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{ Process for Adapting
Curriculum in Inclusive
(lassrooms |

Alice Udvari-Solner

Doing better at the same old thing isn’t good enough. The'idea
is not to fix things, it is to change them. (Walsh as cited in
Maulson 1991, p. 49)

This statement by a Chicago public school teacher embodies the spirit
of innovation and conceptual change needed to respond to the needs
of an increasingly diverse student population while fostering the edu-
cational goals of belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity,
which were articulated in Chapter 3. The movement toward inclusion
is a sociopolitical process (Wisniewski and Alper 1994) that not onky
requires shared values about students and learning but also significant
innovation and adaptation in instructional practices.
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In that regard, teachers have been viewed simultaneously in two
ways: as agents of innovation due to their intimate, day-to-day interac-
tion with issues of diversity and as major hindrances to change because
of their reliance on outdated or traditional modes of instruction (Prawat
1990). This chapter describes the form and function of successful cur-
riculum adaptations and a process for decision making when such
adaptations are needed. This process is a result of working with general
and special educators as they attempted to include students with dis-
abilities (Udvari-Solner 1995). '

Form and Function of
Curricular Adaptations

Curricular adaptations are modifications that relate specifically to
instruction or curriculum content in general education environments.
A curricular adaptation is any adjustment or modification in the envi-
ronment, instruction, or materials used for learning that enhances a
person’s performance or allows at least partial participation in an
activity (Baumgart, Brown, Pumpian, Nisbet, Ford, Sweet, Messina, and
Schroeder 1982; Udvari-Solner 1992).

An adaptation identified as “effective” by teachers, parents, para-
professionals, therapists, and students themselves fulfills one or more
of the following functions:

o Tt assists the individual to compensate for intellectual, physical,
sensory, or behavioral challenges (Nisbet, Sweet, Ford, Shiraga, Udvari,
York, Messina, and Schroeder 1983). ’

o It allows the individual to use current skills while promoting the
acquisition of new ones. ‘ :

o It prevents a mismatch between the student’s skills and the general
education lesson content (Giangreco and Putnam 1991).

o It reduces the level of abstract information to make content rele-
vant to the student’s current and future life.

o It creates a match between the student’s learning style and the
instructor’s teaching style.

Formulating and understanding the purpose of the adaptation in
relationship to the learning needs of the students is an essential step in
the design and selection process.
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A Decision-Makihg Process

Teachers who successfully include students with diverse learning

- characteristics constantly make decisions about what will be adapted,

adjusted, reconfigured, streamlined, and clarified in their curriculum

and instruction. Figure 6.1 outlines a decision-making process that was

formulated to conceptualize the acts of selecting and using curricular
adaptations.

When a student with disabilities is included in general education,
team members routinely discuss several points as an essential first step
toward effective programming. They identify and discuss the student’s
individual educational goals and objectives that will be emphasized
across general education settings and activities. Concurrently, they
create a picture of the student as a learner and articulate performance

expectations. Dialogue on these points helps establish a shared vision .

for the student’s active involvement and guards against discrepant or

unrealistic expectations by any team member. This team discourse .

establishes familiarity with the student, an understanding of the general
education program and setting, and a basic schedule of the student’s
participation throughout the school day and week.

Some teams carry out this exchange informally, simply by talking
about the student’s preferences and learning style, past instructional
methods, and the current individual education program. Others de-
velop more formal communication tools to expedite and ensure under-

standing among team members. In their extensive work with educators,
Gilangreco, Cloninger, and Iverson {1993)and Thousand and Villa (1993)

promote the use of two communication tools that have been particularly
effective in helping teachers document student information: the
Program-at-a-Glance and the Individual Education Program (IEP)/
General Education Matrix.

The Program-at-a-Glance provides a medium to summarize the
student’s primary objectives, generate a brief positive profile of the
student, and identify any critical management needs (i.e., mobility,
repositioning, eating, toileting, or behavioral issues). The IEP/General
Education Matrix extends this information by interfacing the student’s
IEP goals with the daily activities and schedule of general education
environments. This format helps the team make decisions about where
and when a student’s objectives will best be met and implemented.

FIGURE 6.1

A Curricular Adaptation and Decision-Making Process
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Figures 6.2 and 6.3 show a completed Program-at-a-Glance and
[EP/General Education Matrix for a 3rd grade student with severe
disabilities.

