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Curriculum research for students with intellectual disabilities: 

 a content-analytic review 

Curriculum content, the issue of what to teach is fundamental. For students with 

intellectual disabilities (ID), the choice of educational content is crucial in a life span 

perspective. Curriculum research for this learner group is sparse. Drawing on a 

curriculum approach, the purpose of the current review is to analyse trends in curricular 

research, and discuss implications for further curricular research and policy. Curricular 

research articles from 1994-2016 were identified from databases, using systematic 

search procedures and specific criteria for inclusion. A content-analytic review using 

deductive and inductive approaches was conducted to categorise the literature. Based on 

prior review studies, functional life skills and cognitive academic content formed the 

analytical fulcrum. The results showed that cognitive academic articles had the highest 

coverage in the literature. Further, that cognitive academic articles showed a steep 

increase in publication frequency in contrast to functional life skill articles. If curricular 

research on functional life skills stagnates, curriculum policy and practice may fail to 

provide students with ID the skills necessary for social and practical adaption in their 

communities. A discursive connection to normative curricular frameworks is essential 

to analyse and guide curricular choices. This article provides analytical insight and 

directions for future research in the field of curriculum research for students with ID. 
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Introduction 

At its best, education equips students with knowledge and skills that allow them to 

define and pursue their own goals, and prepares them for participation in the life of their 

communities (Phillips and Siegel 2015). Consequently, curriculum content, the issue of 

what to teach to students in all levels of education is a fundamental issue (ibid). The 

conceptualisation of curriculum varies in different traditions. However, in its simplest 

form, curriculum can be viewed as the course of study (Jung and Pinar 2016, 29). This 

study is based on the assumption that the constitution of subject matter in curriculum is 

normative and prescriptive, insofar as educational efforts are meant to shape individuals 

(Deng and Luke 2008, 67). Both in theory and practice, curriculum entails the 

normative selection and classification of knowledge from the archive of human 

knowledge (ibid). A relative absence of attention to knowledge or curricular content is 

noted from the field of curriculum studies. This is seen in relation to the remarkable rise 

of a learning discourse and preoccupation with competencies and academic standards 

(Deng 2015, 723). For students with ID, the choice of curriculum content is crucial to 

meeting their educational needs and interests in a life span perspective. Curricular 

research and policy guide practice. In turn, the curriculum received affects post-school 

success and outcomes such as employment and independent living (Bouck 2010; Alwell 

and Cobb 2009).  

Inclusive education has been globally endorsed as a political objective stemming 

from the World Conference on Special Needs Education in Salamanca in 1994 (Reindal 

2016, 1). The Salamanca Statement clearly reflects the idea of overcoming the divide 

between regular and special education (ibid; Kiuppis 2014, 753), but the application of 

the inclusion ideology in the classroom is portrayed as a continuing challenge (Ferguson 

2008). Regarding students with ID, there is mounting tension between curricular content 
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from a typical academic general curriculum versus that of functional life skills (Ayres et 

al. 2011, Shurr and Bouck 2013, Alwell and Cobb 2009). While the whole research 

field of special needs education is at times defined in terms of inclusion (Nilholm and 

Göransson 2017, 1), little research has been conducted on curriculum access and 

curriculum content offered to students with ID (Ware 2014; Shurr and Bouck 2013). In 

general, curriculum research in this field is sparse, and is reported to be declining (Shurr 

and Bouck 2013, Nietupski et al. 1997). What research continuously shows is that 

people with ID experience, for various reasons, marginalisation and limited 

opportunities for self-determination and participation both in and out of school 

(Verdonschot et al. 2009, Garrels 2016, Wendelborg and Tøssebro 2010, Sagen and 

Ytterhus 2014). According to Sen (1992), ‘the equality of what’ is essential to questions 

about justice. It is therefore imperative to investigate what course of study the 

curriculum takes for this learner group. The purpose of this study is to analyse trends in 

international curricular research regarding students with ID, and discuss the 

implications for further research and policy. That is, analyse ‘the what’ and the value of 

this. 

