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Introducing Disabled Persons Assembly NZ
We work on systemic change for the equity of disabled people 
Disabled Persons Assembly NZ (DPA) is a not-for-profit pan-impairment Disabled People’s Organisation run by and for disabled people.
We recognise:
· Māori as Tangata Whenua and Te Tiriti o Waitangi as the founding document of Aotearoa New Zealand;
· disabled people as experts on their own lives;
· the Social Model of Disability as the guiding principle for interpreting disability and impairment; 
· the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities as the basis for disabled people’s relationship with the State;
· the New Zealand Disability Strategy as Government agencies’ guide on disability issues; and 
· the Enabling Good Lives Principles, Whāia Te Ao Mārama: Māori Disability Action Plan, and Faiva Ora: National Pasifika Disability Disability Plan as avenues to disabled people gaining greater choice and control over their lives and supports. 
We drive systemic change through: 
Rangatiratanga / Leadership: reflecting the collective voice of disabled people, locally, nationally and internationally. 
Pārongo me te tohutohu / Information and advice: informing and advising on policies impacting on the lives of disabled people.
Kōkiri / Advocacy: supporting disabled people to have a voice, including a collective voice, in society.
Aroturuki / Monitoring: monitoring and giving feedback on existing laws, policies and practices about and relevant to disabled people.
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
DPA was influential in creating the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD),[footnoteRef:2] a foundational document for disabled people which New Zealand has signed and ratified, confirming that disabled people must have the same human rights as everyone else. All state bodies in New Zealand, including local and regional government, have a responsibility to uphold the principles and articles of this convention.  [2:  https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
] 

The following UNCRPD articles are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Article 3 – General principles
· Article 6 – Women with disabilities
· Article 7 – Children with disabilities
· Article 24 – Education
· Article 25 - Health
New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016-2026
Since ratifying the UNCRPD, the New Zealand Government has established a Disability Strategy[footnoteRef:3] to guide the work of government agencies on disability issues. The vision is that New Zealand be a non-disabling society, where disabled people have equal opportunity to achieve their goals and aspirations, and that all of New Zealand works together to make this happen. It identifies eight outcome areas contributing to achieving this vision. [3:  https://www.odi.govt.nz/nz-disability-strategy/
] 

The following outcomes are particularly relevant to this submission:
· Outcome 7 – Choice and Control




The Submission
Introduction: Background to the issues
Disabled Persons Assembly (DPA) welcomes this opportunity to feedback to the Ministry of Education on the Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) Framework. 

DPA is concerned that there is barely any mention of disabled people or disability within the Draft RSE Curriculum Framework apart from an indirect reference instructing teachers ‘to act in ways that are inclusive of everyone, regardless of differences, such as gender, ethnicity, or different abilities. Name examples of behaviours that are negative or unfair.’

Otherwise, there is no specific reference to disability or disabled people within the framework, despite young disabled people’s need for education on sexuality and human relationships.

It is important that this is addressed explicitly, as despite the 2020 curriculum being the most comprehensive document produced on the subject for many years, it was still not very accessible to disabled learners, even though simple tweaks to how it is delivered can make this happen.

New Zealand based research on the issues of RSE accessibility and its relevance to disabled students describes some of the barriers still faced by disabled learners when interacting with it. This research includes that disabled students in inclusive/mainstream educational settings do not find mainstream schools are the best places to create a positive sense of disability identity which carries over into RSE delivery to disabled students. [footnoteRef:4]   [4:  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13676261.2019.1639647

] 


Other New Zealand research has found that people with learning/intellectual disabilities also experience significant barriers to receiving education around sexuality and relationships due to, for example, a lack of resources available in accessible formats including Easy Read.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  https://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/server/api/core/bitstreams/6f8e8885-bca8-4416-9d77-3c566657a669/content

] 


Research conducted with disability support workers also re-emphasised that people with learning/intellectual disabilities have long faced opposition to exercising their sexual and reproductive rights from wider society.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23293691.2023.2271897#abstract
] 


