
444 Unit 7: Learner Differences

Learning math should include not only traditional methods, such as textbooks and work-
sheets, but also real-life situations, such as shopping, measuring, cooking, and so on. 
Similarly, reading skills should be practiced in a variety of realistic contexts, such as reading 
instructions for a game, recipes, brochures, street signs, and newspapers.

Use cooperative learning when applicable. Cooperative learning requires heterogene-
ous (mixed) groups of students to work together to achieve a common goal. Teachers 
should adjust the curriculum content, however, to reflect the different cognitive needs 
and educational objectives of students with disabilities and typically achieving students. 
For instance, in a middle school social studies activity, typically achieving students might 
be learning content related to geography and history while students with disabilities are 
learning vocabulary or social skills from the same cooperative activity. Cooperative learning 
can raise the self-esteem of students with disabilities and promote positive peer relation-
ships between students with and without disabilities (Acton & Zabartany, 1988; Johnson & 
Johnson, 2009; Salend & Sonnenschein, 1989).

Foster generalization. Students with intellectual disabilities have difficulty generalizing 
what they have learned, that is, transferring newly acquired information to new contexts 
(Meese, 2001; Taylor, Sternberg, & Richards, 1995). Often, the teacher needs only to remind 
students that they have successfully performed the skill in the past. For example, when a 
student is figuring out how much money to give the clerk at the school store, the teacher may 
need to remind her that she has practiced counting money in the classroom. Other examples 
of fostering generalization include (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 1984; Westwood, 2003)

•• providing immediate feedback following performance of the skill;

•• practicing the skill several times (which also would encourage overlearning);

•• providing reinforcement for demonstrating the skill (e.g., privileges, free time, tokens);

•• reteaching the same skill in different contexts, gradually increasing the range of 
contexts in which to practice the newly acquired information; and

•• requiring students to decide whether a particular skill or strategy could be used to 
solve a new problem.

Cooperative learning: 
See Modules 18 and 19

Transfer: See Module 12

Reinforcement: See 
Module 8

Hands-On Learning. Hands-
on learning is effective for 

teaching students with 
intellectual disabilities.
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