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Learning Objectives

after reading Chapter 9, you should be able to:

 � understand how standards guide educational planning for elementary-
aged students with intellectual disability.

 � identify academic instructional procedures across content areas.

 � Summarize instructional prompting procedures.

 � discuss evidence-based practice for teaching academics to elementary-
aged students with intellectual disability.

CHAPTER 9

Teaching Acade mic 
Skills to Elementary-
Age Students With 
Intellectual Disability
David F. Cihak and Cate C. Smith

elementAry schOOl

For children with intellectual disability, the elementary school years are criti-
cal for developing a variety of skills including academic, social, and functional 
life skills. The years spent in elementary school allow children to connect with 
others, learn about the world, and imagine possibilities for the future. For the 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY232

purposes of this chapter, we will define elementary school as kindergarten 
through eighth grade. Although instructional strategies and content presented 
will differ across grade levels, elementary school is a time in the life of each 
child that is highlighted by opportunities to learn, grow, and develop lifelong 
skills. Unique to elementary school are opportunities for students with intel-
lectual disability to learn a variety of skills across different settings, such as 
team building during physical education, choice making in the cafeteria, and 
developing social skills in the general education classroom and during recess.

Access tO the generAl educAtiOn  
curriculum And envirOnment

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 
2004, PL 108–446) mandates participation in the general education curriculum 
for all students with disabilities. While exposure to this curriculum is required, 
regardless of where services are provided, there are at least two specific reasons 
for considering the extent to which students with intellectual disability partici-
pate in general education classes. Participation in general education classes is an 
evidence-based practice directly related to academic outcomes for elementary 
students with disabilities. Students with intellectual disability who are educated 
in inclusive settings perform much better on measures of both social and adap-
tive behavior than similar students in self-contained settings (that is, separate 
classes or special schools). Students with mild, moderate, and even severe intel-
lectual disability should be educated with peers without disabilities, to some 
extent, in order to access a teacher with expertise in the academic core content 
subject, learning materials and tools specific to that subject, and opportunities for 
learning alongside typical peers who can provide natural supports (Carter, Sisco, 
Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2009; Hunt, McDonnell, & Crockett, 2012; 
Jimenez, Browder, Spooner, & DiBiase, 2012; Ryndak, Jackson, & White, 2013).

The general education classroom provides specific contextual factors, includ-
ing “features of the physical setting, the activities, roles and contributions of 
the participants, the timing of events, and the interpersonal relationships” 
not often present or easily replicated in more segregated settings ( Jackson, 
Ryndak, & Wehmeyer, 2009, p. 179). Moreover, Jackson and his colleagues 
(2009) observed increased opportunities for incidental and imitative learning 
as well as the inherent difficulties of providing general education curriculum 
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233Chapter 9  •  teaChing aCademiC SkillS to elementary-age StudentS With intelleCtual diSability

instruction explicitly linked to grade-level academic content standards in self-
contained classrooms, where special educators typically have simultaneous 
teaching responsibilities for students across multiple grades or age levels.

The importance of access to general education classrooms for elementary 
students with intellectual disability was also accentuated by the earlier work 
of Fisher and Meyer (2002). Fisher and Meyer found significantly higher 
gains for students in inclusive settings in both adaptive behavior and social 
competence than for their counterparts in self-contained settings. Although 
this study did not target academic achievement per se, the social competence 
measure included skills such as initiating interactions, self-managing one’s own 
behavior, making choices among alternatives, and obtaining relevant cues—all 
essential skills for accessing the general education curriculum, regardless of the 
setting in which that curriculum is taught.

Overview Of AcAdemic skills  
fOr elementAry-Age students

When determining which academic skills are important for elementary students  
with intellectual disability, there are several factors to consider. First, the indi-
vidualized education program (IEP) outlines the specific long-term goals and 
short-term objectives for each child who receives special education services. 
(Note, under IDEA 2004, short-term objectives are only required in an IEP 
for students who take alternate assessments aligned with alternate achievement 
standards.) Created by a collaborative team of stakeholders, the IEP is reflective 
of all skill areas, including academics, needed for the learner to be successful and 
receive a free appropriate public education. After considering the unique needs 
of the student, the IEP team should recommend the programmatic inclusion of 
relevant and important academic skills for the individual child. These academic 
skills include those appropriate for both current and future settings. It is impor-
tant for IEP teams to think about possible future environments and careers for 
the elementary student with intellectual disability in order to fill any gaps that 
may be present in his or her education. It is with the future in mind that special 
educators design and develop programming to reflect independent living and 
adult life goals for all children with intellectual disability.

In addition to the IEP goals and objectives, there are other considerations 
when choosing academic skills and content. Specifically, academic content for 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY234

all students must relate to general education content standards. The Com-
mon Core State Standards (CCSS) are standards that outline the Eng-
lish/language arts and mathematics skills that all children in kindergarten 
through twelfth grade should know at the end of each grade level, for states 
that adopted these standards (refer to Chapter 3 for additional information 
regarding the CCSS as well as www.corestandards.org). Note many states 
also have implemented content standards in other areas such as science and 
social studies. Students in kindergarten through eighth grade in general edu-
cation classes work toward these grade-by-grade content standards. Content 
standards—including the CCSS—are critical for students in elementary set-
tings with intellectual disability, as they serve as indicators of developmentally 
appropriate content. Teachers of individuals with intellectual disability should 
refer to the CCSS when adapting content to meet the unique needs of each 
learner. Once special educators have analyzed the CCSS—or appropriate 
state standards for those states that did not adopt the CCSS—to determine 
age- and grade-level-appropriate standards, the IEP team can determine 
which standards are important to include for the individual learner. It is also 
noteworthy that IEP goals should reflect back to a grade-level-appropriate 
content standard (Yell, 2016).

The CCSS were designed to facilitate consistency for students across schools 
nationwide regardless of factors such as socioeconomic status or school sys-
tem resources. There are advantages and disadvantages to implementing the 
CCSS or other standards-based curricula for all children, including those 
with intellectual disability (see Table 9.1 for some of the advantages and dis-
advantages). In spite of the disadvantages, the majority of states require all 
students to have access to the content of the CCSS, regardless of ability or 
disability.

In order to provide access to grade-level content for students with intellec-
tual disability, teachers have access to alternative and extended standards. All 
states have alternate assessments based on alternate achievement standards for  
students with the most significant disabilities (Browder & Spooner, 2011). 
Most students with moderate to severe intellectual disability (up to 1% of 
the students in a school district according to federal law) will qualify for an 
alternate assessment (Yell, 2016). Refer to Chapter 4 for a more in-depth dis-
cussion of assessments for students with intellectual disability. However, even 
students who complete an alternate assessment must have access to the general 
education curriculum.

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



235Chapter 9  •  teaChing aCademiC SkillS to elementary-age StudentS With intelleCtual diSability

It is important for educators of students with intellectual disability to be famil-
iar with standards—state general standards (for example, the CCSS) and/or 
alternate (or extended) standards, as appropriate. Teachers are often tasked 
with creating IEP goals relative to content standards, which can be referred to 
as a standards-based IEP approach. Part of the challenge of providing access 
to the general education curriculum for students with intellectual disability is 
determining how to make it meaningful. Students may need reduced breadth 
(number of topics or objectives to learn), depth (the levels of understanding 
expected for each topic/objective), or complexity (the time, steps, and memory 
involved) compared to peers without disabilities. In addition to planning for 
inclusion of standards-based content, there are critical curricular components 
that must be included in a well-rounded academic curriculum. The follow-
ing sections outline the literacy, mathematics, science, and social studies skills 
needed for all elementary students with intellectual disability.

