CHAPTER 11

Healthy Relationships
and Sexuality

Goal for this Chapter
 To learn about healthy relationships for your child with a disability.

What You will Find in this Chapter
 Information about:
• Helping your child understand different types of relationships
• Learning more about social and relationship “boundaries”
• Ways to help your child understand puberty
• Activities to help your child prevent abuse and exploitation
• Ideas for helping your child to develop relationships and friendships
 A List of Additional Resources

 In the past, many people with disabilities were denied opportunities to learn about
healthy relationships and sexuality. People with disabilities were seen as being asexual and
some people were routinely sterilized.
 It is now recognized that people with disabilities have the same desires and feelings as do other people.
 People with disabilities are more likely to be abused than people who do not have a disability.
Sexuality and abuse prevention education is one important way to help keep people safe.
 More information is now available to assist families and others to teach people who
have a disability about healthy relationships and sexuality.
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Introduction
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Building healthy relationships is important for all of us. Our relationships give our lives meaning
and provide us a sense of belonging and connection. Our lives are enriched when we develop a
number of types of relationships, and in particular, close relationships with people we love and
care about.
Your child will hopefully have an opportunity to develop many different types of
relationships. This includes relationships with family members, friends, romantic partners,
acquaintances, and so on. Each of these relationships will bring your child different experiences.
The relationships your child has will change from time to time. He or she will get to know
different people in a variety of circumstances. Relationships will change when your child changes
and as he or she learns more about other people.
This is a complex issue that involves many different considerations including ensuring that
your child’s relationships are healthy, identifying ways that your child can learn about “social
boundaries” and what is or is not acceptable in relationships, and finding ways to help your
child develop friendships in a world that still sees differences between people with and without
disabilities.
NBACL has developed an extensive guide called Friendships, Feelings, Futures: Relating to
Myself and Others that explores these and many other issues relating to relationships (including
sexuality). This guide contains many learning activities that may be helpful to your child. A few of
these activities are reviewed in this chapter. If you would like more information about this issue
please contact NBACL.
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Helping Your Child Understand
Different Types of Relationships

It will be important that
your child learns and
understands as much as
possible about different
types of relationships. For
example, if your child is
quick to hug people he or
she does not know well,
then he or she will need
to learn about “social
boundaries” and what
actions are appropriate
in different types of
relationships.

Relationships are about the kinds of connections we have
with other people. For most of us, our connections with
others involve a range of relationships and interactions. With
some people, our connection is very strong. Our bonds with
these people often involve love and affection, and sometimes
intimacy. At the other end of the spectrum are people with
whom we have no personal connection. These are people we
do not know. In between the two are people with whom we
have some connection and with whom we may share common
interests, goals or activities.
Within our range of relationships, the ways in which we
interact with people will differ. What we say to other people,
how we touch one another, and how much we trust others will
vary greatly depending on the kinds of relationships we have.
It will be important that your child learns and understands as much as possible about
different types of relationships. For example, if your child is quick to hug people he or she does
not know well, then he or she will need to learn about “social boundaries” and what actions are
appropriate in different types of relationships.

Activities for Exploring Different Types of Relationships

This activity uses the Circles I: Intimacy and Relationships training program published by the
James Stanfield Publishing Company in the United States. Circles is an easy-to-follow and
engaging learning program. The Circles program comes with training videos and a manual
as well as a large floor or wall mat that depicts the spectrum of relationships using coloured
spaces on concentric circles. Unfortunately, the training videos and manual are available only
in English. The floor mat and the instruction activities can be used with other languages once a
trainer understands the learning concepts and activities.
The Circles program was designed to offer relationship education to people who have
difficulties learning or who learn best through interactive learning opportunities. The Circles
training program is, however, useful for all learners, particularly pre-teen and adolescent learners.
In addition, the Circles program is flexible. People who use it can personalize lessons to address
the specific learning requirements of an individual.
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Circles Training
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The Circles Concept
The Circles program teaches about personal space and boundaries
within different types of relationships. It uses a series of different
coloured circles that represent people with whom we have either a
close relationship (such as family or a romantic partner) or a more
distant relationship (such as acquaintances or strangers). A sample
Circle reference can be found at the end of this chapter.
The centre circle represents the self (private purple circle) and
each new coloured circle “represents behaviours, feelings and actions appropriate to the distance
from the centre or self” (Champagne and Walker-Hirsch, 1993). For the various phases of the
Circles program, learners are introduced to a variety of relationships that are depicted as people
who can be located within one of the coloured circles. Within the range of relationships, those with
whom we have the closest connection are in the circles close to us. People with whom we have little
or no connection are located in the circles that are farther away. Thus, close family members and
romantic partners are in our closest circle from the centre and extended family members, friends,
acquaintances, helpers and strangers can be found in the circles that move further away from us.
In addition, the circles concept offers the following principles of autonomy and action as we
relate to people with whom we have a variety of types of relationships:
• You are the most important person in your world.
• No one touches you unless you want to be touched.
• You do not touch anyone unless they want to be touched.
• There are very few people who hug you and who you hug-your mother or father,
girlfriend or boyfriend (sweetheart).
• There are a few more people you give far away hugs to (that is, a friendly but not
intimate hug) such as your friend on a special occasion.
• You shake hands with acquaintances when you are introduced to someone.
• You wave to children and nod to people with familiar faces.
• You have business touch with community helpers (such as doctors and dentists).
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• You do not touch strangers.
• Strangers do not touch you.
• You decide who can touch you – you decide when to say “STOP” and when to walk
away. (Champagne and Walker-Hirsch, 1993)