The process of selecting or designing appropriate adaptations is
presented through the following series of questions. The adaptation
strategies embedded in this process progress from the least to most
intrusive means of modification. In this way, teachers first consider

Figure 6.2 |
IEP Program-at-a-Glance
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FIGURE 6.3
Individual Educational Program {IEP)/General Education Matrix

Art

Date: September 3, 1994

See.StS

Scignce

Arts

Language

Adrivalf
Scheduie
v
v
v
v

IEP Goals
Request a partner for play

Recognizeduse functional
of work*

Recognize upper & lower
daily tiving words

case letters
Initiate interactions with

Share materials

Take tums in group
activities
activities!
environments

Put away materials
pears”
the bathroom®
through 20
reducing tantrums

*Using sign language or picture communication system.

Transition between
Answer yesfno guestions”
Answer “what”’ quesiions”
Indicate the need 1o use
Dress and undress seif
Recognize numbers 1
Management Needs
Managing anger and
Assistance with toileting

Student: Danika
Write her name




116 Creating an Inclusive School

changes in the essential elements of lesson design before imposing more
complex and potentially stigmatizing adaptations. ‘

Can the student actively participate in the lesson without modifica-
tions, and will the same essential outcome be achieved?

At many points in the day or week, adaptations will not be needed.
Teams should identify these times, feel good about them, and save their
energy to address lessons that need significant alterations. Just as there
is danger in not providing sufficient adaptations, there is danger in
overadapting or oversupporting a student when it is unneeded. As a
guideline, determine if the student with disabilities will achieve or
experience the same essential outcome as peers without disabilities if
there is no modification. If not, supplementary adaptations are most
likely warranted. =~ :

Can the student’s participation be increased by changing the instruc-
tHonal arrangement?

Teachers can choose from a number of instructional arrangements
to structure any given subject or lesson. The most common alternatives
for student groupings include: large-group or whole-class instruction,
teacher-directed small-group instruction, small-group learning, one-to-
one teacher/student instruction, independent seat work, partner learn-
ing, peer or cross-age tutors, and cooperative learning groups. Such
instructional arrangements can have profound effects on how Jessons
are taught and how students are expected or allowed to participate.

The instructional groupings of choice in most American classrooms
continue to be whole class and independent seat work—arrangements
that often pose problems for students with disabilities. Departing from
traditional instructional arrangements and employing small-group or
peer-mediated learning may be one of the most effective steps toward
facilitating the inclusion of a student with disabilities. Teacher-directed
groups and small-group learning allow more opportunities for
teacher/student and student/student contact than. either large group
orindependent seat work. The use of peer-mediated learning including
cooperative groups and peer or cross-age tutoring provides frequent
opportunities to build social skill repertoires, improve active participa-
tion, promote student initiation, and apply skills contextually (David-
son 1994; Harper, Maheady, and Mallette 1994).
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Can the student's participation be increased by changing the lesson
format?

Lesson format refers to the organizational anatomy of an activity
that influences how information is imparted to the student and how the
student takes part in learning. The traditional and most frequently used
lesson format is the expository mode of teaching, also known as lec-
ture/demonstration/ practice (Callahan and Clark 1988). In this format,
the teacher is often referred to as “the teller,” providing an explanation
of a concept or topic, then supporting' verbal information with an
illustration or model. Typically, students participate in a class discus-
sion or practice the concepts following the teacher’s lecture/demon-
stration. Unfortunately, many teachers and students, particularly at the
secondary level, have come to believe that teaching is synonymous with
lecturing (Novak 1986). This traditional teaching paradigm is com-
monly textbook driven and employs a teach-practice-test methodology.

In keeping with best practices of classroom organization, teachers
must consider the use of thematic, activity-based, experiential, and
community-referenced lesson formats to facilitate the participation of
students with disabilities. These formats are generative by reinforcing
or extending the lesson content and encouraging students to apply
information that has been previously taught or discussed. Plainly, stu-
dents do something that helps illuminate the concept or skill. Learning
takes place as a dynamic interaction between the student and the
environment (Sharan and Sharan 1976). Characteristics common to all
of these formats are that students are actively engaged, participate in
the planning process and help define the content (Perrone 1994), learn
by discovery, and construct their own knowledge.

Can the student’s participation and understanding be increased by
changing the delivery of instruction or teaching style?