LITERACY

Literacy may be defined as the ability to read, write, and communicate (Arm-
bruster, Lehr, & Osborn, 2003). It is critical to teach literacy skills to elemen-
tary students with intellectual disability for a variety of reasons. First, literacy 
provides opportunities to have the same life experiences as peers without dis-
abilities. Second, literacy allows these students to access a larger sphere of life 
including social relationships, employment, and recreation activities. A third 

TABLE 9.1  Advantages and Disadvantages of the Common Core 
State Standards

ADVANTAGES DISADVANTAGES 

 � evidence and research based  � do not match developmental or 
cognitive abilities of all students

 � based on rigorous content that holds 
schools and teachers accountable

 � do not address the functional/adaptive 
skill areas of need

 � assume all students are competent and 
able to learn 

 � Cannot meet the individualized needs of 
all students

 � allow special educators access to 
grade- and age-appropriate content and 
standards

 � may cause stress for students and 
teachers

 � prepare students for college and career 
readiness

 � are unrealistic for some students with 
severe or profound disabilities
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY236

justification is that literacy improves the quality of life for every literate indi-
vidual. As educators of elementary students with intellectual disability, it is 
imperative to focus on literacy instruction for these and other reasons.

For practical purposes, literacy involves reading and writing to understand 
and communicate ideas in order to participate in society. In order to learn 
literacy skills, students must first demonstrate early skills known as emergent 
literacy skills (Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Flowers, & Baker, 2012; Browder 
& Spooner, 2011). Emergent literacy skills include language awareness and 
understanding the conventions, functions, and purpose of print, in addition 
to phonological awareness. Language awareness encompasses not only oral 
language, but also a general understanding or awareness of written language 
(Browder, Hudson, & Wood, 2013). In order to understand the conventions of 
print, students must know that the presentation of the print (left to right, top 
to bottom) follows the same structure regardless of where the print appears. 
Functions of print involve awareness of the multiple uses of print (such as 
newspapers, menus, web pages, signs). Purpose of print refers to the fact that 
words have meaning and are used for multiple reasons. Finally, phonological 
awareness encompasses the broad skills needed to learn the sound structure of 
language including phonemic awareness by hearing and manipulating indi-
vidual phonemes, rhyming, syllabication, onset (beginning sound), and rime 
(ending sound). Children with phonological awareness skills are able to iden-
tify oral rhymes, clap out syllables in words, and recognize initial and ending 
sounds. Many students without disabilities will enter school demonstrating 
some emergent literacy skills; however, most students with intellectual dis-
ability will not (Browder, Gibbs, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade, & Lee, 2007). 
However, each child—including those with intellectual disability—may not 
follow the same sequential path of skill acquisition and may create his or her 
own path to literacy. One such literacy path was suggested by Chall (1996), 
which starts with emergent literacy and goes through reading to learn; reading 
to learn is typically a skill developed in later elementary school and focuses on 
content-area learning. See Table 9.2 for the stages and corresponding skills 
that develop within each stage.

One challenge with teaching literacy skills to elementary students with intel-
lectual disability is the lack of books that are appropriate and engaging. Most 
traditional books are too difficult for learners with intellectual disability to 
read independently. Although some teachers choose to read these texts aloud 
to their students, this is not always an appropriate accommodation as many 
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237Chapter 9  •  teaChing aCademiC SkillS to elementary-age StudentS With intelleCtual diSability

children are still unable to comprehend the text when presented orally (Mims, 
Hudson, & Browder, 2012). Instead, teachers need to provide access to engag-
ing and appropriate books for students with intellectual disability.

In order to provide access, special educators must provide physical and cogni-
tive access to appropriate books. Providing physical access to books means that 
students must be able to hold and physically manipulate the book and pages. 
Books must be in an accessible place with time each day for reading. Classroom 
libraries must include a variety of genres and themes that are engaging for all 
students in the classroom. Books should also reflect the students in the class 
by including relevant family-, culture-, and disability-related themes. Chil-
dren should be able to identify elements of their own lives in their classroom 
books. The books may be adapted to provide access for students with physical 
disabilities or fine motor impairments. Page fluffers (that is, low-tech devices 
designed by attaching a small object to the side of the page) may be added to 
the pages to allow students to turn the pages more easily (Bryant & Bryant, 

TABLE 9.2 Stages of Literacy Skill Development 

STAGE
SKILLS DEVELOPED IN 
THIS STAGE HOW TO TEACH THESE SKILLS

prereading emergent literacy skills discuss conventions of print such as 
reading left to right and top to bottom 
when reading a new book

Stage 1: learning to read initial reading skills including 
relationship between letters 
and sounds

use word-building cards to allow 
students to combine beginning and 
ending sounds to make words

Stage 2: learning to read basic decoding skills and use of 
sight vocabulary

play a sight word game where students 
read as many sight word cards as 
possible in 30 seconds

Stage 3: reading to learn reading to gain new ideas and 
knowledge

allow students to choose their own book 
based on a favorite topic and read aloud 
together

Stage 4: reading to learn reading to understand multiple 
viewpoints

provide books from different viewpoints 
in classroom library and read aloud 
together

Stage 5: reading to learn reading for construction and 
reconstruction of knowledge

incorporate a variety of nonfiction books 
in classroom library to assist students 
with research projects

SourCe: adapted from J. Chall, Stages of Reading Development (new york, ny: harcourt brace, 1996).
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY238

2012). Page fluffers may be made of paper clips, Velcro, Popsicle sticks, or other 
materials and are attached to the edges of each page to allow students to grasp 
and turn individual pages.

In addition to physical access to books, students must have cognitive access to 
the books they read. The most important consideration in providing cognitive 
access is readability of the text. Many books for young children feature colorful 
pictures that represent key concepts and illustrate repeated story lines and the-
matic sentences that explain the theme (for example, Brown Bear, Brown Bear, 
What Do You See? by Bill Martin). Special educators can capitalize on these 
engaging features by using strategies such as repeated story lines, pictures, and 
main idea identification to support comprehension in elementary students 
with intellectual disability. For example, when reading Brown Bear, teachers 
can point to the colorful illustrations, read the words aloud, and allow students 
to turn the pages independently using tools such as page fluffers.

In addition to these strategies, there are other ways to adapt books to make 
them easier to understand for children with intellectual disability. Strategies 
such as adding picture symbol cards or three-dimensional objects for key 
words to each page help to enhance comprehension of main themes. For books 
with no thematic sentence (one that describes the main idea), teachers can 
create their own and place it in the book. For example, in The Cat in the Hat 
by Dr. Seuss, teachers could write the sentence “The cat is playing games and 
making a mess” and add it to each page. Seeing this repeated thematic sentence 
will help students understand there is a recurring theme of a mischievous and 
messy cat. Of course, educators can use alternative means to provide access to 
books, such as using books on tape or e-books to be played on a computer or 
tablet device (for example, an iPad). See Chapter 6 for additional examples of 
technology to support literacy for students with intellectual disability.