Touch, Talk and Trust
One of the most important aspects of the Circles program involves the outline of the nature of
what we say, how we touch one another and how much we trust others (talk, touch and trust)
within the context of different types of relationships. For example, close family members that are
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Finding Circles
Some schools or school districts have the Circles program and are willing to use it to help
teach children with disabilities about relationships. If your child is still in school, check to see if
Circles is available in your district. Alternatively, NBACL has a copy and can arrange to provide
training. If you cannot find a copy, you may be able to teach the ideas and concepts by drawing
ever-widening circles on a large piece of paper.
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within our “blue hug” circle are people we touch in a loving but non-romantic way; people we
can talk to about personal topics and people we usually trust fully. Conversely, someone who is a
stranger to us would not be a person with whom we would talk, touch or trust (unless the stranger
is an identified “helper” and was providing us some type of assistance).

Learning More about Social and Relationship “Boundaries”
Understanding social and relationship boundaries is crucial for many reasons:
• It provides the basis for acting in ways that are considered socially appropriate. In this
sense, social and relationship boundaries provide us with guidelines for talking and acting
in ways that will encourage other people to accept us as part of the community.
• It is important for developing and maintaining healthy relationships. People are more
likely willing to get to know and spend time with us if we act in ways that are respectful.
This means knowing what we can and cannot do in the context of our relationships.
• It informs us of our own rights to be treated respectfully and with dignity. This means that
we have a strong sense of our personal space and the right to control our own bodies.

Activities for Learning about Privacy and Distinguishing Between
Public and Private Activities, Places, and Body Parts
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Another key part of learning about social and relationship boundaries is developing an
understanding of privacy and learning the difference between public and private activities, places
and body parts. On the following pages there are a few activities that you or others (such as a
teacher) can use with your child.
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1. Reviewing Public and Private Places
The activities can be used to help your child understand the difference between public
and private places. These activities can be used at home or as part of your child’s
learning plan at school:
• Defining Public and Private Places.
Talk about public and private places as follows:
f Public places are places in which we are likely to be with or see other
people;
f Private places are places in which we are usually by ourselves or
alone.
• Charting Public and Private Places.
Ask your child to think about places that are usually public and places that are
usually private. On a large sheet of paper, make a chart with two columns, one
labeled “Public Places” and another labeled “Private Places.” Ask your child to give
examples of places under each column. If your child is unsure if a place is public
or private (or if it could be both) make a third column for these examples. For
individuals who have difficulty reading, use drawings, pictures or other symbols.
• Picture Sorting Activity.
f Collect magazine pictures of places (both indoors and outdoors, both
with people in them and without people in them. A good source for
room pictures is furniture store advertising).
f Ask your child to look at the pictures and label them as public,
private or sometimes public and sometimes private places. Pictures
can be sorted into piles or taped to two ends on a wall or on a large
sheet of paper with unclear pictures in the middle.
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f For greater clarity and comprehension, use the picture sorting
activity to talk about public and private places within your home.
Normally, our own homes would be considered to be private places,
but when we live with other people, some of the rooms may be
public places and others may be private places. Using pictures of
different rooms in a home, ask your child to identify which rooms
are private places and which rooms are public places. Point out that
in most homes, the private places are the bathrooms and bedrooms.
We make these places private when we close the door. We respect
people’s privacy when we knock on closed doors and are invited to
come in (or told not to come in).
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2. Reviewing Public and Private Activities
• Defining Public and Private Places.
Talk about public and private places as follows:
f Public activities are things we usually do with other people or when
other people are around us or can see us.
f Private activities are things we usually do by ourselves (when we are
alone). Sometimes, we do private activities with another person.
• Charting Public and Private Activities.
Ask your child to think about activities that are usually public and activities
that are usually private. On a large sheet of paper, make a chart with two
columns, one to list “public activities” and one to list “private activities.” Ask
your child to give examples of activities under each column. Examples of
private activities can include going to the bathroom, taking a bath or shower,
taking all our clothes off, adjusting our underwear and so on. Depending on
your child’s age, you may also wish to include masturbation or touching our
genitals and sexual activity with another person (including touching another
person’s genitals, sexual intercourse or passionate kissing).
3. Reviewing Private Body Parts
• Define Private Body Parts.
Describe private body parts as the parts of our bodies that are covered by our
underwear or bathing suits. These parts are the breasts, vulva and buttocks
on females, and the penis, testicles and buttocks on males. For further
clarification, provide your child with the following information:

