Historical Views on Academic Content Standards for Students 

with Low Incidence Disabilities

Educational expectations for students with significant cognitive disabilities have been historically low.  In the 1970’s, early programs for these individuals focused on early childhood developmental curriculums.  In the 1980’s, this led to training of functional skills such as, food preparation, housekeeping, shopping and community leisure activities.  As we moved into the 1990’s, opportunities for school inclusion focused on socialization with minimal participation in reading, writing or math instruction that was provided for same age peers in the same classroom.  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1997 redefined what students with disabilities should know and be able to do.  This revision to IDEA now demanded “high expectations” for all students.  Students with significant disabilities were to have access to the general curriculum to the maximum extent possible.  Furthermore, the federal government mandated participation in the state’s accountability system through an alternate assessment.  Initially, as alternate assessment programs were being developed, the achievement measures were linked to IEP goals and functional outcomes.  Most instructional programs continued to reflect a functional approach to curriculum.

Currently, research continues to be limited on effective instructional techniques for students with significant cognitive disabilities in regards to academic areas of reading and math. With the federal mandates of IDEA, the alternate assessment process must be directly linked to content and achievement standards that are defined for the general curriculum.  Therefore, it seems logical that if assessment is based on these standards, then instruction must also be aligned to the standards. 

Many of the students with significant cognitive disabilities also exhibit complex speech and language disabilities.  Throughout this course of history, speech language pathologists have often been unclear on the role to play in the education and communication development of these individuals.  As we examine the transition of education into content based learning, we will also focus on the vital role that the speech language pathologist plays in this process.