After adapting books, there are many approaches to teaching associated con-
tent. One approach to consider is the story-based lesson (Browder, Gibbs 
et al., 2007). Derived from shared story experiences known as read-alouds, 
story-based lessons use a structured process to deliver important literacy skills 
and content to elementary students with intellectual disability. This approach 
incorporates the use of engaging, grade-level picture books or adapted chapter 
books that have already been modified to provide physical access. Next, up to 
five key vocabulary terms are identified from the text using paired pictures 
when possible. Highlight the words in the text if needed. After identifying 
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239Chapter 9  •  teaChing aCademiC SkillS to elementary-age StudentS With intelleCtual diSability

vocabulary, a repeated main thematic sentence is created to represent the main 
idea. Table 9.3 features the stage and corresponding implementation steps. 
Through incorporating strategies such as the story-based lesson, book adapta-
tions for physical access, and creating cognitive access, educators of elementary 
students with intellectual disability can provide a meaningful and engaging 
reading curriculum.

MATHEMATICS

In addition to literacy skills, elementary students with intellectual disability 
must have access to high-quality mathematics instruction. To choose appropri-
ate math skills for instruction, educators must consider the unique needs of the 
child, recommendations of the IEP team, and the mathematics content stand-
ards for the specific state. The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics 
(2000) believes all students should be held to high expectations, individuals 
with disabilities should have opportunities to learn new skills across their time 
in school, and learning experiences should be personally relevant and important 

TABLE 9.3 Story-Based Lesson Format 

STAGE STEPS OF EACH STAGE

 1. anticipatory set offer student a picture or object to connect to content of book

 2. read title point to book title and read aloud

 3. identify author point to author and read aloud; discuss the author is the person who 
wrote the book

 4. prediction ask student to look at pictures or cover and predict the topic or 
content of the book

 5. open book model opening the book; allow student to open the book

 6. point to text allow student to point to words as you read aloud

 7. identify vocabulary identify five preselected vocabulary words

 8. repeated story line identify the repeated story line (either teacher created or embedded 
within text)

 9. turn page let student turn pages

10. Comprehension question/
review prediction 

during or after reading the book, ask comprehension questions; review 
the prediction made by the student earlier

SourCe: d. browder, S. gibbs, l. ahlgrim-delzell, g. Courtade, and a. lee, Early Literacy Skills Builder 
(Verona, Wi: attainment Co., 2007).
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY240

to the student. According to the National Council of Teachers of Mathemat-
ics, there are five content areas that must be included in math instruction for 
all students. These five areas along with a sample skill and related activity are 
identified in Table 9.4.

There are basic concepts and skills within each of the five areas that must be 
included for fundamental understanding of mathematical concepts. Criti-
cal skills include counting words in sequence, demonstrating one-to-one 
correspondence, understanding the order irrelevance principle (the order in 
which objects are counted is unimportant), comparing quantities of objects, 
and basic addition and subtraction skills (Browder & Spooner, 2011). In 
addition to these basic skills, students must learn basic number sense and 
functional mathematics skills for independence. Basic number sense skills 
include understanding the meaning and relationship of numbers and under-
standing symbolic relationships (National Council of Teachers of Math-
ematics, 2000).

TABLE 9.4  National Council of Teachers of Mathematics Content Areas  
of Mathematics

CONTENT AREA SAMPLE SKILL

RELATED ACTIVITY FOR 
ELEMENTARY STUDENT WITH 
INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY

algebra: the study of 
patterns and relationships

identify and create patterns 
(e.g., blue, blue, red)

use counting manipulatives (concrete or 
virtual) to allow for pattern creation

geometry: understanding 
spatial organizations

match and identify shapes in 
the environment

provide shape manipulatives for 
students to compare against objects in 
the environment

data analysis: organizing and 
interpreting facts and data 

record observations on a 
chart

ask classmates to vote for favorite meal 
and record answers on table

measurement: defining 
attributes in standard format

record volume, weight, and 
size of different objects

use different-shaped objects and 
measurement tools such as scales, 
graduated cylinder, and ruler to 
compare 

number and operations: 
understanding quantity and 
number sense

represent greater than, less 
than 

illustrate these concepts using objects 
or picture symbols that first are 
obviously different from one another 
and then have more subtle differences

SourCe: national Council of teachers of mathematics, Principles and Standards for School Mathematics 
(reston, Va: author, 2000).
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241Chapter 9  •  teaChing aCademiC SkillS to elementary-age StudentS With intelleCtual diSability

To improve number sense skills in elementary students with intellectual dis-
ability, teachers can solve mathematics problems together and then discuss the 
answer. Asking students if an answer “makes sense” encourages them to evalu-
ate the answer and determine if the calculations were correct, or if the student 
should try to solve the problem again. For example, when adding 20 + 10, if 
the student solves for a sum of 400, the teacher should ask the student if the 
sum “makes sense” followed by a discussion. Mathematics skills that are both 
academic and functional, meaning they impact one’s daily life, include money 
and purchasing skills, time management, and using a schedule or planner for 
task completion. Functional mathematics skills should be incorporated in daily 
instruction to assist elementary students with intellectual disability with gen-
eralization and maintenance of skills. To incorporate functional mathemat-
ics skills, special educators can implement daily practices such as reviewing a 
whole-class picture schedule each morning at group time, allowing students to 
pay for purchases in the cafeteria using coins and bills, and providing opportu-
nities for students to use the calendar to identify important dates. (See Chapter 
10 for further discussion of functional skills for elementary-aged students with 
intellectual disability.)

A key mathematical skill for all students, particularly as they increase in their 
elementary career, is problem solving—the goal of mathematics education. 
Browder, Trela et al. (2012) indicated the usefulness of incorporating story-
based problems during mathematics instruction for students with intellectual 
disability. When designing a story-based problem, one strategy is to use the 
actual name of the student along with details from his or her life such as the 
name of a favorite cartoon character or pet. For example, when writing a math 
addition problem for a student named Kai, you may write the story-based prob-
lem as follows: “Kai is ready to go to the movies with his best friend Seth. It 
costs $9.25 to get into the movie. Kai has $7.00. How much more money does 
Kai need to go to the movie?” By incorporating a literacy-based approach, such 
as story-based problems, and using real elements such as names and favorite 
activities, students will have a personal context to understand and apply math 
facts and problems to real-life situations (Pugalee, 2004).

One of the most beneficial mathematics strategies for many elementary 
students with intellectual disability is using visual prompts and/or concrete 
objects. Potential visual prompts and/or concrete objects to teach math include 
manipulatives, picture cards, TouchMath (2015), number lines, and multi-
plication charts. TouchMath incorporates a series of “TouchPoints” that are 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY242

added to corresponding numerals 1–9. For example, the number 1 features one 
TouchPoint at the top of the line. The number 2 features two TouchPoints 
(one at each end of the number). Numbers 6 through 9 feature double Touch-
Points. Manipulatives are easy to purchase or create and are used to represent 
numbers of objects in a set or alone to represent one-to-one correspondence. 
Manipulatives may be any small (safe) objects that the child can use to count. 
Ideas include counting bears, Popsicle sticks, cardboard dice, or buttons. Again, 
objects should be chosen with the individual student in mind and be safe and 
age appropriate. Other useful tools include five and ten frames to represent 
numbers in a visual format and number lines to provide support for students.