f As people get older, expectations about covering body parts change. For
example, little girls may not consider breasts to be a private body part,
but older girls and women do consider these to be private body parts and
keep this area covered when in public places. Also, babies and toddlers
may be seen without clothes on in public places (for example, at a beach)
but this is not considered appropriate for older children and adults.
f When people get older (usually when they are adults) they may
decide to share a private part of their body with a romantic partner.
This should only happen when both people agree to share and if they
are in a private place.
11.9
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f When we are in public places, we wear clothing that covers our
bodies. Usually, most of our bodies are covered in public places, but
our private body parts are always kept covered. The one exception
is changing rooms and showers at public gyms and swimming pools
(where private changing areas are not available).
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• Identification and Brainstorming Activity.
Present your child with a list of different places and ask him or her to identify
what parts of the body should be covered when we are in these places. For further
clarification, ask your child to identify what kind of clothing we would normally
wear in these places. Note that when we are in a public place such as a school or
movie theatre, we wear more clothing over our underwear (even though underwear
covers our private parts, it is not enough in many public places).
The list should involve some discussion about confusing places such as a
public changing room that does not have private cubicles and a doctor’s office.
Have your child discuss and brainstorm covering our bodies in the following
places (you may wish to add others):
f Shopping mall
f At the beach
f At school
f In a movie theatre
f At a party (or perhaps a pool party)
f At a public changing room at a gymnasium or swimming pool
f At a doctor’s office (in the waiting room and on the examining table)
f At home, while in the bathroom
f At home, while standing in front of a window from which people
who are outside can see you
• Brainstorming Activity.
Discuss with your child when it is okay for someone to see your private parts.
The answers may differ, depending on the age of the learners. Some answers
may include:
f When our parents helped us bathe or get dressed when we were
younger.
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f When we are having a physical exam by a doctor (sometimes a nurse
is also present).
f When we are having a gynaecological exam by a doctor (sometimes a
nurse is also present).
f When we are in a public changing area (at a swimming pool or
gymnasium) and there are no private places for changing or showering.
f When we are with a romantic partner as an adult and we both agree
to share our private parts with each other.
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f Ask your child to determine if the doll is a boy or girl (or man or
woman). If your child does not know, show him or her how you can
tell. Pretend with your child that the doll wants to go shopping. To
make it interactive, have your child decide what the doll would like
to buy. When the doll is naked, ask if the doll can go to the store.
Explain that the doll, like people, must wear clothes because other
people will see her in the store as a public place.
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• Dressing a Doll Activity.
This activity is recommended by Schwier and Hingsburger (see the Additional
Resource list at the end of the chapter). This is an excellent activity that parents
can do with their young children. For this activity, you will need male and
female dolls with removable clothing. It is recommended that you use
anatomically realistic dolls (such as Teach-A-Bodies) and use the following
steps:

f Put on the doll’s underwear. Ask if she is now ready to go to the
store. Why not? Although she has covered up her private parts with
clothes, these underclothes are private clothes and not for everyone
to see.

• At-Home Learning Activity.
This is another activity recommended by Schwier and Hingsburger to teach the
concepts of public and private. For early learners or for individuals who have
difficulty understanding concepts, the authors recommend simplifying the
concepts and using visual cues so as to remind the learner of “privacy rules.”
Families can use the following steps:
f Separate your child’s clothing into public and private drawers. Mark
each with a symbol – for example a picture of an open door for
public and a closed door for private. Another symbol is the use of
red tape for private and green tape for public. It is recommended
that families not use a happy face for public and a sad face for private
because their child may assume that private means sad or mad.
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f Put “outside” clothes on the doll, such as shirts, pants, dresses, hats
and shoes. Explain to your child that these are the kind of clothes
we wear in public places. You may wish to extend the learning by
teaching your child what kind of clothes should be worn for different
seasons, different temperatures, weather conditions and different
social events.
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f Next, on the doors of the public rooms of the home, place the public
symbol. On the private rooms, place the private symbol. Explain to your
child that in public rooms, we wear public clothing. When we are in
private rooms, it is okay just to have our underwear on, or no clothing
at all. When we are doing private things like getting dressed, using the
toilet, taking a bath, we usually close the door to our private rooms.

