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intellectual impairments. As with their higher-functioning counterparts, areas of 
emphasis—or domains, as they are sometimes called—are individualized based on the 
current and future needs of the student. Typical domains include self-help skills, social-
ization, communication, and vocational training, along with using community resources 
and exposure to very basic or “survival” academics. An example of this last domain 
might include functional or environmental reading of survival words and phrases such 
as danger, exit, on, off, gentlemen, detour, f ire escape, don’t walk, keep out, beware of dog, 
and other key protective vocabulary. Equally useful are career and vocational terms 
identified by Schilit and Caldwell (1980). Their list of a hundred important terms 
includes words such as boss, wages, tools, break, and f irst aid. Arithmetic concepts might 
stress quantitative concepts such as big/little or more/less, telling time, learning tele-
phone numbers and addresses, calendar activities, money recognition, and other types 
of functional numerical concepts. As noted previously, instruction should occur in the 
community using natural settings to maximize the meaningfulness and relevancy of 
the instruction and to allow for the integration of skills from other domains (Taber-
Doughty, 2018). An illustration of this type of activity would be a trip to a local grocery 
store, where several different functional skills could be practiced. The goal of these 
activities, and others like them, is to decrease the students’ dependence on others and 
to enhance their ability to live and work independently in their community.

Standards-Based Curriculum
In some instances, a functional curriculum approach may not be appropriate. The needs 
of some individuals with intellectual disability may best be served by exposure to both 
traditional academic subjects—in other words, the general education curriculum—and 
life skills, depending on the needs of the student and the wishes of the parents. As 
students get older and progress through school, however, there is sometimes a sense 
of urgency to incorporate a life skills curriculum in preparation for adulthood. Yet one 
perplexing challenge confronting both general and special educators is how to blend or 
integrate rigorous academic content standards with a life skills curriculum (McDonnell 
& Copeland, 2016; Polloway et al., 2013; Taber-Doughty & Shurr, 2018). Recall that 

  TABLE 6.5  Approaches for Teaching Functional Academics

Academic Approach Learning Outcomes Examples

Functional, generalized 
skills usable across life 
routines

Student will learn some pivotal skills (e.g., 
useful word and number recognition and 
counting) and use them in home, school, 
and community activities.

Sharon is mastering generalized counting skills. She can 
count dollars to make a purchase, objects to do simple 
addition in math class, and ingredients when cooking with 
her mother. She not only learns sight words related to daily 
activities, such as following her schedule, but also learns 
high-frequency words that she uses in reading and other 
academic subjects.

Embedded academic 
skills usable in specific 
life routines

Student will acquire an academic 
response as part of a daily life routine 
(e.g., use money to buy school lunch; use 
time and word schedule to organize day).

Juan has a sight word vocabulary of five words. He uses 
each of these words in a specific way. For example, he finds 
his name on a set of job cards at his work site. He can select 
a sweatshirt that has the name of his school to wear on 
school spirit day.

Adaptations to bypass 
academic skills

Student will learn to use adaptations that 
avoid the need for an academic skill (e.g., 
money envelopes, bus passes).

Because it is difficult for Lauren to count money, her teacher 
helps her use a predetermined amount of money to make 
purchases (e.g., a dollar for a soda).

 SOURCE: Adapted from M. Snell and F. Brown, Instruction of Students With Severe Disabilities, 5th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 2000), p. 498.