SCIENCE

In addition to fundamental literacy and mathematics skills, elementary stu-
dents with intellectual disability must have access to science concepts and skill 
development. Science concepts are often more difficult for students with intel-
lectual disability as they require abstract thinking and skills such as hypoth-
esizing, theorizing, and predicting. Previously, science instruction for students 
with intellectual disability focused on identifying plants or animals or other 
less functionally relevant academic skills (Browder & Spooner, 2011). Recently, 
educators have taken a different approach to teaching science. Instead of focus-
ing on memorizing terms or identifying features of plants and animals, science 
instruction should focus on teaching students to be aware of their surroundings, 
develop their own methods of problem solving, and apply science concepts to 
their own lives. Additionally, science curriculum for students with intellectual 
disability should include functional academic skills such as personal hygiene, 
health and safety, and nutrition. (See Chapter 10 for further discussion of 
functional skills for elementary-aged students with intellectual disability.)

According to the Next Generation Science Standards (2013), the current  
science standards are for all students, including students with disabilities. The 
Next Generation Science Standards’ motto is “All Standards, All Students”; 
these standards focus on performance expectations for all students. The perfor-
mance expectations connect to scientific and engineering practices (for exam-
ple, using mathematics and computational thinking, engaging in argument 
from evidence), crosscutting concepts (for example, cause and effect, systems 
and system models), and disciplinary core ideas (that is, physical science [for 
example, energy]; life sciences [for example, biological evolution]; earth and 
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243Chapter 9  •  teaChing aCademiC SkillS to elementary-age StudentS With intelleCtual diSability

space sciences [for example, earth’s system]; and engineering, technology, and 
applications of science [for example, engineering design]; National Research 
Council, 2012). Table 9.5 provides representative examples of performance 
expectations and related activities when considering elementary students with 
intellectual disability.

To assist students in developing science concepts and skills, special educa-
tors can choose from a variety of evidence-based practices and supports. For 
students learning basic vocabulary and concepts, texts should first be adapted 
(see the “Literacy” section on page 235). After adapting texts, teachers can 
incorporate the use of visual aids including picture symbols, models, and dem-
onstration of concepts or scientific processes (for example, the water cycle or 
seasonal weather). In laboratory settings, teachers can combine instructional 
methods such as systematic instruction and task analysis along with visual aids 
to provide access to higher-order thinking skills such as predicting and ana-
lyzing results. For example, when teaching students about the chemical reac-
tion between two elements, teachers can create a task analysis of each step of 
the experiment accompanied by a picture of each step (Courtade, Browder, 
Spooner, & DiBiase, 2010). To provide further opportunities for practice or 
review, teachers can use virtual experiment software applications (apps) for 

TABLE 9.5 Next Generation Science Standards and Related Activities 

 PERFORMANCE EXPECTATIONS 

RELATED ACTIVITY FOR 
ELEMENTARY STUDENT WITH 
INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY

 � use and share observations of local weather 
conditions to describe patterns over time (k-eSS2-1)

record temperatures over a two-week period 
using an outdoor thermometer; compare and 
look for changes

 � make observations of plants and animals to compare 
the diversity of life in different habitats (2-lS4-1)

examine the classification system used for 
plants and animals with visual aid

 � use evidence to construct an explanation for how 
the variations in characteristics among individuals 
of the same species may provide advantages in 
surviving, finding mates, and reproducing (2-lS4-2)

Compare features of organisms such as body 
parts, function, and environment

 � use observations to describe patterns of what plants 
and animals need to survive (k-lS1-1)

Create model of monarch butterfly life cycle

SourCe: adapted from the national research Council, A Framework for K–12 Science Education (Washington, 
dC: national academies press, 2012).
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tablet computers, online video demonstrations, or web-based modules. (Refer 
to Chapter 6 for a discussion on assistive technology to support students with 
intellectual disability.)

SOCIAL STUDIES

Social studies is the fourth major curricular area in which elementary students 
with intellectual disability, like all pupils, must have access to content from the 
general education curriculum. Social studies curriculum includes five discipline 
areas: history, geography, civics and government, economics, and psychology. 
According to the National Council for the Social Studies (2002), there are ten 
themes that should be addressed in the instruction of social studies. Table 9.6 
depicts the themes, a sample skill, and a related activity for each area.

In the past, typical instruction in the areas of social studies for elementary 
students with intellectual disability focused on tasks such as reading simple 
maps or understanding the purpose of agencies such as the post office (Brow-
der & Spooner, 2011). Students had access to basic social studies concepts, but 
were unable to apply this knowledge to their own lives. However, educators are 
now making academic social studies content more relevant and meaningful 
to elementary students with intellectual disability by helping them connect to 
their home, school, and communities.

To support social studies skill development, there are a variety of strategies 
and supports. Again, texts must first be adapted using the strategies mentioned 
in the preceding “Literacy” section. Once texts are adapted, educators should 
focus on making the content meaningful for individual students by examining 
their needs and areas of strength. Tools such as visual supports and technology 
should be used to teach critical skills to students. Social studies content allows 
students to engage with their communities and environments and provides 
numerous opportunities for community-based instruction. Community-based 
instruction involves creating learning and skill practice opportunities in loca-
tions within the community for students with disabilities (McDonnell, 2011). 
Community-based instruction is different from a field trip in that the desired 
outcome is providing students with an opportunity to practice and apply the 
same skills (academic and/or functional) from the classroom in a community 
setting, whereas a field trip is designed to provide a fun and engaging activity 
for students. Researchers indicate it is best to transfer academic skills to real-
world skills in actual community locations. (Refer to Chapter 10 for additional 
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information regarding life skills for elementary students with intellectual 
disability.)

AcAdemic instructiOn

In order to maximize learning opportunities with their peers without disa-
bilities, it is important for students with intellectual disability to be provided 
with access to grade-level content, needed accommodations (see Table 9.7 for 
sample instructional accommodations for students with intellectual disability 
across academic areas), and systematic evidence-based instruction. Elementary 
students with intellectual disability need access to instructional materials and 
activities that are age appropriate and that allow them to progress with their 
peers. Shared learning experiences with same-age peers provide opportunities 
to develop necessary social skills and to practice essential communication skills. 
The principles of universal design for learning (UDL) provide a framework 
for educators to (1) use multiple approaches to teach the content, (2) allow 
students to demonstrate knowledge in a variety of ways, and (3) use multiple 
techniques to engage all learners (CAST, 2015). Individualization, including 
any additional accommodations, is built into grade-level lessons. Adopting the 
principles of UDL is one way for teachers to individualize learning as well as 

TABLE 9.7 Example of Common Instructional Accommodations 

ACCOMMODATION TYPE ACCOMMODATION

presentation  � guided notes or recorded notes 

 � larger print/font

 � Fewer items on a page 

response  � Scribe

 � responding orally, as opposed to in writing 

 � Calculators

Setting  � preferential seating

 � taking tests in another room 

timing  � Frequent breaks

 � extended time

SourCe: adapted from e. Strom, Common Modifications and Accommodations. available 
at https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-issues/treatments-approaches/
educational-strategies/common-modifications-and-accommodations
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maximize learning opportunities for elementary students with intellectual dis-
ability (Gargiulo & Metcalf, 2017). See Chapter 3 for a more in-depth discus-
sion regarding UDL.