SEXCESS
NBACL supports individuals with an intellectual disability in achieving healthy sexuality and in
developing positive relationships. NBACL staff are trained in “Sexcess” facilitation. NBACL
facilitators can help parents who are struggling with a particular challenges related to sexuality
and healthy relationships by providing one-on-one support with your son or daughter. This
includes coaching on issues such as self-esteem, basic sexuality, boundaries, healthy vs unhealthy
relationships and abuse prevention. NBACL may also be able to connect families to other
resources that may help address these and other issues. To learn more about Sexcess facilitation
for your son or daughter, please contact the NBACL main office at 1-866-622-2548.
NBACL also delivers Sexcess workshops at various times throughout the year. This three
day workshop gives participants the tools necessary to support an individual with or without an
intellectual disability in understanding boundaries and healthy relationships, self-esteem, puberty,
dating and romantic relationships, recognizing sexual exploitation and abuse and much more.
The training is based on NBACL’s publication Friendships, Feelings and Futures: Relating to
Myself and Others. Upcoming workshops will be announced in the events section of the NBACL
website: www.nbacl.nb.ca.

Helping Your Child Understand Puberty
Puberty is an important time of transition and change for everyone. Being aware of these changes and what
they mean can help make puberty a positive time rather than a confusing one. Here is some information and
activities that you can use with your child to help him or her to better understand puberty.
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• Using pictures or illustrations that show people in different life stages, talk about puberty
being a time of change for all people. Puberty means that we are “growing up” and are
changing from a child into an adult. (NBACL has illustrations that can help with this
discussion. If you would like to get copies of these illustrations contact the NBACL office).
• Note that the changes we experience during puberty are gradual – that is, they happen over
a period of 4 to 5 years.
• Note that people can begin puberty at different ages, and that girls usually begin puberty
earlier than boys. For girls puberty usually begins between the ages of 9 and 11. For boys,
puberty usually begins between the ages of 10 and 12. Some people may begin puberty at a
later age, which is normal.
11.12

• Use pictures or illustrations which show some of the physical changes that happen from
childhood to adulthood. These physical changes include:

CHAPTER 11: Healthy Relationships and Sexuality

• As an activity, ask your child to identify some of the main changes that occur during
puberty for boys and girls. Assist your child to identify which changes happen only to girls,
only to boys, and to both boys and girls. Write two lists on a large sheet of paper with the
headings “Male/Boy” and “Female/Girl.” After the brainstorming exercise, assist your child
to identify any missing information or any incorrect information. Make sure you stress that
these changes are normal for everyone.

f Increases in height (males and females)
f Broadening of shoulders (usually more in males)
f Broadening of hips (usually more in females)
f Development of pubic hair (males and females)
f Development of facial hair (males)
f Development of larger breasts (females and, to some extent, males)
f Development of larger genitals (males and females)
Stress again that all of these changes are normal and may take four to five years to
complete.

Reviewing Menstruation

It is important that people
be assisted to understand
that the monthly discharge
of blood that begins during
puberty is a normal activity
for females and is not
dangerous.

• Introducing the Vocabularly
Introduce your child to the following words and their meanings:
f Ovary: a storing place for human eggs
f Human eggs: very tiny cells or things that the female body uses to make babies
during reproduction. The size of the egg is about size of a dot on a piece of paper
made by a pencil or pen.
f Uterus: the place inside a female’s body in which a baby can develop or grow
from an egg.