The research question guiding the study was: What characterises content in 

curricular research for students with ID? To inquire into this, curricular research 

literature from 1994-2016 was identified from electronic research databases and 

analysed in a content-analytic review utilising a curriculum theoretical framework. A 

research discourse, as a written interchange of ideas (Merriam Webster 2017), has a 

potential to analyse, criticise and develop research, policy and practice. The identified 

literature is treated as a research discourse of curricular ideas regarding education for 

students with ID, a discourse this study aims to participate in and extend. In order to 

bring the research frontier forward, literature reviews should not only be generative, i.e. 
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built on the scholarship of others (Boote and Beile 2006); it should also search relevant 

work outside the defined field found to have important implications for the study 

(Maxwell 2006). This study continues from earlier curriculum research review studies 

by Nietupski et al. (1997) and Shurr and Bouck (2013). However, while the prior 

studies focused on moderate and severe ID, this study addresses any ‘level’ of ID. This 

study bases its understanding of ID on the conceptualisations from the American 

Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD 2010). Just as in 

the most recent version of DSM, AAIDD have abandoned severity levels of ID based on 

IQ scores (APA 2016). With the aspiration to situate and extend the issue of curriculum 

content for students with ID in a broader field of curriculum theory and policy 

discourse, the curriculum theoretical approach and systematic search procedures in this 

study aim to form the analytic and methodological innovations in this field. A 

curriculum theoretical approach is suggested as a promising departure from which to 

analyse curriculum for this student population. 

 

Curriculum inquiry 

John Goodlad and associates (1979) identified key distinctions in how curricula 

materialises as both intention and reality. Five dimensions of curriculum were 

identified; the ideological, the formal, the perceived, the operational and the 

experienced (Goodlad 1979, 60-63). Limiting the term curriculum to the plans made for 

teaching is not satisfactory because plans can be ignored or modified (Glatthorn et al. 

2012, 4). There is not always concurrence between the curricular policy documents and 

what actually happens in the classroom. The actualised curriculum, as perceived and 

carried out by educators, experienced by students and/or observed by a third party (ibid, 

5), is also essential in curriculum thinking. Goodlad’s conceptualisation can function as 
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an analytic structure to compare curriculum inquiries towards curricular policy (the 

formal curriculum), how teachers interpret and carry out the curriculum (the perceived 

and operational curriculum), and how students experience the classroom (the 

experienced curriculum). What becomes evident is that clarification of what dimension 

of curriculum inquiry one engages in would benefit cumulative research. As this study’s 

focus is on trends and ideas in curriculum research, this is considered to adhere to the 

study of the ideal curriculum; ‘construed by scholars and teachers to reflect funded 

knowledge’ (Glatthorn et al. 2012, 6). In Goodlad’s terms, the words ‘ideological’ and 

‘ideational’ are equally suitable, and are used synonymously to refer to the ideas behind 

the curriculum. Any curriculum, whether ideal or representative of sociopolitical 

compromises, reflects ideologies (Goodlad 1979, 59). The ideological curricula can be 

identified by examining textbooks and teachers’ guides for the underlying ideas (ibid, 

60). In this study, a systematically identified sample of curricular research literature 

adheres to this collection of written material which is interpreted for ideas.   

Students with intellectual disabilities and the curriculum 

A curriculum can be viewed as the education system’s attempt to reach a match 

between the students’ abilities and needs, and the needs of society, thereby fulfilling the 

aims of education (Kelly 2009, cited in Ware 2014, 491). Similarly, pedagogy operates 

in the middle ground between the child and the curriculum (Biesta 2014, 31). 

Knowledge about the characteristics, abilities and interests of students with ID is 

therefore pivotal in curriculum theory and practice. The AAIDD characterises ID as 

significant limitations both in intellectual and adaptive functioning, and onset before the 

age of 18 (AAIDD 2010, 1). Intelligence is viewed as a general mental ability, 

comprising the ability to reason, solve problems, think abstractly, learn quickly, 
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comprehend complex ideas and learn from experience (ibid,31). Due to limitations in 

these areas, many children with ID experience difficulties in cognitive and academic 

achievement (ibid,196). Adaptive behaviour is defined as the practical, social and 

conceptual skills that have been learned and are performed by people in their everyday 

lives (ibid, 43). AAIDD put equal emphasis on intellectual and adaptive functioning, 

with the latter being perceived as relative to the current environmental demands. This 

means that a person’s overall functioning may vary and improve over time given proper 

support (AAIDD 2010, Parmenter et al. 2007). An understanding of adaptive behaviour 

is critical to educators because of its role in understanding the phenomenon of ID and 

providing a framework for person-referenced education goals, and focusing on an 

essential dimension of human functioning (Tasse et al. 2012, 291). In this article, it is 

argued that both curriculum theory and practice for this student population ought to 

address the developmental potential in both the intellectual and the adaptive domain as 

associated with ID. Deciding what to teach needs to be consistent with what the student 

needs to learn. Considering practical and social skills, we shall see that the concept of 

adaptive behaviour relates to a functional life skills approach to curriculum. 