Individualized curricula should reflect the individual needs of the student, 
functional skills, age and grade appropriateness, and access to the general 
content standards. The current literature regarding best practices for teach-
ing academic content to students with intellectual disability include system-
atic instruction, task analysis, providing opportunities for student response, 
in vivo instruction, adapted text, graphic organizers, and peer-mediated 
supports (Browder, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Harris, & Wakeman,  2008; 
Courtade, Test, & Cook, 2015; Hudson, Browder, & Jimenez, 2014; Hudson, 
Browder, & Wood, 2013; Knight, Spooner, Browder, Smith, & Wood, 2013;  
Spooner, Knight, Browder, Jimenez, & DiBiase, 2011; Spooner, Knight,  
Browder, & Smith, 2012). Table 9.8 displays these best practices for teaching 
students with intellectual disability and examples of how they might be applied 
across specific content areas.

SYSTEMATIC DIRECT INSTRUCTION

In order for elementary students with intellectual disability to be most suc-
cessful at learning, teachers must use systematic instruction (Collins, 2012). 
This is a very structured form of instruction that incorporates prompt-
ing systems that ensure a high level of success for the student. Systematic 
instruction often leads to errorless learning because the prompts that are 
used increase the likelihood of student success. Errorless learning refers to 
the design of the instruction in order to allow the learner to succeed at the 
task without error. As students become more successful in their responding, 
prompts are gradually faded so the student demonstrates the skill as inde-
pendently as possible.

Critical features of systematic direct instruction (DI) lessons include highly 
sequenced instruction, clear and concise directions, teacher guidance, active 
student participation, and assessment probes in order to practice and master 
new knowledge and skills (Carnine, Silbert, Kame´enui, Traver, & Juongjohann, 
2006). There are seven sequential parts to a DI lesson: (a) gain learner’s atten-
tion, (b) review prerequisites, (c) present new content, (d) probe learning,  
(e) provide independent practice, (f ) assess performance and provide feedback, 
and (g) provide distributed practice and review. Further explanations for each 
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step in a systematic lesson are presented within the framework of developing 
scripted lessons in the following section (Slavin, 1994).

Systematic instruction can also involve explicit instruction. Explicit instruc-
tion follows a structure of modeling, guiding, and then independent prac-
tice (Doabler & Fien, 2013). In the modeling portion of explicit instruction, 
a teacher demonstrates as well as uses think-alouds. For example, in using 
explicit instruction to teach subtraction with regrouping, the teacher would 
model how to solve a problem—such as with the use of base ten blocks and a 
place value chart—while verbally explaining (i.e., thinking aloud) this process. 
After the teacher models how to approach a few problems (in math, for exam-
ple), the teacher moves on to guiding. In the guiding portion, the student is 
trying to solve or complete the task him- or herself, but the teacher is there to 
provide prompts and cues; corrective feedback is provided during the guiding 
portion. Finally, the student moves onto the independent practice phase where 
he or she does the work independently (Doabler & Fien, 2013).

SCRIPTED LESSONS

Systematic instructional lessons are important for student achievement and 
teacher accountability. Over the course of the year, teachers engage in a vari-
ety of routinized schedules and activities. Frequently, these routines drive the 
structure of the day regardless of whether students are actively learning new 
knowledge and skills. Developing “scripted” lessons is a straightforward task 
that educators can do by themselves and that can apply to virtually all course 
content, with all levels of students.

Typically, scripted lessons are planned for teaching academic skills that com-
prise a series of chained behaviors (that is, behaviors that have multiple steps 
to complete) such as spelling words and math computation, as well as dis-
crete behaviors such as sight vocabulary and math facts. (Table 9.9 provides 
an example of a scripted lesson.) In essence, a teacher would plan a scripted 
lesson for acquisition of knowledge and skills where there are definitive steps 
to completing the academic task. Scripted lessons are based on clearly stated 
objectives that are communicated to students. These objectives specify what 
the students should be able to do or say after the lesson. However, scripted les-
sons should not be limited to academic tasks that teach concrete skills. Bloom 
(1956) identified six levels of learning within a hierarchy beginning with 
knowledge (basic recall) and progressing through comprehension, application, 
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analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Teachers can prepare scripted lessons that 
reflect advanced levels of learning. In the following sections, the procedures for 
scripting will be integrated into an explicit instructional plan.

Presenting new content. A primary defining characteristic of scripted  
lessons is that new content is presented through a bottom-up approach with 
new information presented in small steps. Before introducing new content, 
teachers should revisit pertinent skills and knowledge previously taught through 
use of a review. Using a review allows teachers to focus learner attention on the 
task, probe student understanding of content, provide review opportunities for 
students, and present corrective or positive feedback to students. Formats for 
reviewing previous content can take many shapes. For example, teachers may 
plan a series of higher-order thinking questions that are sequenced based on 
the Bloom (1956) taxonomy in order to review and assess previous learning. 
Teachers could divide the class into teams, and the students could devise ques-
tions for the other team to answer based on previously learned material. A 
commonly used review strategy is having students check homework assign-
ments. The overall goal is to review previous content, check for student acqui-
sition, and determine whether re-teaching is required for content necessary to 
work with the new information or procedures to be presented.

Next, instructional objectives should clearly state what the students are to say 
or do rather than employing ambiguous terms such as to know or to understand. 
For example, if a teacher’s goal is for students to learn how to add two 2-digit 
numbers, the objective could be “After the lesson on addition, when given a set 
of ten problems, students will correctly hand-compute two 2-digit addition 
problems with regrouping with 90 percent accuracy in thirty minutes or less.” 
This objective follows the format of conditions (“After the lesson on addition, 
when given a set of ten problems”), behavior (“students will correctly hand-
compute two 2-digit addition problems with regrouping”), and criteria (“with 
90 percent accuracy in thirty minutes or less”).

After developing objectives, the next step is creating an explicit lesson plan that 
involves identifying the step-by-step progression for successfully completing 
the academic task. This is formally called a task analysis (Browder, Trela, & 
Jimenez, 2007). A complex activity can be broken down into subcomponent 
behaviors that are placed within a sequential order. The key is to ensure that 
each subcomponent identifies an observable action that the students must per-
form. To create a task analysis, simply list the first step in completing the skill, 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY254

the second, the third, and so on until the complex action stated in the objective 
is completed. Table 9.10 outlines the task-analyzed steps for a special educator 
to use when teaching a student to write the name Tyler. The most common  
mistakes in creating task analysis activities include (a) skipping steps, (b) not 
specifying an overt action at each step, and (c) not having sufficient steps.  
Ideally, each task analysis sequence should have three to fifteen steps.

