely used, acceptable and understandable 
to all. Remember that patterns and language 
that are first learned can remain for life. For 
example, if a family word is learned for referring 
to genitalia at home, some pupils may struggle 
to understand that there can be another word 
that is used in more formal circumstances. If 
a child does use a family word, it is important 
to give the proper name as well, to avoid 
any misunderstanding. This is important for 
safeguarding.  

•	 Identify effective curriculum models for 
general delivery but also recognise that 
work often responds to an individual’s needs, 
specifically focused and planned. 

•	 Listen to children and young people – identify 
their needs and create a balance alongside 
understanding the perspectives of families. 
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Curriculum planning and taking the long view 

•	 Recognise that RSE for pupils with SEND works 
by building layers of learning that are reinforced 
through repetition. When one fact or skill is 
learned, build this learning into next concept/
topic and repeat the sequence again

•	 Revisit the topics at different times and ages 
e.g. public and private, or consent for Year 1, 
6, 9 and 11 or at their level of learning and find 
opportunities to keep practising the key skills

•	 Look for opportunities to work on topics 
in parallel. E.g. public and private, body 
development and function, appropriate 
behaviour.

•	 Incorporate cross-curricular RSE messages into 
other subjects to support overlearning.

•	 Plan in repetition as pupils will need this and be 
happy to tell you or show what they know.

Have you considered?

Have RSE as a section on annual reviews with 
parents from the outset. Focus initially on 
personal care, then later on puberty, relationships 
and sexuality. 

achieve a supportive atmosphere
•	 Take a steady, regular, matter of fact approach. 

Be responsive and adapt to the group’s energy, 
their need for processing time and their 
engagement. 

Teaching methods that work

•	 Value fun, engaging techniques that ensure RSE 
is memorable and can be recalled, these also 
help to lessen embarrassment

•	 Use a range of resources; visual, tactile, audio, 
consider using real life props e.g. shavers, 
tampons, deodorant, clothes

•	 Employ whole group activities such as Circle 
Time to create safe, welcoming spaces for 
every pupil to contribute and be heard

•	 Use different techniques to reinforce one topic 
e.g. a game, a story, a picture, where possible 
use an ‘all channels’ approach; see it, hear it and 
do it.

•	 When answering questions, if you are not 
certain what the person is asking, seek 
clarification. The young person may be 
struggling with their understanding of social 
situations or wider concepts 

•	 Use simple and straightforward language, key 
words, phrases and concepts that are repeated 
regularly and used outside of lessons, ideally 
with a clear supporting visual cue.

•	 Have displays and resources up in school such 
as the ‘ask before you touch’ rule in class and 
displays about positive friendships around 
school

•	 Seek advice from specialist SEND staff such as 
teacher of the deaf / multi-sensory or vision 
impaired, about inclusion and accessibility 
strategies too 

Approaches for dealing with RSE questions, issues 
or inappropriate behaviour

•	 Use a matter of fact approach and voice
•	 Remain calm and do not become ‘jokey’ 
•	 Be consistent e.g. in your use of language and 

key messages
•	 Recognise the importance of being age 

appropriate
•	 Find an appropriate, if necessary private, space 

to respond to a pupil
•	 Focus on answering the question asked/raised
•	 Clarify what the person is asking if that is not 

Safety, structure and group work

•	 Use distancing techniques to provide the 
opportunity to address current pupil issues 
through story, role play, games and video clips

•	 Create and nurture a safe learning environment; 
pupils need to feel staff are confident and able 
to deal with the topics and issues raised. Set 
guidelines for working together, have a clear 
start and end to sessions, be ready to close 
down inappropriate conversations and respond 
to disclosures or challenging questions.  

•	 Staff can demonstrate or model RSE skills, staff 
need to keep to the guidelines for working 
together and model appropriate relationships 
and communication with each other and with 
pupils 

•	 Value the power of peer to peer learning, for 
example using the group as a place for pupils 
to practise skills and try out new ways of 
behaving. Encourage interactions and work to 
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clear, and check that the learner feels that their 
question has been answered.

•	 Remind pupils they can discuss personal 
questions or tell you things after the lesson if 
that feels more appropriate

•	 Be clear about limits on confidentiality and 
respect pupil’s privacy

•	 You can take time to give an answer e.g. ‘Let 
me have a think about that and we’ll talk about 
it later’

•	 Try not to discuss the issue using yourself or 
a member of your family as an example. Use 
distancing techniques e.g. ‘This body change 
happens to most girls when they grow up’

•	 Discuss issues with colleagues if you need 
support. It’s OK to ask for help to deal with 
an RSE issue or behaviour and discussion with 
colleagues helps ensure consistent approaches

•	 Ensure your response is in line with the school 
RSE policy

•	 Be aware of the safeguarding policy and 
procedure if the issue raises such concerns

Supporting pupils with SEND in mainstream 
schools

The majority of pupils with SEND attend 
mainstream schools. They have a wide range of 
needs and teaching should be tailored to those 
needs. Much of the guidance above is relevant.
Here are some additional considerations for staff 
delivering RSE in mixed ability groups, particularly 
in mainstream. 
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Further resources
•	 Sex Education Forum (2020) RSE 

resources list – SEND 
•	 PSHE Association (2020) Planning 

Framework for pupils with SEND
•	 Image in Action
•	 Department for Education (2019) 

Relationships education, relationships 
and sex education and health education – 
statutory guidance 

•	 Sex Education Forum training courses and 
webinars

•	 Mencap

Have you checked that: 
•	 Inclusion and diversity are valued by the 

school and that this is clearly stated and 
visually apparent

•	 Resources include reference to and visual 
representation of pupils with additional 
needs

•	 All lessons use methods that are helpful 
for pupils with SEND, e.g. stories, 
dramaand role play

•	 Resources are differentiated to cater for 
learners with additional needs

•	 Clear visual techniques are used in all 
lessons – these will benefit everyone

•	 Straightforward explanations and 
language ensure clarity for everyone, and 
euphemisms are avoided

•	 There is opportunity for pupils to ask 
questions discreetly or receive additional 
explanations or support if required

•	 Support staff such as teaching assistants 
are trained and comfortable to support 
pupils with SEND on RSE issues

https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/resources/teaching-resources/rse-resources-list-send

https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/resources/teaching-resources/rse-resources-list-send

https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/resources/pshe-education-planning-framework-pupils-send
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/resources/pshe-education-planning-framework-pupils-send
http://www.imageinaction.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/relationships-education-relationships-and-sex-education-rse-and-health-education  
https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/training-and-consultancy
https://www.sexeducationforum.org.uk/training-and-consultancy
http://www.mencap.org.uk/sexandrelationships