Shifting trends and legislation framing curricular research 

Ideological zeitgeists influence trends in curriculum policy, research and practice. Prior 

to the nineteenth century, people with ID were seen as uneducable (Wehmeyer and Lee 

2007, 560). The shifting ideas framing educational provision for this learner group have 

been described, in theory, as a progression from segregation, via integration and 

mainstreaming to inclusion (ibid, pp.561-562). According to Dymond and Orelove 

(2001, 110),  a developmental approach to curriculum dominated the beginning of the 

1970s. This was followed by a functional approach from the mid-1970s, which aimed to 
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develop the social and practical life skills necessary for participation and adult 

independent living (Dymond and Orelove 2001, Parmenter et al. 2007). In the 1980s, 

Dymond and Orelove (2001) identified an ecological approach, followed by a trend 

towards inclusive education in the 1990s. Although highly endorsed, no common 

interpretation of inclusion has been widely adopted (Nilholm and Göransson 2017; 

Wehmeyer and Lee 2007, 563). School policy legislation both in the USA and Britain 

now both stress progress in, or access to the general education curriculum for students 

eligible for special education (Ware 2014, 492; Ayres et al. 2011,12; Shurr and Bouck 

2013, 83). Since the introduction of this legislation, it has been debated whether one 

common curriculum really is appropriate for all students (ibid). Dymond and Orelove 

(2001) pinpoint central ideas in curricular approaches based on selected publications. 

However, as this present study aims to characterise what appears to be the general trend 

of ideas in an international curricular research discourse, inferences from a broader set 

of systematic identified research publications are conducted.  

Research on curriculum content for students with ID –- prior and present study 

 

The research question guiding this present review study was: What characterises 

content in curricular research for students with ID? The study builds on important 

findings and recommendations from earlier curriculum research review studies by 

Nietupski et al. (1997) and Shurr and Bouck (2013). Shurr and Bouck (2013) conducted 

manual searches of ten selected journals within the field, six of which were similar to 

the journals reviewed in the study by Nietupski et al. (1997). Nietupski et al. (1997) 

reviewed articles from 1976-1995 and Shurr and Bouck’s study (2013) from 1996-2010. 

What was included as curricular articles in these studies may have been made clearer, 

but a focus on target population and enhancement of skills was stated. A US school-
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based context was indicated in Shurr and Bouck’s (2013) study, while the catchment of 

the study by Nietupski et al. (1997) did not seem apparent. In both the earlier studies, 

the curricular articles were categorised systematically by curricular focus (cognitive- 

academic, functional life skills, sensorimotor, interaction, communication, other, and in 

Shurr and Bouck’s study also mixed), research methodology and publication frequency. 

Shurr and Bouck’s (2013) study also categorised the articles by educational setting. The 

authors note that they struggled with this categorisation, due to the mixed, unspecified 

or lack of description of context in the articles reviewed. This point is important. Firstly, 

Shurr and Bouck (2013, 82) stated that articles with an unspecified or mixed context 

represented 81% of the articles included in their review. This may lead to a potential 

risk of this review including articles that do not relate to a school context, and thereby 

not taking part in a curriculum discourse. Secondly, lack of context description 

compromises research replication. Thirdly, lack of clarity of the context and 

applicability of the study creates difficulties in actual use of the research results in 

appropriate settings (Shurr and Bouck 2013). They suggest that future research should 

address this issue and provide precise descriptions of the curricular context in focus 

(85). The inclusion criteria and the context for gathering, analysing and drawing 

conclusions from data in this present study are described in detail in the method section.   