Teachers generally are masters of their content and have no trouble under-
standing the concepts. Since it is so easy for teachers to do complex activi-
ties, it is a good idea to double-check the sequence of your academic content 
to ensure that certain steps have not been skipped. Specifying an observa-
ble action at each step is critical because it provides the teacher and learner 
with an objective reference point to monitor progress. No one can objectively 
“know” if a person has actually acquired a skill until the individual demon-
strates it. Teachers should continue breaking down the objective’s activity until 
the first step is a behavior that everyone in the class can do without training.  
Table 9.11 highlights an example of how to delineate the steps of adding 
two-digit numbers with and without regrouping. This forms the basis for the 
scripted lesson that is to be followed to teach students the series of discrete 
behaviors identified in the complex action specified by an objective.

TABLE 9.10 Task Analysis Example for Writing the Name Tyler

STEP ACTION 

 1 pick up pencil

 2 move pencil to paper

 3 draw long vertical line in capital T

 4 draw shorter horizontal line for top of capital T

 5 draw small slanted line for left side of lowercase y

 6 draw longer slanted line for right side of lowercase y

 7 draw vertical line for lowercase l

 8 draw lowercase e in one stroke starting with vertical line in middle of letter and 
then curving around the top to the bottom to complete the e

 9 draw the small vertical line in the lowercase r

10 draw the small curve at the top of the lowercase r
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Guided practice. For each step of scripted lessons, the teacher provides clear 
instruction and explanation and models the step in order to provide guided 
practice to students. When learning is occurring at an accuracy rate of 80 per-
cent or higher, teachers should transition to providing practice at the inde-
pendent level.

INSTRUCTIONAL PROMPTING

Instructional prompting procedures are useful for teaching new behaviors. 
Instructional prompts may be defined as any teacher behaviors that cause the 
student to know how to do a behavior correctly (Wolery, 1994). Prompting is 
intended to help the student make correct responses in the presence of a par-
ticular discriminative stimulus so that reinforcement can occur. Although sev-
eral forms of prompts may be used, it is critical to keep in mind that prompts 
assist the student in initial acquisition of the skill or behavior; they should be 
faded or reduced to less intrusive or more naturally occurring stimuli as the 
student’s learning improves over time. Educators should choose the level of 
beginning prompt by collecting baseline data to determine the present level of 
skill performance for each individual learner. The following sections outline 
specific examples of prompts.

Modeling. Imitation is a natural form of learning, and using modeling allows 
teachers to capitalize on this natural inclination. For example, a teacher attempt-
ing to teach a student to write his or her name might model the behavior at the 
start of the lesson to show the student a demonstration. Many students easily 

TABLE 9.11  Identifying the Subcomponents of Teaching Two-Digit Addition  
With and Without Regrouping

STEP SUBCOMPONENT

1 Copy the problem (if not already on a provided sheet), making certain that one of the numbers 
is above the other, the ones and tens place values for both numbers are aligned, and the 
bottom number is underlined.

2 add the ones place values together, and if the sum is less than 10, write the sum below the 
horizontal line aligned with the ones place of the original numbers.

3 if the sum is greater than 10, write the ones value of the sum below the line and carry the tens 
value by writing that value above the two-digit numbers of the problem.

4 add the tens place values including any carryover from the ones sum to the left of the ones 
sum and below the tens values of the original numbers.
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY256

imitate the behavior of the model. For example, the teacher asks the student, 
“Can you write your name?” Contingent on a student’s incorrect response or no 
response, the teacher prompts the student, saying “Do it like this,” and models 
the behavior of writing the student’s name. The teacher models/demonstrates 
the correct sequence of behaviors required for successful completion of the aca-
demic task. Teachers should select a model based on the needs of the student 
and the academic task. Typical models include verbal (verbally stating each 
letter of a word in sequential order), written (writing steps to complete the 
problem at the top of the page), pictorial (picture cue demonstrating an action), 
or physical demonstration (demonstrating the physical actions required to 
complete the appropriate step). Instructional models should ensure student 
responding and be individualized to the needs of the student.

Verbal prompts. The use of specific verbal statements or feedback that tells a 
student what to do and how to do it, as opposed to simply directing the student 
to do something, is a verbal prompt. For example, the teacher may ask, “What 
comes after Thursday?” Contingent on a student’s incorrect response or no 
response, the teacher verbally prompts the student by stating “Friday.” Wolery 
(1994) noted that there are five types of verbal prompts: (a) those that tell 
how to do a behavior, (b) those that tell how to do part of a behavior, (c) those 
that give rules to follow, (d) those that give a hint, and (e) those that provide 
options. When a verbal prompt is given, it must be clear and effective. That is, 
the student must be able to respond correctly to the prompt. However, some 
elementary students with intellectual disability may not have acquired a level 
of receptive language sufficient to allow them to respond to verbal prompts. 
Therefore, the teacher must use other forms of prompts with the verbal prompt 
until the individual responds correctly to the verbal response.

Gesture. Some behaviors may be prompted with hand motions, pointing, head 
nodding, or another action that students can watch their teacher complete. 
Gestures are intended to provide specific feedback to the students so that they 
will perform the behavior accurately. For example, the teacher asks, “Who is 
the main character of the story?” Contingent on a student’s incorrect response 
or no response, the teacher prompts the student by pointing to a picture or to 
the name of the main character of the story.

Physical prompts. A physical prompt is where the teacher provides physical 
contact to guide the student through the entire requested behavior, skill, or 
activity. When the student does not respond to less restrictive prompts (for 
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example, modeling, gesture, verbal), physical prompts may be used to teach the 
student how to respond. These prompts may be a full physical or partial physi-
cal prompt. Full physical prompt is the teacher leading a student through the 
task by providing full physical assistance (hand-over-hand) to ensure correct 
use of the target skill. For example, the teacher may place his or her hand over 
the student’s hand and guide the student to grasp a pencil, pick up the pencil, 
write his or her name, and put the pencil back on the desk. As the student starts 
to use the skills, the physical prompts are withdrawn but quickly reinstated  
if the student regresses or stops using the skills. Partial physical prompt is when 
the teacher provides minimal physical assistance to help the student demon-
strate the target skill correctly. Minimal physical prompts might be assisting 
the student’s wrist, arm, or elbow, as well as touching the student’s hand to 
initiate the response and providing minimal physical guidance to achieve the 
desired response.

Visual prompts. The terms visual prompts, visual supports, visual strategies, and 
visual cues are used synonymously. Visual prompts might include, but are not 
limited to, pictures, photos, graphic representations, written words, schedules, 
or videos used to prompt a student regarding a specific behavior, rule, rou-
tine, task, or social response. Visual prompts are any tools presented visually 
that support student learning across educational settings (Knight, Sartini, & 
Spriggs, 2015; National Research Council, 2001).