PART 3 : Issues Through the Life Span

For females, the beginning of menstruation is a major event
in puberty. Learning about menstruation involves having
information about internal parts of the body and the words
used to describe these parts. Some people with disabilities may
have a difficult time understanding the words or the concepts.
It may be necessary, therefore, to simplify the information. It
is important that people be assisted to understand that the monthly discharge of blood that begins
during puberty is a normal activity for females and is not dangerous. On the next few pages are
some activities that you may want to use with your child.
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• What Happens During Menstruation
Using an illustration, review what happens inside a female’s body during menstruation.
(NBACL can provide a copy of an illustration – please contact the NBACL office if you
would like a copy). Depending on your child’s level of understanding, review the following
information:
f Point out the ovaries and uterus, noting to your child that these parts of the body
are inside the female’s body and cannot be seen.
f Inform your child that each female is born with many eggs that are stored or kept
inside the ovaries. At the time of puberty, the ovaries begin to release or let go of
the eggs, one at a time. This happens once each month.
f The ovaries can begin release or let go of the eggs any time between the ages of 9
and 15 or 16. For many girls, this begins to happen around the ages of 11 or 12.
f Each month, an egg travels or moves down a tube (Fallopian tube) and into the
uterus. The uterus has a lining or wall that gets thicker and fills with blood. This
happens to help a baby (called a foetus) grow inside the uterus.
f If there is no baby (or foetus) growing, the lining with the blood is not needed.
About once a month, it comes out through the vagina. This is called “having a
period” or menstruation. This process repeats itself about once each month when
there is no baby growing in the uterus.
f Most females stop menstruating or having periods between the ages of 45 and
60. This is because the ovaries stop releasing eggs into the uterus. Some females
stop menstruating earlier than age 45. If this happens, a female should talk to her
doctor.
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• Reinforcement Activity
Give your child a copy of the illustration showing the female internal reproductive parts.
Ask or assist your child to circle the ovary and draw a line with a pencil to show how the egg
moves from the ovary into the uterus. Next, ask her to colour the lining of the uterus with
a red pen or a fine tipped red marker. Next, ask or assist your child to draw a red line that
shows where the lining comes out. Also ask or assist her to retrace the red line with a pencil,
showing that the egg also comes out with the lining.
• How Does Menstruation Make Me Feel?
Point out to your child that menstruation or having your period is a very normal process.
Females may, however, experience:
f An ache or cramps in the area of the uterus before menstruation starts and also
during menstruation;
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f A feeling of being tired or more easily upset (grouchy) when menstruation is
happening.
Stress to your child that they should talk with you, another trusted adult or their doctor if
they think that there is something wrong with their menstruation.
• Menstrual Hygiene
This learning activity should be conducted with your child on a one-on-one basis or in a
group with no males present. Emphasize the private nature of menstrual hygiene. Display
and discuss menstrual supplies. Note the following information:
f Menstrual supplies are purchased in a drugstore, grocery store and some
department stores.
f One type of supply is called a sanitary napkin. This is worn outside the body, but
inside the female’s underwear or other undergarments. The napkin catches the
blood from the vagina. It is worn when the person is having her period.
f Another type of supply is called a tampon. This is inserted into the vagina to
absorb or catch the blood before it comes out. A tampon should be changed
when they are full of fluid or every 4 to 6 hours. Most girls or women use
sanitary napkins or pads when sleeping at night.
f Review when to use supplies. Note that some people use the supplies when they
think they might start their periods. Show your child that using a calendar can
be helpful in predicting when a period will start. If supplies are not being used
before a period starts, it is important to recognize when it has started (by noticing
red or blood in underwear). When this happens, start to use supplies as soon as
possible.

f Review the private nature of good menstrual hygiene. Menstrual care should be
done in a bathroom (or a cubicle of a public bathroom), with the door closed.
f Stress the fact that menstruation is a normal activity for females.
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f Model and practise disposal of menstrual supplies. Using red food colouring
and actual supplies, demonstrate the proper way to dispose of used supplies by
folding and wrapping the supplies with toilet paper. Also demonstrate where the
wrapped used supplies should be discarded. Have or assist your child practise
proper disposal. Make sure you include washing hands.
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Helping Your Child to Prevent Abuse and
Exploitation

It is a well established fact
It is a well established fact that people with disabilities are at a
greater risk of being abused (both sexually and otherwise) than that people with disabilities
are at a greater risk of being
are people who do not have a disability. This is a major issue
abused (both sexually and
that is beyond the scope of this guide to fully address. Families
otherwise) than are
have a clear role to play in helping to prevent the abuse and
people who do not have a
exploitation of their child. This section offers a few activities
disability.
that will get you started. NBACL has other information that
may be helpful to families. We encourage you to do all that you can to equip your child as best as
possible to keep safe.

Exploring Different Types of Touch and Touching Rights:
A Discussion and Brainstorming Activity
To the fullest extent possible your child should understand when it is okay to be touched and
when it is not. Use some or all of the activities below to help your child learn about touching. You
may have to modify the activities based on your child’s age and ability to understand information.
• Talk with your child about touching and how it is a very important part of our relationship
with other people. This is particularly true in our relationships with people to whom we are
close (such as close family members, good friends and romantic partners). Touch can also
be important with community helpers (such as doctors and dentists) when they do things to
help look after us.
• Review with your child the three different types of touch: fair, never fair, and confusing. As
you talk about each one, write the word on a large piece of paper. You may wish to use the
colours green (for okay), red (for never okay) and yellow (for confusing) to help learners
who will benefit from additional visual cues.
f Okay touch:
This is touch that you allow to happen and which makes you feel good and
happy.
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f Never okay touch:
This is touch that you do not give your permission to happen and that might or
might not hurt your body, or make you feel sad or ashamed. Many times, people
who do never okay touch will want to keep it a secret (not tell anyone else)
f Confusing touch:
This is touch that you are not sure about or that makes you feel worried or
uncertain. Sometimes, confusing touch can seem to feel different or wrong.
Sometimes, a touch may be okay or never okay, depending on who does it and how it
happens. Often, this will depend on whether we give our permission for the touch to
11.16