Both Nietupski et al. (1997, 53) and Shurr and Bouck (2013, 83) report an 

overall low and declining number of curricular articles throughout the review spans. A 

prominent finding in Shurr and Bouck’s study (ibid) is that within the limited curricular 

literature, focus on cognitive academic content had a significant increase over the 

review span to rival functional life skills as the most common focus of curricular 

research from 2006-2010. They suggest that based on the emerging data trend, cognitive 

academic-related articles may surpass functional life skills as the most researched 
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curricular content in the future (84). They discuss several explanations for this, one of 

them being a shift of focus from curricular content specific to students with ID to an 

emphasis on the adoption of and access to the general education curriculum (ibid, 83). 

Furthermore, Shurr and Bouck (2013) suggest that an increased legislative emphasis on 

access to general education curricular content could explain the overall decrease in 

curriculum research for this student population.  

These earlier review studies offer important findings in curricular research for 

students with ID. However, due to their limited focus on moderate and severe ID, this 

study does not aim to make direct comparisons. Findings are not differentiated by level 

of ID in this study because when reviewing the  literature different practises and non-

coherence in reporting or restricting the findings to a particular ‘level’ were found. In 

addition, ‘level’ appears as a contested concept also theoretically by somehow varying 

cut-off scores between ‘levels’. To reflect current thinking, the ‘level’ of ID is viewed 

as functioning relative to the environmental demands, of which the curriculum is one.  

Nevertheless, due to the choices of delineations and recommendations from the 

previous studies, this present study extends knowledge on this matter in several ways. 

Firstly, this study takes a curriculum theoretical approach to the content-analytic review 

of curricular research. A theoretical foundation is therefore used to explicate the criteria 

for what is included as a curricular article. Secondly, as the earlier review studies are 

allocated to pre-selected journals, the question of whether the results are generalizable is 

open. Thirdly, in contrast to the earlier reviews, systematic literature searches in 

international research databases were conducted in this study. Fourthly, this study 

investigates only one of the categories in the earlier studies – the ‘curricular focus’, 

referred to as curricular content here. The reason for this is that the issue of curriculum 
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content needs to be analysed in depth within a broader curriculum theory and policy 

discourse.  

Method 

Systematic literature searches and qualitative content analysis were applied as methods. 

The validity of this study needs to be assessed in relation to its purpose – to provide a 

reliable interpretative curricular analysis of research trends – rather than perceiving 

validity as a context-independent property of methods or conclusions (Maxwell 2005, 

105). Content analysis is described as a method for making replicable and valid 

inferences from text to the context of their use (Krippendorf 2004). Systematics and 

explication of the coding procedures and analyses are strived for in order to enhance the 

validity and reliability of this content-analysis study (ibid, 18). The decisions taken 

during the research process are made as transparent as possible. In systematic searches 

in international research databases, any internationally published article that matched 

the search terms was considered to have an equal chance of being included in this 

review, regardless of journal affiliation. This was considered to minimise selection bias. 

The particular sample of curricular articles forms the dataset from which this author 

draws theoretical inferences. As texts are thought to have meanings relative to particular 

contexts, the analyst contributes to what counts as content. Consequently, a content 

analysis is theory-driven in nature (ibid, 21-24). However, this does not mean that 

‘anything goes’. In order to enhance reliability, the researcher must explicate the 

context that guides their inferences (ibid). As mentioned above, the context and 

application of this study’s analysis is a curriculum research and policy framework. 

Searching, inclusion and exclusion of articles 

An important task was to determine what was to be considered data – i.e. texts subject 
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to further analysis. The literature search terms were selected and refined in relation to 

terminology in the field, as well as reviews of preliminary results lists. The searches 

were developed and finalised as printed reference lists with assistance from a 

specialised librarian. The databases used for systematic literature searches were ERIC, 

PsycInfo and Web of Science, all found to be relevant for educational research. These 

nine search terms were used and combined:  A) intellectual disab*OR mental retard* 