Altogether Autism found that autistic neurodiverse students need more tailored educational approaches including, for example, minimising/not using visual aids, and the need to explain what constitutes consent in accessible ways.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://www.altogetherautism.org.nz/autistic-teenagers-deserve-proper-sex-education/
] 


DPA notes the proposals contained in this review to make the teaching of sexual consent mandatory for all students as part of the curriculum. We believe this to be  vital as disabled people report experiencing higher rates of sexual assault and abuse than on-disabled people .[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://www.whaikaha.govt.nz/news/news/data-on-disabled-people-from-the-latest-nz-crime-and-victims-survey
] 


While the mandating of consent education is a welcome first step, we ask that this element of the proposed curriculum be strengthened.

We are concerned about other discriminatory and prejudicial moves, as it appears that not only is disability being minimised but that the specific needs, interests and values of other significant population groups are being removed from the draft RSE Framework as well.

The most prominent example of this is te ao Māori not being referred to in the document at all, in breach of the Crown’s obligations under Te Tiriti O Waitangi. According to Statistics New Zealand’s Disability Survey 2023 tāngata whaikaha disabled Māori comprise 26% of Aotearoa’s population and are the ethnic group with the highest rate of disability.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/reports/household-disability-survey-2023-findings-definitions-and-design-summary/
] 


The erasure of any reference to Pasifika, Asian and other cultures within the framework is also alarming, meaning that the new RSE curriculum will take little, if any, heed of the specific needs of learners from these communities. Statistics New Zealand’s Disability Survey recorded that Pacific peoples experience a disability rate of 16% and Asian peoples 9%, a factor that will lead to a significant number of young disabled Pacific and Asian New Zealanders not having their identities validated and needs recognised within the curriculum.

	Recommendation 1: That the current RSE curriculum guidelines from 2020 are retained with appropriate changes to improve access to it by disabled learners across the country.



	Recommendation 2: That references to disabled people are woven throughout the RSE curriculum.



Reference to diverse genders needs to be restored in document
DPA is incredibly concerned that in the draft RSE all mention of gender diversity has gone with reference made only to the existence of two genders – male and female – in the curriculum, leaving no references to trans people, genderfluid or non-binary individuals and only one acknowledgement of intersex people. 

This omission of a significant section of the rainbow community from the guidelines is appalling and sets a dangerous precedent for Aotearoa. DPA emphasises the findings of the 2023 Disability Survey that 29% of disabled people identified as members of the rainbow community, highlighting the high levels of intersectionality that exists between our two communities.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid.
] 

Accordingly, we are very concerned that as they stand, the draft RSE framework will negatively impact on the ability of Māori, Pacific, Asian, ethnic community, rainbow and disabled students to learn about sexuality and relationships, especially when it comes to issues surrounding sexual consent, harassment, safety and gender identity.
DPA is concerned that if the Ministry of Education continues to downplay any specific reference to the needs and interests of disabled people in the document, it will mean that New Zealand will be in violation of Article 25 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCPRD) sub-clause which upholds the rights of disabled people to receive information and education on sexuality, relationships and reproduction.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/article-25-indicators-en.pdf
] 

We would like to quote one of our members who summarised their experiences of RSE while attending school as a disabled learner and the importance of retaining the need to learn about various gender/sexual identities:
“I'm a disabled non-binary person. When I was at school in the 2000s, I didn't get any relationships and sexuality education at all, save a couple one-off guest presentations. Feeling safe in our multiple identities is so important.”

The report Counting Ourselves[footnoteRef:12] arising from the counting ourselves survey data on the experiences of trans and non-binary people, finds that disabled respondents were over twice as likely to feel unsafe in school most or all of the time ((27% vs 11%). That survey was conducted in 2022, before the acute rise in transphobia we're seeing now, which this Government, and in particular NZ first, is massively contributing to.