Many teaching strategies involve some form of visual prompting. Illustrations 
in children’s books are designed to aid students in identifying the printed word. 
Teachers may give examples of correctly completed math problems or allow 
a student to use a number line when learning computational skills. Picture 
prompts include any two-dimensional image (for example, a line drawing or 
picture of an actual object) that is used to prompt the learner or assist in task 
completion. Picture prompts have been widely used in teaching sight words to 
elementary students with intellectual disabilities (Browder & Minarovic, 2000), 
warning labels (Collins & Stinson, 1994), mathematics (Browder, Spooner  
et al., 2008), and computer use (Frank, Wacker, Berg, & McMahon, 1985). Sev-
eral studies have taught students with intellectual disability to independently 
use picture activity schedules to complete tasks (Hume, Plavnick, & Odom, 
2012). A picture activity schedule incorporates pictures (visual representations, 
line drawings, or photos of actual objects) listed in order of the corresponding 
schedule for the day. For example, a student who followed a schedule of art 
class, math, and then lunch may use a picture activity schedule with a photo of 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY258

a paintbrush, a calculator, and a lunch tray. Knight et al. (2015) found picture 
prompts were an evidence-based instructional method for increasing on-task, 
on-schedule, and transition behaviors in children with intellectual disability.

The use of visual prompts offers some advantages for both teachers and learn-
ers. First, this strategy offers the potential for students to exert control over 
their behavior, diminishing the degree to which direct instructor supervision 
is needed. In addition, students may be more motivated to perform a task over 
which they have greater control (Koegel & Koegel, 1995). The transition of 
elementary students with intellectual disability to less restrictive environments 
is often hindered by difficulties in managing their behavior in the absence of 
external controls. Pictures may serve as a form of external control, which can 
assist students in accessing normalized learning environments.

Time delay. There is a strong evidence base for using time delay, a system in 
which the prompt is concurrently presented with the target stimulus and then 
faded with small increments of time over successive trials. Time-delay strate-
gies are response-prompting strategies that are considered to be nearly error-
less (Doyle, Wolery, Ault, & Gast, 1990; Walker, 2008). In a review of time 
delay and recognition of it as an evidence-based practice, Browder, Ahlgrim-
Delzell et al. (2009) defined the essential features of time delay as

initial zero-delay trials with an opportunity for the student to make 
prompted correct responses followed by subsequent trials in which the 
teacher delays the prompt by a small increment of time (seconds), so 
that the student may either anticipate the correct answer before the 
prompt or wait for the prompt. (p. 357)

There are two types of time-delay procedures: progressive and constant. Each 
of these two types uses a controlling prompt, zero-second trials, and delay  
trials (Wolery, 1994). A controlling prompt is any type of support provided 
by the teacher to ensure that the learner consistently produces the correct tar-
get behavior (Riesen, McDonnell, Johnson, Polychronis, & Jameson, 2003; 
Walker, 2008; Wolery, 1994). The controlling prompt will always elicit the 
correct response from the student and should be chosen by analyzing base-
line data. For example, some elementary students with intellectual disability 
may only require a verbal prompt to complete each step of a task, but others 
may need a partial physical prompt. Zero-second trials are presented at the 
beginning sessions during some predetermined number of initial trials. During 
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zero-second trials, the controlling prompt is delivered immediately after the 
target stimulus is introduced and task directions have been presented (Neit-
zel & Wolery, 2009). After the student has consistently demonstrated correct 
responses with zero-second delays, trials using a fixed delay (three to five sec-
onds) or a progressively increasing delay (from one to two, then two to three 
seconds) are implemented. During delay trials, the target stimulus and task 
direction are presented followed by the delay interval (waiting three seconds), 
the controlling prompt, and another delay interval. While progressive and con-
stant time delays are similar, there are important differences in the two strate-
gies. With progressive time delay, the delay interval between the task direction 
and the controlling prompt is incrementally increased over a number of trials. 
For example, the teacher may begin with zero-second-delay trials, followed by 
one-second-delay trials. After the student has met a criterion for mastery with 
the one-second-delay trials, the teacher increases the delay to two seconds. 
The two-second-delay trials would continue until the student has met the  
criterion, and then the teacher would implement three-second-delay trials. 
With constant time delay, “the delay interval is increased for a specified and 
fixed number of seconds and remains at that duration throughout the instruc-
tional program” (Wolery et al., 1992,  p. 240).  

The basic procedure for constant time delay involves gaining the child’s atten-
tion, presenting the target stimulus and task direction, waiting during the delay 
interval, and providing the appropriate consequences (Wolery, 1994). The pres-
entation of the target stimulus and task direction indicates to the student that 
the target behavior should be exhibited. The delay interval allows the individual 
an opportunity to respond independently before assistance is provided by the 
teacher. If a student responds correctly after the task direction and before the 
controlling prompt, then the prompt is not delivered, but positive and descriptive 
feedback is provided. Use of highly positive and descriptive feedback (for exam-
ple, “I like how you found the red bird!”) is critical because it tells the student 
exactly what he or she did that was correct, thereby increasing the probability 
that the pupil will demonstrate the target behavior again. If the student does not 
respond, or responds incorrectly after the task direction and before the control-
ling prompt, then the controlling prompt is delivered, and a second delay interval 
is provided. Table 9.12 displays different student responses and time-delay pro-
cedures, according to Wolery, Anthony, Caldwell, Snyder, and Morgante (2002).

The following illustration describes techniques to teach students how to iden-
tify key words related to a story, specifically how to identify the title of a book. 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY260

The teacher would place the book in front of the student and gain his or her 
attention by using an attention-getting strategy (for example, saying the child’s 
name or “Look”) and presenting the cue or directive, “Find the title of the 
book.” Pupils can respond verbally, gesturally (pointing to the title), or by using 
an alternative or augmented communication device. The teacher might ges-
ture or point at the book’s title and say, “Find the title of the book.” When 
initially teaching the skill, the teacher would provide a series of trials at a fixed 
zero-second delay in order to ensure that the student demonstrates the cor-
rect response or skill (points to or says the book’s title). There is no wait time 
between the cue (“Find the title of the book”) and delivery of the controlling 
prompt (partial physical prompt). (The controlling prompt will be different for 
each student and is chosen using baseline data.) After the student imitates the 
correct response consistently, the teacher increases the delay between the cue 
and controlling prompt. Keep in mind that some individuals may need a more 
intrusive controlling prompt level (for example, modeling, partial or full physical  
prompt) in order to imitate the response. Additionally, the teacher should  
provide descriptive feedback and reinforcement for correct responses.

When the student has imitated accurately and consistently the correct response 
at the zero-second delay, the teacher increases the delay of time between the 
cue and the controlling prompt, allowing the individual to respond with greater 
independence. In most cases, the teacher implements a constant delay of four 
seconds between the cue and controlling prompt, if needed. The delay is 
dependent on the amount of time the student needs to process the teacher’s cue 
and demonstrate the expected response. While some students may only require 

TABLE 9.12 Constant Time-Delay Student Responses

STUDENT RESPONSE DESCRIPTION OF RESPONSE

unprompted correct response Student demonstrates the target skill correctly without prompts within 
the time delay interval.

prompted correct response Student demonstrates the target skill correctly after being prompted.

unprompted incorrect 
response

Student attempts to demonstrate the target skill without prompts 
within the time-delay interval, but performs it incorrectly.

prompted incorrect response Student attempts to demonstrate the target skill after being prompted, 
but performs it incorrectly.

no response Student does not initiate the target skill during the time-delay 
interval.
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a short delay of four seconds, others may require a longer delay to process 
and respond to the teacher’s instruction. The delay provides an opportunity 
for the student to perform the target skill independently before being offered 
the controlling prompt or support from the teacher. For example, the teacher 
may present the cue to the student (“Find the title of the book”) and wait four 
seconds for the child to perform the target skill (student says or points to book’s 
title). If the student’s response is correct, then the teacher provides immediate 
positive feedback or reinforcement stating what the student did (“Good! The 
book’s title is . . .”). However, if the response is incorrect, or if the student does 
not respond to the cue, then the teacher can provide the cue again and wait four 
seconds, or implement the controlling prompt (the prompt that will always 
elicit the correct response) to help the student perform the target skill.