AND B) curricul*OR didactic* OR educat*planning OR instruct*planning OR 

educat*content OR instruct*content OR educat*aim in heading, keywords and/or 

abstracts. In addition, searches using the databases’ own subject headings ‘intellectual 

disability’ AND ‘curriculum’ OR ‘individualised education programmes’ were 

conducted and combined with the keywords. The search was limited to i) peer reviewed 

journal articles, because of interest in focus on research (i.e. not book reviews and 

editorials), ii) studies published between 1994 and 2016, due to the assumption that the 

year 1994 represented a benchmark as a result of the Salamanca Statement. The search 

terms A) mental retardation (MR) and intellectual disability (ID) were chosen because 

these are the terms in use by the ICD-10 and AAIDD manuals, and for the somewhat 

clear diagnostic demarcation to non-MR/ID. Related terms such as ‘cognitive 

impairment’ and ‘learning disability’ were not used due to the variability of applications 

of these terms. The search terms B) were meant to generate articles focusing on 

curriculum, also using related terms to capture relevant articles, but not using this exact 

term. Search terms such as ‘education’ or ‘special needs education’ were found to be 

too generic, and generated an abundance of references beyond the scope of this study to 

investigate. The literature search was completed on 11 August 2016. 

The reference lists from the three databases were combined, and duplicates were 

removed electronically in EndNote and manually with help from a research assistant. 
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Preliminary reviews of the references was conducted to refine and ascertain analytic 

categories and the inclusion criteria. The headings, keywords and abstracts in the 

reference list were screened. Articles included as curricular articles in this study met 

the following criteria as the articles addressed: a) at least one individual or a population 

with any level of ID/MR articulated by these precise terms irrespective of aetiology – as 

the main target group, and b) curriculum; i.e. curriculum theory, content, development, 

evaluation, and/or aim, or c) educational planning (including individual education 

planning), and/or enhancing skills in a school context. There were no pre-determined 

exclusion criteria in this study, because openness to what could be perceived as a 

curricular article proved to be expedient when going through the literature. However, 

any article that did not meet the criteria for a curricular article was excluded from 

further review. This was the case with the majority of the articles in the initial reference 

list. Most of these articles were excluded due to a research focus mainly targeting the 

support system or parents. Articles that clearly stated a focus outside a school context 

were also excluded, for example habilitation and leisure activity sites or adult education 

provided by institutions other than a school. The school context criteria in this study 

were found to be crucial to the study’s aim to highlight a curricular research discourse. 

This means that when no context was specified for the study or a clear relation or 

recommendation regarding schooling or curriculum was mentioned by the author, 

articles were excluded from further analysis. This was the case for many articles 

focusing solely on the effects of instructional techniques or therapeutic (medical, 

psychiatric) interventions. In addition, articles that solely gave descriptions of test 

outcomes and validation studies of assessment tools were excluded when the authors 

did not relate or discuss implications for educational planning. Thus, these kinds of 

articles were not considered to be particularly connected to a curriculum discourse. 
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Analytical coding of articles 

The 256 included articles were retrieved as printed full texts, reviewed and categorised 

in four categories, two of which were obtained deductively and two inductively during 

this review. The deductive categories were retained from Shurr and Bouck (2013,79) 

and Nietupski et al. (1997, 38-39), namely category 1. FLS – functional life skills and 

category 2. CA – cognitive-academic. The reason for replicating these categories in this 

study was because they were reported to have the largest overall representation in the 

earlier review studies and the most clear-cut delineation to other categories, and because 

the relationship between CA and FLS is of special interest in this study. Articles coded 

as FLS were articles that addressed the variety of skills that are frequently demanded in 

the natural domestic, vocational and community environment, with content focusing on 

self-help, healthcare and leisure skills (Brown et al., as cited in Shurr and Bouck 2013, 

79), as well as instructional techniques/interventions that were reported as enhancing 

such skills. Furthermore, studies were included in the FLS category when the author 

referred to the skills as functional or when the studies focused on behavioural, 

communication, social and intrapersonal skills (for example self-determination) – all 

found to be relevant for cross context daily living. Articles regarding sex education 

were also included in this category. The articles coded as CA were articles that 

addressed cognitive skills and/or traditional academic subjects, such as mathematics, 

science, reading, writing, spelling and pre-academic tasks (Nietupski et al.1997), and 

also instructional techniques/interventions that were reported as enhancing such skills. 