As stated previously, one of the essential functions of an adaptation
is to create a match between the student’s learning style and the
teacher’s teaching style. Frank Smith (1986) relates the importance of
teacher behavior :

Teachers are effective when they make themselves under-
standable to the learner, no matter how little the learner
knows, not when they overwhelm the learner in vain hope
that understanding will eventually follow. It is the teacher’s
responsibility to be comprehensible, not the student’s to com-
prehend (p. 42).
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The general educator’s teaching style or instructional delivery directly
affects the need a student with disabilities may have for supplementary
assistance (for example, support facilitators or paraprofessionals). The
teacher’s words, cues, prompts, checks for understanding, corrective
feedback, questioning procedures, physical guidance, and pacing or
sequence of instruction are included in the broad definition of teaching
style (Salend 1994).

The best-designed adaptations in the form of instructional arrange-
ments, lesson formats, and materials may be in place—but students
with disabilities are often destined to fail if the general education teacher
does not interact proactively and take instructional responsibility.

The decision to alter teaching style requires the most personal
reflection by those who instruct the student. In my experience, when
educators view changes in the delivery of their instruction as a legiti-
mate form of adaptation and openly discuss the potential impact of
instructional style, they usually generate effective, student-specific
teaching strategies.

Will the student need adapted curricular goals?
In a classroom of heterogeneous learners, students will acquire
knowledge at different levels and use that knowledge with varying

degrees of proficiency (Bloom 1956). Consequently, students” Iearning -

priorities will vary in complexity, depth, and breadth. Specifying mul-
tilevel or flexible learning objectives (Glangreco and Putnam 1991;
Stainback, Stainback, and Moravec 1992) is necessary to individualize
the goals and outcomes of the lesson for many students. Prescribing
curricular goals and outcomes before each lesson can help ersure that
educators establish reasonable expectations while at the same time
arrange learning that challenges the student. Establishing curricular
goals as they relate to new activities also prompts the team to revisit the
student’s broader individual educational goals and objectives.
Curricular goals can be modified to:

» relate to the same content but be less complex;

s have functional or direct applications;

¢ reduce the performance standards;

¢ adjust the pacing of a lesson (e.g., the student may require more
or less time to complete a task);

e adjust the evaluation criteria or grading system; and

¢ alter behavior management techniques. (For a more detailed dis-
cussion of alternative evaluation systems, see Cullen and Pratt 1992 and
Udvari-Solner 1994.)
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Consider the following example of journal writing in a 3rd grade
classroom. The curricular goal for the majority of students is to preface
their journal entries with their name and the date, then write a brief
paragraph to summarize their thoughts and feelings about the day.
These goals reflect skills requiring application, analysis, and synthesis.

Justin, a member of the class with moderate intellectual and physical
disabilities, uses picture symbols for communication, is unable to write,
and does not construct complex sentences. His goals are to use a date
and name stamp to preface his journal entry, select one picture symbol
and glue it into his journal to represent an activity that occurred during
the day, and use his journal entry to initiate a conversation with a class-
mate. Justin’s goals represent learning at his knowledge and compre-
hension levels. His goals relate to the same content (journal writing) but
are less complex. Performance standards also have been varied to cor-
respond with and advance Justin’s primary mode of communication.

Can changes be made in the classroom environment or lesson location
that will facilitate participation?
From a social-ecological perspective, the physical environment and

social climate of a classroom influences the behavior and interactions of

its members (Moos 1979). Circumstances in the learning environment
can affect any student’s ability to acquire information. Upon entering
an environment, individuals attempt to adapt or adjust to a physical
setting, the people around them, and the social milieu. However, some
students may be less able to establish personal congruence with the

" pre-existing conditions of a classrcom or school setting (Moos and

Trickett 1979). For these students, the physical and social environment
may need to be engineered consciously. Environmental elements such
as lighting, noiselevel, visual and auditory input, physical arrangement
of the room or equipment, and accessibility of materials may need to be
altered to accommodate students with sensory impairments, physical
disabilities, information-processing difficulties, or alternative commu-
nication methods (Casella and Bigge 1988).

Making changes in the social climate or social rules of the classroom
can have powerful effects on the satisfaction, comfort level, and per-
sonal growth of a student with disabilities. Modifications in social rules
may relate to time allowed to converse and socialize in the classroom,
the noise level typically tolerated during work periods, or the flexibility
to move about in the classroom during instruction. Teachers must
consider the explicit and implicit social rules they have constructed in
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their classrooms and determine if any elements require change to
promote a better student/environment match.

Will different instructional materials be needed to ensure
participation?
Instructional materials are the medium through which teachers

present essential concepts and constructs. They are also the means by

which students access information and demonstrate their comprehen-
sion and understanding. The traditional artifacts of teaching-—text-
books, worksheets, paper-and pencils—offer a narrow range of access
and expression. The more varied and rich the materials, the more
avenues for expression and opportunities to capture evidence of the
student’s knowledge.

