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they will encounter upon leaving school. In 
a functional curriculum, academic skills are 
applied to everyday, practical life situations—
for example, calculating change, following 
directions in a cookbook, reading washing 
instructions, or completing a job application. 
Known as functional academics, these skills 
are often the core of instructional programs for 
some individuals with mild or moderate intel-
lectual disability. Additionally, these students 
are exposed to curriculum content focusing 
on personal hygiene, independent living skills, 
community resources, and other issues that, 
collectively, are designed to enhance their cur-
rent and future independence and successful 
adjustment (Bouck, Taber-Doughty, & Savage, 
2015; Taber-Doughty, 2018; Taber-Doughty 
& Shurr, 2018).

Several approaches are available for teach-
ing functional academics. Two of the more commonly used strategies are functional, 
generalized skills useful for life routines and embedded, academic skills appropriate to 
specific life situations. For some students, however, it may be necessary to simply bypass 
academic instruction (Browder & Snell, 2000). Browder and Snell (2000) recommend 
that the individualized education program (IEP) team consider the following six factors 
when selecting an instructional approach:

1.	 The student’s preferences

2.	 The parents’ preferences

3.	 The student’s chronological age or number of years left in school

4.	 The student’s current and future settings

5.	 The student’s rate of learning academic skills

6.	 The student’s other skill needs (p. 500)

Table 6.5 provides an example of the application of these instructional options.
A functional curriculum is concerned with the application of skills to real-life 

situations. This requires that instruction occur as much as possible in natural set-
tings, using actual items rather than mere representations in simulated settings. This 
instructional technique, known as community-based instruction, is appropriate for 
individuals with intellectual disability. This strategy eliminates many of the difficul-
ties these pupils encounter when attempting to transfer and generalize skills learned 
in the classroom to other settings in which the skill is to be used. Simulated experi-
ences, though useful, are often ineffective with this population. For example, reading 
a menu or shopping for groceries can easily be simulated in the classroom; however, 
it is generally more effective when these particular skills occur in vivo, or in the actual 
environment. Research suggests that students with intellectual disability learn more 
efficiently and retain greater information if skill instruction occurs in a natural setting  
(Hartman, 2009; Taber-Doughty, 2018; Walker, Uphold, Richter, & Test, 2010; 
Wehman & Scott, 2013).

Variations of a functional curriculum are also appropriate for individuals identi-
fied as moderately intellectually disabled and, in some cases, for students with severe 

functional academics: The 
application of life skills as a means of 
teaching academic tasks; core of many 
instructional programs for students with 
mild or moderate intellectual disabilities.

community-based instruction: A 
strategy for teaching functional skills 
in the environment in which they would 
naturally occur rather than in simulated 
settings.

A functional curriculum may be appropriate for some students with 
intellectual disability.
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