Also included in this category were articles whose primary focus was on enhancing 

access to and the adoption of the general education curriculum.  
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During the review process, it became apparent that many of the included articles 

did not match the FLS or CA category. Two analytic categories were then inductively 

applied: category 3. C – curriculum, and 4. CA/FLS – cognitive academics and 

functional life skills. These categories were not based on the earlier review studies. 

Rather, these categories emerged from interpretations of this study’s specific dataset 

and were termed by this author. Articles coded as C focused on various analyses of 

curriculum, involving discussions of curriculum models, design, evaluation and/or 

principles for planning (i.e. IEP and transition planning) for the target population. 

Articles addressing critical analyses of access to and adoption of the general education 

curriculum were also coded as C. The C category was found to be relevant to apply in 

order to identify more theoretically focused curriculum research. As a functional and a 

cognitive academic approach to curriculum need not be mutually exclusive, a 

combination category of these two topics was also applied. Articles coded as CA/FLS 

equally addressed a combination of FLS and CA content. One example is a study of 

interventions with the self-determined learning model of instruction on access to the 

general curriculum (Shogren et al. 2012). Each article was reviewed and matched with 

the category descriptions. The code representing one of the four categories of curricular 

foci was manually recorded beside each reference. The code applied was based on the 

authors of the articles’ own statement of the aim and/or main focus in their articles, 

mainly stated in the heading and abstract. A second review was conducted to re-affirm 

the coding. 

Despite a low publication frequency, curricular articles related to sensorimotor, 

physical activities and communication were found, and could have been coded 

separately. However, they all also related to, and were coded under FLS in this review. 

Applying a generic category termed other was considered to be too vague. The category 
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descriptions underwent slight changes during the coding process in order to obtain a 

match between a coded reference and the code description. Memos were recorded 

during the coding process to capture immediate reflections of the literature..A research 

assistant converted the coded data material to an Excel protocol where each reference 

was numbered and arranged by their code and year of publication. This format enabled 

the publication frequency to be recorded for the review span in each category. 

 

Results 

The search generated 219 references in ERIC, 413 in PsycInfo and 1011 in Web of 

Science (WoS). The reference list from WoS was reduced to 739 after exclusion of 

articles from journals of obvious irrelevance. When the reference lists from the three 

databases were combined and duplicates removed, the data material consisted of 1118 

articles. After inclusion/exclusion, 256 articles were defined as curricular articles, thus 

representing the curriculum discourse regarding students with ID in the period 1994-

2016.   Analytical coding of articles showed:  

 105 cognitive-academic articles 

 82 functional life skills articles  

 58 curriculum articles 

 11 combination of cognitive-academic and functional life skills articles 

 

Articles focusing on cognitive-academic content had the highest overall coverage, 

followed by the articles focusing on functional life skills content. Articles focusing on 

various analyses of curriculum and curriculum planning were the third most researched 

content. The least covered topic was the combination of cognitive-academic and 

functional life skills content, which did not appear before 2002. From 1994 to 2005, the 

number of publications in the CA and FLS category did not differ much. From 2006, the 
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publication frequency of the two categories begins to diverge, with the number of CA 

articles published exceeding the number of FLS articles throughout the rest of the 

review span. Both FLS articles and CA articles showed an increase in publication 

frequency. However, the CA category showed in the period 2006-2016 almost a three 

doubling of publications -77- compared with publications in the period 1994-2005 

which was 28. In contrast, the publications in the he FLS category did not even double, 

with the corresponding figures 32 and 50, respectively. In the period 2012-2016, the 

publication of FLS articles seem to decline. However, this is a short time span and this 

needs to be investigated further to see if this is a trend.   

 Consequently, what seems to characterise content in curricular research for 

students with ID from 1994 to 2016 is a cognitive-academic approach. This finding 

supports the hypothesis suggested by Shurr and Bouck (2013), that cognitive-academic 

may surpass functional life skills as the most researched curricular content in the future. 

However, this is perhaps to be expected when the entire range of ID is included in this 

current review, instead of only moderate and severe ID as in the previous reviews. So 

direct comparisons with previous reviews are of limited applicability here, because the 

literature sample is different. A record of publication frequency in all categories in this 

study showed that curricular research for students with ID appears to increase within the 

review span. This finding appears to be contrary to earlier review studies which finds 

curricular research to decline (Shurr and Bouck 2013, Nietupski et al. 1997). 

