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Helping disabled adults have healthy relationships

"People with disabilities are just like the rest of us.Theywantto beiin
relationships.They want connections, and sometimes that means they want
sex," says Ellen Merker, owner of Heart Consulting in Madison. “When we
assumethatthey don'twantsexitonly putsthemathigherrisk.”

Thisidea drives Merkerforward every day. After receiving her master's
degreein rehabilitation psychology and gaining experience working
with developmentally disabled clients as a case manager, Merker found
areason to take aleap andfollow this passion. Itbegan whena client was
reprimanded atwork forasking a coworkerabout sex.

As Merkerbegan researching sex education foradults with disabilities, she
realized there were no resources to help her. ltopened hereyes to the fact
thatmany of her developmentally disabled clients were survivors of sexual
assaultorengagingin risky dating behaviors.

Merkersays that often special education teachers are discouraged from
talking aboutsexand dating, and parentsare unsure of how to bring up
the subject."Butif[people]don'tknow the propertermsand then they are
sexuallyassaulted, how do they report? How do they know to say no? And
whenisitokay to say yes?" Merkerasks.
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She called afriend atthe Rape Crisis Center to pitch an idea fora workshop,
which ranforthree years, forwomen with developmental disabilities to help
them understand healthy relationships.

Merker ultimately started her own company, Heart Consulting, and began
seeing clientsin February 2018, coaching them on things like consentand
safetouching. Injustafew months she was at capacity, a testimonial to the
need forthis service in our community.

In2019 Merker plansto startawomen'sempowermentgroup for people
with disabilities and expand Heart Consulting's services to the Milwaukee area.

She'llalso focus on the big picture-impacting policy at the state and local
levels. Making sure people with disabilities are included in the conversation
when billsareintroduced about teen dating violence or comprehensive sex
educationis critical, she says.

Ultimately, she wants to change attitudes about disability and sex.And
inonlyashorttime, she's proventhat change can startwith justone person.
-Emily Leas