It's very important that relationships and sexuality education aim to show the diversity of types of relationships, and normalise gender diversity, being takatāpui, queerness, asexuality, and additional forms of relationships and sexualities that fall outside socially prescribed norms. The 2020 guidelines did a far better job at reflecting these facets and should be retained in preference to the current draft. [...]”
 [12:  https://countingourselves.nz/2022-survey-report/
] 

The University of Auckland’s Growing Up in New Zealand survey also found that the proportion of young disabled people who identified as transgender/non-binary/unsure (18.8%) was double that of either cisgender girls (8.4%) or cisgender boys (7.8%).[footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://www.growingup.co.nz/growing-up-report/the-impact-of-disability-on-young-people-and-their-family
] 

The erasure of any reference to gender diversity will make students from these communities feel unaccepted and non-valued and disabled students who identify as members of these groups will be doubly marginalised. It will also prevent gender diverse students from receiving effective education about how to handle relationships, consent and safety.
	Recommendation 3: That all references to gender diversity are fully restored and included in the updated curriculum.



Need for greater flexibility to increase RSE accessibility for disabled people
DPA asks that the Ministry of Education provide greater flexibility in how disabled learners can access the RSE curriculum.
This can be done in a variety of ways, including with learners in inclusive educational settings, to ensure that they can be fully included in receiving education about healthy relationships and sexuality.
There is a need for the Ministry to work with disabled learners, families, whānau, aiga and disabled people’s organisations to develop and update learning resources so that they can be made fully accessible to a wide range of disabled people. 
	Recommendation 4: That the Ministry of Education work with disabled people, disabled people’s organisations and other stakeholders to improve the accessibility of resources used to deliver the RSE curriculum.


 
Even though it is not strictly within the scope of the review, the way in which teachers deliver RSE, especially in an inclusive, flexible way to disabled learners, needs to be addressed as well. 
This includes teachers (particularly new teachers) undergoing training in how to deliver accessible, inclusive sex and relationships education for all learners, including disabled students.
The need for teachers to feel well trained, supported and confident in delivering RSE to disabled learners is imperative. This includes ongoing mentoring and access to organisations including, for example, To Be Frank, who work in the disability and sexuality/relationships space, who can provide advice around doing so in the classroom and other learning environments.
	Recommendation 5: That the Ministry of Education ensures that all teachers entrusted with delivering RSE receive training and ongoing mentoring/support around how to deliver inclusive, accessible sexuality and relationships education to all disabled learners.



Consent education
As stated above, while DPA welcomes making consent education mandatory for all students within the curriculum, we share the concern of many community organisations working in the women’s, rainbow community, non-violence and other spaces that the proposals for this are greatly lacking.
Consent education should not just be about securing a yes or no, but teaching students about the use of power, pressure, fear, and silence. Incorporated within this should be an understanding that consent can change for one or other person(s) involved in sexual and/or associated activity, meaning that people might say yes when they’re scared or freeze when they mean no, and learning to read those signs is crucial.
In this context it would also be good to include education on nonverbal cues for consent or a lack thereof, and some of the phrases that women use to avoid sexual encounters when they do not feel safe to say "no" - there has been a huge gap in education around nonverbal consent/lack of consent.
There are highly disproportionate levels of sexual violence directed towards disabled people. This is why having good, effective, in-depth consent education is crucial in empowering disabled people to uphold their physical, mental and emotional safety when negotiating sexual or related activity.
	Recommendation 6: That mandatory consent education is expanded to cover topics including the use/misuse of power, pressure, fear, and silence and full understandings about consent and the need to respect its withdrawal at any time.