• Remind your child that different types of touching may be fair or okay in certain relationships
or with certain people. Ask your child to brainstorm about different types of touching.
Write the word “touch” on a large sheet of paper and ask for ideas about different types of
touches. You may wish to have pictures of various types of touches on hand to use as they
are mentioned or to add to the list if they are not mentioned. Alternatively, you may wish to
model some of the suggestions. Below are some touch examples that may be helpful:
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happen. For example, if a doctor touches our private parts as part of a medical examination,
this would be okay touch if we gave our permission to the doctor. However, if a stranger or
acquaintance touches our private parts without our permission, this would not be an okay
touch.

f Shaking hands
f Kissing
f Holding hands
f Hugging
f Doctor’s exam
f Slap on the face
f Punch
f Touching private parts of the body
f Tickling
f Forcing someone to have sexual intercourse
f Agreeing to have sexual intercourse with someone whom you know well and love
f No touch
• Next, talk about how to describe each of the types of touch that are identified. Are they okay,
never okay, confusing? Place an “x” through the ones that are identified as never okay.

f To be touched only in ways that are okay and respectful
f To be touched in a sexual or affectionate way only with your permission
f Never to be touched in a violent way, except by choice (like when playing a “contact
sport” such as football or hockey) and never to be touched in a way that is not okay
Ask your child to repeat the statements of touching rights out loud (you may want to do
this several times over a period of time). Remind your child that if someone touches them
in a way that is not okay, it is not your fault but the fault of the other person.
Explain that just as we have touching rights, we are also responsible for the way we touch
others.
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• Remind your child that every person has rights and responsibilities when it comes to
touching. Our rights include:
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Helping Your Child Learn the Importance of Saying “No” and Getting Away
The activities below explore the protection strategies of saying no and getting away. It also
encourages people to role play these two steps in order to practice self-protection skills.
• Explain to your child that saying “no” to something we do not want is very important.
Saying “no” means that we are not giving our permission for something to happen. When
we say no clearly and assertively, there should be no confusion about what we want. Often,
when we say no, another person will stop what they are doing. Saying no is important
when:
f Someone is trying to touch you and you do not want to be touched;
f Someone is trying get you to do something you do not want to do (or you are not
sure you want to do);
f Someone is asking you personal questions.
When we say “no,” we can also use other words such as “Stop bothering me.” “Don’t touch
me,” and “Leave me alone.”
• Stress the importance of saying “no” like you mean it. This means you are being assertive.
When we say “no” like we mean it, we:
f Sit or stand up straight;
f Look the other person in the eye;
f Say it in a clear and loud voice.
Ask your child to practise saying “no” in a clear, loud voice and then in a soft voice. Ask
them to compare the two ways to say no. You may want to use a recorder and play back the
examples of saying no assertively and not assertively.
• Next, talk about “getting away” as the next step in protecting ourselves. Note that this
means leaving the place where we are to get away from the person who is bothering us.
Sometimes, this is not possible. If you cannot get away, and someone hurts you, this is not
your fault. If you can get away, keep the following in mind:
f Get away as quickly as possible (run if you can).
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f Go to a safe place (where there are other people around who can help you, for
example, Block Parents, police station, friends house, grandparents house).
• As an optional discussion, you may wish to help your child think about situations in which
it may be unnecessary to get away. Some people may have great difficulty in distinguishing
when getting away is or is not necessary, so it may be best to leave out this discussion.
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f The person stops bothering you after you say, “no”.
f You do not feel you are in any danger after you have said no.
Ask your child to think about some examples of when getting away may not be necessary
(for example, when a girlfriend or boyfriend tries to hug you, and they respect your wishes
after you have said no). Remember to stress that if you feel unsafe in any situation try to get
away as quickly as possible.
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Getting away may not be necessary when:

• Ask your child to role play saying “no” assertively and getting away. You may use a variety
of role play situations that best suit the age or other circumstances of your child. You may
wish to model the role play situations with another person before asking your child to do it
him or herself. Below are a few suggestions for “say no, get away” role plays:
f Your next door neighbour offers to give you $20 if you will take off your clothes.
f Someone has just asked you to put your hands down his pants in exchange for a
present that he has bought for you.
f A stranger driving a car stops and asks you if you want to go for a drive.
f A stranger sitting beside you on a bus puts his or her hand on your leg.