This article provides only an overview of trends in curricular research. In-depth 

analysis within each category of included literature is beyond the scope of this study. 

However, some characteristics of the literature are noted here. In several C-A articles, 

teaching literacy, numeracy and science concepts to students with ID was common. 

Curricular policy documents and/or jurisdiction were commonly reported as background 
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for, or justification of these contents. In the FLS category, research  related to self-

determination was the most common content. Articles related to sensorimotor, physical 

activities and communication  represented the least covered topic within this category. 

In the CA category, content focusing on transition and  individual educational planning 

was common. Although not dominating, Bouck et al. (see reference list) appear to be 

significant contributors to curriculum analyses and development in this category, with a 

focus on functional curriculum in particular. The combination category CA/FLS was 

not extensive, but could be perceived as an evolving blended curriculum field. 

Particularly noteworthy from  reviewing the C category is that although a share of the 

articles had a critical-analytic position, connections to conceptual, theoretical and/or 

normative frameworks to analyse and guide curriculum thinking and theory were 

sparse.  

Discussion and implications for curriculum research and policy 

The results of the study must be interpreted within its context of limitations. Two issues 

of the validity of this study are raised. Firstly, the coding of the included articles was 

conducted by this author alone, which represents a significant limitation of the study.  

However, as mentioned above, to strengthen the validity and reliability, the searching 

and coding procedures and the inferences drawn from data are made as transparent as 

possible. This study adheres to the AAIDD definition and the ICD-10/DSM naming of 

the ID condition. Due to ID or MR being strict inclusion criteria, many curricular 

research articles were excluded from this review. This could also represent a limitation 

of the study, since important literature may have been omitted. The author 

acknowledges that curriculum research addressing this student population using terms 

widely used in the UK, such as ‘learning disabilities’,  may obviously be of relevance 

for the field. A different set of inclusion criteria might have given a different literature 
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sample. Nevertheless, in order to unify and extend the curricular discourse, distinct 

terminology and clarification of inquiry are essential in order to communicate research 

findings consistently across fields.  

 This study reports that cognitive-academic-related articles had the highest 

overall coverage in the literature, a category in rapid increase. On this basis, it is 

suggested that the curricular research discourse for students with ID from the period 

1994-2016 appears to be characterised by a cognitive-academic approach. In line with 

Shurr and Bouck (2013, 83), one possible explanation for this could be a saturation in 

the FLS research field. However, as educational opportunities for students with ID 

improve over time due to shifting societal and technological conditions, this is not a 

likely explanation (ibid). Instead, more FLS research is needed for updated knowledge 

on what skills are functional to possess in domestic, vocational and community life in 

the twenty-first century. A more plausible explanation appears to be the overall 

influence of the ideology of inclusion and access to the general curriculum, which 

implicitly may shape research interest (ibid). Moreover, given research institutions’ 

frequent need for external funding, funding agencies may also align with this political 

zeitgeist and finance CA-related research projects that focus on all students reaching the 

standards of the general academic curriculum.  If the latter is considered to be 

‘inclusion’, the appropriateness of inclusion as a research paradigm seriously needs to 

be questioned. Given that the whole research field of special needs education is at times 

defined in terms of inclusion (Nilholm and Göransson 2017, 1), it is crucial to 

investigate how inclusion ‘materializes as both intention and reality’. Dymond and 

Orelove (2001) note that: ‘there are some instances where inclusion appears to have 

become the curriculum’. Furthermore, that students with severe disabilities ‘participate 

in the same activities as their peers without disabilities, regardless of whether the 
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curriculum enables them to achieve competence in a variety of academic and functional 

skills areas’ (110). Although the concept of inclusive education reflects the best 

intentions, mainstreaming creates dilemmas about what curricular content to teach. 

Questioning the ideology of inclusion should not be treated like a reactionary issue. 

Rather, it should be treated like a curricular issue, at its heart always considering the 

students’ educational needs and interests over ideology. 