Stalking needs to be specifically mentioned in curriculum
DPA is also concerned about the omission of stalking from the draft curriculum which is about control in the form of creating fear, isolating people and making them feel like they have to say yes to stay safe.
There is no way that any student can learn about how to identify it, ask for help, or how to support someone experiencing it.
In DPA’s submission on the Government’s Crimes Legislation (Stalking and Harassment) Amendment Bill earlier this year, we cited research from the Coalition for the Safety of Women and Children and the National Collective of Independent Women’s Refuges which found that, amongst other groups, disabled women are significantly more likely to be impacted by stalking.3 
For disabled people, stalking can take the form of:
· Interfering with necessary medical care
· Threats relating to medical treatment
· Threats to exploit disability including, for example, driving dangerously close to a hearing-impaired or D/deaf victim, who is unable to take evasive action.
Currently, there is a lack of data on the prevalence of stalking against disabled people as it is not a criminal offence. Regardless, stalking is a very frightening and oppressive practice for anyone from any community who experiences it but particularly so for disabled people.
Stalking interferes with the ability of disabled people to participate in everyday life in the community from being able to hold down employment through to the ability to remain safe in their own homes.
	Recommendation 7: That stalking and what constitutes stalking, how to identify it, ask for help and support someone going through it be fully included in the final curriculum.

	Recommendation 8: That the ways in which stalking is experienced by different individuals/groups, including disabled people, are taught, especially to disabled learners.

	Recommendation 9: That consistent national standards are developed around harassment education given the inconsistencies around, for example, definitions of harassment used by different organisations.



Need to address pornography in curriculum
DPA is concerned about the omission of any discussion around pornography within the draft curriculum, particularly for younger/more mature students who are increasingly accessing it as a means of learning about sexuality and relationships.
Recent research from Headspace, the Australian National Youth Mental Health Foundation (2025)[footnoteRef:14] found that while pornography depicting disabled people ‘may provide a welcome representation of sexuality that is often absent from other media and outside the public imagination’ can ‘... also contribute to the fetishization and degradation of people living with disability.’  [14:  https://www.parliament.nsw.gov.au/lcdocs/submissions/89028/0047%20Headspace%20National%20Youth%20Mental%20Health%20Foundation%20Ltd.pdf
] 

Headspace found that there was anecdotal evidence that neurodivergent younger people and young disabled people ‘may be at particular risk of exposure to mainstream pornography [which] acts as a gateway to exposure to child sexual exploitation material and other illegal sexual content.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ibid.] 

Disabled students need to be included in all learning/conversations about the issues and risks associated with viewing pornography.
Developing critical thinking skills around pornography and its concentration on male pleasure and objectification of women and queer people are other aspects students need to learn about.
The increased viewing of online pornography and the rise of misogynistic male social media influencers, most notably Andrew Tate, has seen the re-emergence of the issue of young people’s consumption of pornography and harmful sexual content as a key societal issue.
The destructive influence of Tate’s sexist, degrading and misogynistic content on some teenage boys serves as the basis for the storyline of the top rating Netflix drama Adolescence. We believe that the availability of a visual resource like this accompanied by appropriate learning support material for teachers, students and families whānau and aiga should give the Ministry reason to make pornography a high priority topic within the RSE curriculum.
	Recommendation 10: That the age relevant discussion of pornography and its impacts is included within the draft curriculum.



Need for more content on bullying from an intersectional lens
DPA acknowledges that bullying is mentioned in the RSE curriculum but notes that it is not done in an intersectional way.
According to international research[footnoteRef:16] disabled youth are at disproportionate risk of bullying in inclusive educational settings, and this is supported by data from the 2023 New Zealand Disability Survey where 62% of disabled school students reported being bullied at school.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42380-025-00298-1
]  [17:  https://www.stats.govt.nz/information-releases/disability-statistics-2023/
] 

There is also no reference to the disproportionate risk of bullying for trans students, Māori and Pasifika.
For these reasons, mere calls ‘to respect each other’, while important, need to be balanced with a greater recognition of how to identify bullying, strategies for tackling it and how to report it.
The updated curriculum must cover bullying in all its forms and enable students to be empowered to identify and stop it from happening, either to themselves or those around them.
Building school communities grounded in greater diversity can assist in creating an environment where less bullying, if any, is encountered by everyone.
	Recommendation 11: That bullying is covered from an intersectional lens in the RSE curriculum and enhanced through strategies which identify it and seek to eliminate it from school communities.
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