Students with disabilities may use the same materials as other
students in class, require slight variations, or need alternative materials.
Materials may be changed or created to be more easily manipulated,
concrete, tangible, contextually based, simplified, and matched to the
student’s learning style or comprehension level. When variations in
materials are made, team members should evaluate the products to
ensure that they remain age appropriate and status enhancing.

Changes in materials can allow a different mode of output by the
student or allow a different mode of input to the student. Consider the
following example. In a 9th grade drama class, students are expected to
perform a dialogue with a peer partner using an excerpt from a screen-
play. Paul is a student with Down syndrome who reads at approxi-
mately the 1st grade level. To take part in this activity, Paul’s peer
partner modifies the screenplay by rewriting his part in simplified and
common language. Picture symbols are added for clarification. Paul’s
partner also records the modified dialogue on an audiotape so Paul can
review and practice using auditory input, thereby guiding his pacing
and voice intonation.

As part of the requirement for the class, all dialogue partners are
expected to modify their screenplays in some fashion. Some students
change the gender or professions of the characters. Others may take a
screenplay written in the 1950s and update it with contemporary lan-
guage and social issues. Because the expectation to change materials is
applied to all class members, variations for Paul are not considered
unusual, stigmatizing, or unreasonable. The adaptations developed for
Paul represent variation in form and complexity and provide a different
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mode of input. This example also illustrates how adaptations can be
infused into daily classroom operations and student assignments.

Will personal assistance be needed to ensure participation?

To facilitate inclusion and independence, an implicit goal should be
toreduce a student’s need for paid or specialized assistance over time.
It is true that some students with disabilities need higher levels of
assistance or intervention than are provided to typical students. Sup-
port needs may vary day to day or be required at predictable times.
Rarely do students need continuous, ongoing supervision. Thus, assis-
tance and instruction from someone outside of the classroom structure
should be flexible and determined by the student’s need within a
particular setting or lesson. If is preferable to use natural supports or
support by the general education teacher and peers to the greatest extent
possible. Unfortunately, the assignment of additional human support
to a classroom is frequently made at the beginning of the school year
and more often is based on the general educator’s desire for additional
help than a student’s true need for assistance.

Permanent, full-time assistance within a classroom must be as-
signed cautiously. When there are no concerted plans to phase out the
level and intensity of outside support, few efforts are made to facilitate
the general educator’s ownership of the student with unique learning
needs. The type of support needed for the student to meaningfully
participate—and whether that support can be provided as an unobtru-
sive part of the general educator’s current instructional routine—must
be considered as lessons are designed. When additional support is
warranted, a variety of members in the school community—including
peers, cross-age tutors, related service personnel, and classroom volun-
teers—may serve as viable instructional agents (Thousand, Villa, and
Nevin 1994; Vandercook and York 1990; York, Giangreco, Vandercook,
and MacDonald 1992).

Will an alternative activity need to be designed for the student and a
small group of peers?

An alternative activity can be employed when changes outlined in
the previous questions are insufficient. By design, such an activity
would include the student with disabilities and a partner or a small
group of nondisabled peers (Udvari-Solner 1992). Merely arranging
one-to-one instruction with an instructional assistant in the same room
does not constitute an-alternative activity. An alternative activity is:
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» often activity-based or experiential in nalure and in some in-
stances may be community referenced,

e similar or related to the curriculum content of the class, and

* meaningful and age appropriate for all students involved.

When teachers employ alternative activities, they commit to allow-
ing more than one task to take place within the classroom or to allowing

activities. to take place outside the classroom. As one example, a 7th

grade language arts teacher used schoolwide survey teams as an alter-
native activity. Fach week the class selected a question related to the
course content or an issue of importance to the school community.
Equipped with “the question of the week,” a small survey team includ-

~ing a student with disabilities was assigned to poll a representative
number of the student body. The survey team was arranged in a
cooperative format allowing roles for an interviewer, transcriber, and
data analyzer. This ongoing and readily available activity allowed the
student with disabilities and his classmates to apply various language
and communication skills.

KR

Introducing innovation into classroom practice is a highly personal
and often emotionally charged experience. Change may be positively
promoted by supporting teachers to engage in reflective action—the

active, thoughtful, and rigorous consideration of beliefs and practice

(Dewey 1933). There appears to be value in providing teachers with an
. initial framework for decision making to initiate reflective action, aid
development, and prompt use of existing knowledge in new configu-
rations for all students: ‘
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