Although FLS- content seems less common than CA content in curricular 

discourse, habilitation or occupational therapy research discourses may focus on FLS- 

content. Nevertheless, it is argued here that FLS should be an important part of 

curricular research discourse. FLS represents valuable content in the school curriculum 

for this group of students. As Goodlad’s conceptualisations of curriculum inquiry point 

to, shifting trends and legislation impact curriculum design and educational practice. If 

we regard the individual education plan (IEP) as a hybrid between the formal and 

perceived curriculum, a recent Portuguese study is interesting in this context. Sanches-

Ferreira (et al. 2013) investigated the content of 2497 IEP goals for students from age 8-

18. It was found that IEP goals in highly individualised curricula did not appropriately 

focus on functional life skills content (ibid, 519). This may suggest a risk of an IEP 

adopting goals from a standard-based academic curriculum, thereby annexing 

meaningful individualised curriculum goals that may be directly tied to increased 

independence in identified current and future environments (Ayres et al. 2011, 12).  

The current study inquires into the curriculum of ideas in research. The link 

between research and practice, academic debate and day-to-day life in the classroom 

seems to be tenuous at best (Ware 2014, 501). This leaves the question of whether FLS 

is becoming a less focused content in special education practice open for further 

research. More empirical data is needed here. Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise 
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that if curricular research and policy regarding FLS stagnates, FLS may also be a less 

focused content in the operational and experienced curriculum for this learner group. 

This would compromise what there is generally diagnostic consensus about: that people 

with ID have limitations in adaptive behaviour, which implies the need for students with 

ID to learn practical and social skills for adaptive functioning in their communities. In 

turn, this corresponds to the school’s responsibility to teach such skills. It is well 

documented that many students with ID do not learn life skills on their own (Cronin 

1996, 53). Moreover, limitations of basic life skills together with environmental barriers 

may limit the quality of life of this population (Parmenter et al. 2007, 720). 

Development of functional life skills therefore requires systematic instruction and need 

to be a focused content throughout the students’ school careers (Parmenter et al. 200, 

693; Cronin 1996, 53). To inquire into the match between the curriculum and the 

student, both empirical and theoretical research along Goodlad’s dimensions of 

curriculum are essential. For example, the experienced curriculum – students’ own 

narratives and assessments of individual skills after schooling – can be compared to 

post-school outcomes (i.e. studies by Bouck et al). Although perhaps at odds with 

current educational policy on access to the general curriculum, it is argued here that 

more research on functional curriculum models is needed to prevent the risk of 

functional life skills becoming the ‘ignored curriculum’ for students with ID. 

Being literate and numerate may be perceived as functional life skills of the 

twenty-first century. However, for a proportion of the ID-student population, the aim of 

being literate and numerate may be out of reach. For some students with ID focusing on 

sensorimotor stimulating and communication are essential. The wording of functional 

life skills invokes a quintessential curricular question: functional where and to whom? A 

functional life skills approach and a standard academic approach to teaching are not 
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mutually exclusive in curriculum design. However, designing an IEP requires weighing 

potential benefits from developing academic competencies against the potential benefits 

that may follow from teaching functional life skills (AAIDD 2010, 197), thus a 

deliberate balance between approaches. Knowledge about curriculum design for 

students with ID should therefore be an essential part of the special educator’s 

competence. The cognitive variability of students with ID requires not only 

methodological considerations, i.e. how to master the goals in mainstream curriculum; it 

also requires epistemological and ethical considerations on what kinds of knowledge are 

considered valuable, longitudinally relevant, and realistic to learn and apply – at a 

reasonable rate.  

The issue of curricular content is not only a curricular question of what to 

choose, but also how to justify that choice. Consequently, curricular questions become 

an ethical issue. What knowledge and skills are of value for this group of learners? 

Decided by whom? Who and what does the formal curriculum value? Although several 

critical articles were found in this study’s review, there is a gap in the literature 

regarding normative frameworks for developing, analysing and critiquing the 

curriculum for this learner group. Discussions on aims and curricular content in special 

education are needed, leaving the present void to the issue of what works. As Biesta 

(2009) reminds us, there is a need to reconnect with the question of the purpose of 

education. Reindal (2010) invites us to discuss the purpose of inclusion in special 

education. To start with purpose would link the issues of what (content) and why (aim) 

in education closely together. It is vital that curriculum thinking and development 

regarding students with ID connect to discourses on ethics, philosophy and curriculum 

policy in general. A truly inclusive school for all students should provide the best 

available knowledge on how to meet all of the students’ needs and educational interests.  
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