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Educational Programming Options
Generally speaking, educational programming for pupils who are intellectually disabled 
reflects a marriage of various emphasis areas or focal points. Among these concentra-
tions are functional academic skills, vocational training, community living, and self-help 
skills, along with a growing emphasis on exposure to the general education curriculum. 
Of course, the individual needs of the student must dictate how a specific educational 
program is constructed. Remember, children with an intellectual disability represent an 
especially heterogeneous population of learners with a wide range of skills and abilities.  
The curriculum designed for these pupils must be individualized, functional, and 
comprehensive. In addition, instructional programming for individuals who are intel-
lectually disabled must be forward looking, giving due consideration to these students’ 
current needs and future life goals (Gargiulo & Bouck, 2018b).

We cannot stress enough the importance of individually crafted instructional 
programs. A “one size fits all” approach for instructing individuals with intellectual 
disability is inappropriate. An effective curriculum must not only be individualized, 
emphasizing academic as well as adaptive skills; it must also be comprehensive (Cihak 
& Smith, 2018; Shurr & Taber-Doughty, 2018). A comprehensive curriculum for 
learners with cognitive limitations should, among other things,

•• be responsive to the needs of the individual student at the current time;
•• provide maximum interaction with peers who are not disabled and access to the gen-

eral education curriculum, while also attending to specific curricular needs missing in 
the general education curriculum;

•• be based on a realistic assessment of adult outcomes; and
•• be sensitive to diploma requirements and graduation goals (Polloway, Patton, 

Serna, & Bailey, 2013).

Functional Curriculum
A functional curriculum is one that instructs pupils in the life skills they require 
for successful daily living and prepares them for those situations and environments 

  FIGURE 6.2  Educational Placements of School-Age Students 
With Intellectual Disability
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NOTE: Figure represents percentage of enrollment of students ages 6–21with intellectual disability during the 2013–2014 school 
year. Other environments represent placement in a separate school, residential facility, homebound/hospital environment, 
correctional facilities, or parentally placed in private schools.

Information based on data from the fifty states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and outlying areas.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education. (2013). Historical state-level IDEA data files. Retrieved November 14, 2013 from 
http://tadnet.public.tadnet.org/pages/712

functional curriculum: A curriculum 
that emphasizes practical life skills 
rather than academic skills.