Systems of hierarchical prompts. Another prompting alternative with a strong 
evidence base is the system of least prompts—an instructional strategy that 
delivers prompts only as needed to teach discrete or chained tasks. In a system 
of least prompts, the teacher may begin with a verbal prompt, followed by a 
gesture, a model, and then a physical prompt (Aykut, 2012; Neitzel & Wolery, 
2009). In this system, the teacher only provides the prompt needed for the 
student to produce the response. Sometimes, however, the safety or motoric 
demands of a task suggest the need to begin with a more intrusive prompt such 
as physical guidance (Aykut, 2012; Neitzel & Wolery, 2009). An example of this 
is teaching handwriting. In this case, the instructor initially uses physical guid-
ance and then fades the physical prompts over time to less intrusive prompts 
such as partial physical, modeling, gesturing, or verbal. Figure 9.1 identifies the 
types of hierarchical prompts from least to most and most to least supportive.

MONITORING LEARNING

Monitoring student progress is essential because it allows the teacher to 
adapt instructional procedures as the learner becomes more proficient or if 
the student needs assistance at using target skills. Teachers typically begin 
data collection as the teaching activity is implemented. Many of the practice 
opportunities provided to students involve questions that require either choral 
answers (probes) or individual answers (checks). Because content and skills are 
taught in small steps, student responses are almost always correct and can trig-
ger positive feedback from the teacher. Incorrect responses trigger nonpunitive 
corrective feedback and are easier to rectify because the “failure” is associated 
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PART IV  •  ELEMENTARY-AGE STUDENTS WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY262

with the most recently modeled step. After the choral response, the teacher 
can either model the next step or probe with a check by asking an individual 
student a follow-up question related to the step to ensure that all students 
are engaged with the material. After presenting the first two steps, it facili-
tates the learning process to model these steps together, and as additional steps 
are modeled, teachers should precede each new step by modeling and probing 
the previous steps done in series. One technique is to place clipboards with 
data collection sheets near the activity so teachers can easily record learner 
responses. Table 9.13 illustrates a data sheet for monitoring students’ perfor-
mance. Teachers should record the number of correct and incorrect student 
responses during the teaching activity.

GUIDED AND INDEPENDENT PRACTICE

After modeling/prompting/probing/checking all the steps in the lesson, the 
teacher should provide opportunities for guided and independent practice on 
previously acquired knowledge. These practice opportunities can be done indi-
vidually or in small groups. In guided practice opportunities, the teacher moni-
tors the work as it is being done in order to provide prompts to ensure success. 
In independent practice, the students work independently to practice the skills 
as the teacher observes and records data. Written exercises and cooperative 

FIGURE 9.1 Systems of Hierarchical Prompts

Gesture

• Point to
  necessary
  next step,
  materials, or
  location

Verbal
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  reminders of
  next steps

Visual

• Provide picture
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• Demonstrate 
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  step for
  students to
  mimic

Partial Physical

• Assist the
  student in
  completing the
  next step with
  minimal physical
  touch (e.g., a tap
  on the shoulder,
  slight guidance
  of the arm)

Full Physical

• Assist the
  student fully
  through
  hand-over-hand
  support

Least to Most Prompts

Most to Least Prompts
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learning activities are designed to help students review previously learned con-
tent and may be used in guided or independent practice.

cOnclusiOn

IDEA 2004 calls for students with disabilities to have access to language arts, 
mathematics, science, and social studies content. Across the nation, many 
states are adopting the Common Core State Standards or standards promoted 
by professional associations. By giving elementary students with intellectual 
disability access to general education content, settings, and educators, we are 
providing the best learning experience for our students. It is crucial to continue 
advocating for these opportunities. In conjunction with the teaching methods 
and strategies explored in this chapter, special educators can provide access to 
rigorous content for all students regardless of disability. The ultimate goal for 
teachers is to target academic skills that will decrease dependency, increase 
independence, and improve the student’s quality of life.

TABLE 9.13  Sample Data Sheet Recording Students’ Performance  
Adding Two-Digit Addition With and Without Regrouping

directions: next to each step, record if the student performed the step independently and correctly  
(i) or with an instructional prompt: V = verbal, g = gesture, m = modeling, pp = partial physical 
assistance, Fp = full physical assistance. 

STEP

STUDENT PERFORMANCE

MON TUES WED THURS FRI

1. Copy the problem. i i i i i

2. ensure one of the numbers is above the other, the 
ones and tens place values for both numbers are 
aligned, and the bottom number is underlined.

i i i i i

3. add the ones place values together, and if the sum is 
less than 10, write the sum below the horizontal line 
aligned with the ones place of the original numbers.

V i i i i

4. if the sum is greater than 10, write the ones value of the 
sum below the line and carry the tens value by writing 
that value above the two-digit numbers of the problem.

V V i i i

5. add the tens place values including any carryover 
from the ones sum to the left of the ones sum and 
below the tens values of the original numbers.

m m V i i

number of steps completed independently and correctly 2/5 3/5 4/5 5/5 5/5
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Chapter Summary

 � The Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) assist 
special educators in choosing, 
adapting, and delivering content 
to elementary students with 
intellectual disability.

 � All students regardless of 
disability must have access to the 
general education curriculum.

 � Academic instruction for 
elementary students should 
be designed with long-term 
outcomes such as employability 
and independence in mind and 
include academic and functional 
skill components.

 � Using a standards-based 
individualized education 
program (IEP) approach helps 
ensure students have access to 
general education content.

 � There are critical curricular 
components that must be 
included in curriculum for 

elementary students with 
intellectual disability including 
literacy, mathematics, science, 
and social studies skills.

 � There are a variety of evidence-
based teaching methods 
available for delivering content 
to students with intellectual 
disability. Systematic instruction, 
for example, featuring the use of 
direct instruction is a research-
based method appropriate for 
these learners. Likewise, scripted 
lessons are another effective 
planning and instructional 
approach.

 � Instructional prompting allows 
teachers of students with 
intellectual disability to offer the 
customized level of prompting 
and support needed for each 
individual student. Time delay is 
another research-based method 
to deliver instruction.

Review Questions

1. How can educators of 
elementary students with 
intellectual disability provide 
access to general education 
content and standards for their 
students?

2. What academic content should 
be included in a well-rounded 
curriculum for learners with 
intellectual disability?

3. What is a scripted lesson?
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4. How would you design a 
task analysis for an academic 
skill such as adding one-digit 
numbers or writing a first name?

5. What are three evidence-based 
approaches for delivering 
instruction to students with 
intellectual disability?
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