Ideas for Helping Your Child to Develop Relationships and Friendships

Create or Look for Opportunities for Community Involvement for Your Child
Being involved in groups and activities is a great way for your child to get to know people
and make friends. Many people also develop relationships from their involvement in faith
communities. For further information, review the ideas provided in Chapter 12.
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Having friends and caring relationships is important for all of us. From an early age most people
learn the skills they need to develop and nurture friendships and other relationships. These
skills involve learning how to initiate contact with others, learning to play together and keep the
relationship going, and learning to resolve conflicts that may arise.
For some people with disabilities making friends and developing relationships outside of the
home can be more difficult. This may be due to various reasons, including some difficulties that
people may have in relating to a person who has a disability. Whatever the reason, it is sometimes
necessary to find ways to help your child to develop relationships with others. Below are some
ways to make this happen.
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Establish a Circle of Friends for Your Child in School
or in the Community

While Circles are
developed with one
person in mind who
may be isolated, they
are usually developed
without putting too
much emphasis on
the individual. In this
way the person is not
“singled out” as being
different. Emphasis is
placed on the group
and what the group
does with some thought
given to how the person
is being well connected
in the group.

Circles of Friends is a program of the New Brunswick
Association for Community Living. This is different from the
Circles program discussed earlier in this chapter. In the context
of developing relationships, a Circle of Friends is a way to
bring a group of people together who provide opportunities for
people with a disability to make friends and do activities with.
Circles of Friends are usually developed for children and
youth in elementary and middle school (high school is more
difficult for various reasons). Circles can also be created in other
contexts such as community groups such as Scouts or Boys and
Girls Clubs. Circles are started with the help of a facilitator who
meets with the person who may be isolated, his or her family,
and the school or group that will be used to create the Circle.
The facilitator also helps to recruit members of the Circle (other
children) and helps the group to plan activities that usually occur
at least weekly, but sometimes more often.
While Circles are developed with one person in mind who may be isolated, they are usually
developed without putting too much emphasis on the individual. In this way the person is not
“singled out” as being different. Emphasis is placed on the group and what the group does with
some thought given to how the person is being well connected in the group. In fact, Circles
are often beneficial for many other students, particularly those who may also be having some
difficulty “fitting in”.
NBACL is available to help train people to facilitate such as a staff person in a school or group
or another volunteer.
One note of caution is important. If your child uses the services of an Educational Assistant
in school it is important that the EA give your child some space to develop relationships with
other students. While a EA could facilitate a Circle he or she needs to be aware of how best to
encourage inclusion in the Circle and learn how to step back so relationships can develop and
hopefully flourish.
For further information about Circles of Friends please contact NBACL and review the
information in the Additional Resources section of this chapter.
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There are not too many things I enjoy more than a good cupcake. But a good success story gets
me every time.
I meet with my grade four Circle of Friends group once a week. These students simply
know the Circle as a group they joined to make new friends. This particular group is a lively
bunch made up of nine girls and one boy. In the weeks since we have started the Circle, I have
witnessed some pretty amazing changes in the students. Initially the girls would ask me to ask
Josh a question, as they were not accustomed to speaking directly to him, even though they were
in the same classroom with him all day.
Getting to the cupcake. I had to miss one week of Circle of Friends when I took a week’s
vacation. When I returned the following week I asked the students if they continued with
their activities while I was away. They told me it had been Josh’s birthday and that they had
a little party and ate cupcakes together. When Josh arrived I wished him a happy birthday
and told him I was sorry to have missed the party and the cupcakes. The group went on to
plan their activities for the next week and then went on to dance, which oddly enough is how
they choose to spend the remainder of our time together. Josh stayed for a while but then
he began to leave. Circle of Friends is voluntary and we do not make students stay if they
do not want to. I hoped nothing was wrong but I let Josh leave and we continued with our
Circle. A few minutes later a little girl came to the door and asked for me by name. She had
blue frosting smudged all over her lips as she handed me a cupcake. She said today was her
birthday so it was her turn to get cupcakes. She had one left over and she was giving it to me.
Josh had left early to find a teacher and tell her I didn’t get a cupcake for his birthday and he
wanted me to have one. He felt bad I hadn’t been part of the group.
A Circle of Friends meet for less than an hour once a week, the only resource needed is
a calendar and the planned activities are simple. The results, however, are incredible. In
a few short months of our Circle of Friends, Josh has gone from being outside of the group
and not always being included, to now being a full member of a group of close-knit friends.
It has evolved from me wanting to ensure Josh belonged and was never left out, to him
worrying about me being left out. Circle of Friends benefits everyone involved, in this case
even the adult who facilitates the Circle. I left my Circle of Friends that day feeling accepted
and part of the group. I drove away with tears of happiness in my eyes and blue frosting
smudged over my lips.
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The Best Cupcake I Ever Ate
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Best Buddies
Best Buddies is a national program that is dedicated to creating one-to-one friendships
between student volunteers and people who have an intellectual disability. This program
“gives people with intellectual disabilities the chance to have experiences which most people
take for granted - going for coffee, out to a movie, or simply enjoying the company of a good
friend.”
With the assistance of organizations such as NBACL, Best Buddies Canada establishes
chapters at universities, colleges and high schools across the country. There are currently
175 chapters across Canada. At each chapter students are matched with people with an
intellectual disability (usually young adults) who share similar interests. The “Buddy Pairs”
call each other weekly and get together approximately twice a month. During the school year,
Buddy Pairs at a chapter hold group activities.
In New Brunswick, Best Buddies chapters are in place in the following locations:
• Chapters in Universities
• High Schools
• Best Buddies Canada http://bestbuddies.ca/
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For more information about Best Buddies, visit the organization’s website at www.bestbuddies.ca or contact NBACL.
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Personal support networks/Networks of support are an important aspect of planning for a safe
and secure future for people with disabilities. A network is a group of people who care about a
person to the extent that they will commit to being involved in the person’s life on a regular basis.
Networks of support usually involve the individual with a disability, family members, friends and
other community members. They can also involve service providers and support workers.
Networks of support can play many different roles depending on the circumstances and
needs of the person who is at the center of the process. This can include the following:
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Establish a Network of Support for Your Child

• Help the person and the family to make decisions
• Help the person and the family make plans for the future
• Make sure that the person’s voice is heard
• Make a commitment to the person’s future and security
• Provide companionship, enter into a relationship and have fun
• Provide practical support
• Advocate with service systems and address issues that may arise (Bruce Kappel, Stronger
Together: Ideas, Reflections and Suggestions About Networks of Support, 1998)
A full list of possible roles is available from NBACL. For each individual, the actual activities
of the network may change from time to time. This may depend on the needs of the individual
and any issues that may need to be addressed. Likewise, the membership in the network may also
change. People may move away or take on other commitments. If people leave the network, it is
important to find others who will take their place. Parents may also decide to fade out of being the
most active members of the network to allow other people to assume more responsibility.
Getting a network started and then maintaining it can involve some time and effort. Parents
can get things started by thinking about who should be initially invited. A first gathering of the
network can talk about why the network is necessary and then what needs to be done to support
the individual and the family.
Parents may want to find an outside facilitator who can help establish a network of support. A
facilitator can help:
• with invitations to prospective network members;
• run network meetings;
• identify roles for people in the network; and
•

keep the network going well into the future.
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• Help manage supports and money

11.23

CHAPTER 11: Healthy Relationships and Sexuality
PART 3 : Issues Through the Life Span

NBACL will facilitate networks of support through its Social Inclusion Program. The
program operates in a few regions of the province including Saint John, Moncton, Grand Falls/
Edmundston, Fredericton and Bathurst. The program will facilitate a network for adults with
an intellectual disability who are living with a senior parent and/or adults with an intellectual
disability who are moving from the family home into a home of their own.
For more information about networks of support, contact NBACL or visit the website of the
Planned Lifetime Advocacy Network at www.plan.ca.
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Champagne, Merklyn and Walker-Hirsch, Leslie (1993).
Circles 1: Intimacy and Relationships. Santa Barbara, CA: James Stanfield Publishing Company.
Tel (800) 421-6543. Web address: www.stanfield.com
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“CIRCLES” Reference
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Additional Resources
Available from NBACL
Circles of Friends: An Instruction Manual for Facilitating Support Circles (2002).
Friendships, Feelings, Futures: Relating to Myself and Others: Facilitation Guide (2004).

Other Resources
Circles I: Intimacy & Relationships; Marklyn Champagne & Leslie Walker-Hirsch; James
Stanfield Publishing Company (1993). www.stanfield.com
Circles II: Stop Abuse; Marklyn P. Champagne and Leslie Walker-Hirsch; James Stanfield
Publishing Company (1986).
Just Say Know: Understanding and Reducing the Risk of Sexual Victimization of People
with Developmental Disabilities, Dave Hingsburger, Diverse City Press (1995).
Making Sense of Sex: A Forthright Guide to Puberty, Sex and Relationships for People with
Asperger’s Syndrome (2008)
LifeFacts: Sexuality; Toolkit. James Stanfield Publishing Company. www.stanfield.com
Sexuality: Your Sons and Daughters with Intellectual Disabilities, Karin Melberg Schwier
and Dave Hingsburger. Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. (2000).
Stronger together: Ideas, Reflections, and Suggestions about Networks of Support, Bruce
Kappel, Support and Trustee Advisory Services of Brampton Caledon (1998).

The Ties That Bind, DVD. Planned Lifetime Advocacy Network (PLAN). www.plan.ca.
What’s the Big Secret?: Talking about Sex with Girls and Boys (1997)
by Laurene Krasny Brown, Marc Brown (Illustrator)
Published by Little, Brown Books for Young Readers
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The Secret of the Silver Horse.
Pdf availible online at www.crcvc.ca/docs/The_secret_of_the_silver_horse.pdf
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