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Abstract

Although intellectual disability is a culturally defined and often fluid concept, individuals with this label are often at the greatest risk of isolation 
and low expectations, particularly within school environments. Despite institutional narratives on educating and raising expectations for “all” 
students, the use of alternate curricula for individuals with intellectual disabilities creates a structural barrier that explicitly designates students 
as incapable of using the same curriculum as nondisabled peers. Through exemplars in the United States and Sweden, the authors argue the 
use and expansion of alternate curricula is an international trend with troubling short- and long-term consequences for students. In Sweden, a 
national alternative curriculum is required for all students with intellectual disabilities. In the United States, adoption of alternate achievement 
standards varies by state; yet, the use of alternate curricular materials in self-contained classrooms is widespread despite questionable align-
ment to general education standards. In addition to the challenges posed by a separate curriculum for students with intellectual disabilities, 
approaches to promoting authentic engagement and learning in the context of general education settings and curricula are discussed. 
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Introduction

Through several years of conversations, shared time in 
schools in both the United States and Sweden, and profes-
sional work in teacher education, the authors have found 
the implementation of alternate curricula to be a systemic 
challenge to inclusive practices in each of our respective 
countries. Despite the many distinctions between the Unit-
ed States and Sweden in population, cultural practices, ed-
ucational systems, and teacher preparation, we contend the 
common challenges we face, and the recommendations to 
address these challenges, may have relevance beyond our 
two countries. Our experiences with educators from other 
countries around the world demonstrate that, although in-
clusive approaches to teaching students with intellectual 
disabilities (IDs) have been documented in some places on a 
national level (Andriichuk, 2017; Carnovali, 2017), these insti-
tutionalized structures remain the exception rather than the 
rule. This troubling international inclination toward exclusion 
points to the need for additional dialogue to understand bet-
ter the systems sustaining segregation of people with IDs 
worldwide. In this conceptual paper, we first examine our 
historical contexts, respective policies on inclusive education, 
and literature on current practices. Next, we provide analysis 
of key issues and barriers related to alternate curricula and 
inclusive education. Finally, we propose recommendations 
for how these barriers might be addressed systematically in 
the areas of educator preparation, pedagogy, and policy.

Intellectual Disability and Segregation in the United 
States and Sweden

Individuals with IDs share a complex and difficult history in 
the United States and Sweden (Barow, 2009; Carey, 2009; 
Noll & Trent, 2004; Östlund, 2012). This history includes in-
stitutionalization, sterilization (Brantlinger, 1995; Laughlin, 
2004), exclusion from public schooling, and segregation in 
public schools (National Council on Disability, 2018). A variety 
of labels, definitions, and classifications have been invented 
and adapted over time to describe perceived cognition and 
potential (Keith & Keith, 2013). More recent descriptions of 

ID emphasize the interaction between an individual and the 
environments in which they participate (Shogren, Luckasson, 
& Schalock, 2014; Shogren et al., 2017), consistent with in-
ternational definitions of disability which similarly emphasize 
the interaction between an individual and their environment 
(United Nations General Assembly, 2007; World Health Or-
ganization [WHO], 2001). 

In response to the stigma and prejudice faced by people with 
IDs for centuries, individuals with IDs and their families, ad-
vocates, and allies have engaged in advocacy to secure their 
rightful places in neighborhoods, schools, and the work-
place. For example, individuals with IDs were instrumental 
in the self-advocacy movement of the 1970s, during which 
they spoke out about experiences in segregated settings, 
organized protests and sit-ins, and participated in legislative 
advocacy (Grim, 2015; Pelka, 2012). In both the United States 
and Sweden, the principle of normalization helped initiate, 
change legislation, and lay the foundation for ideas found 
today in documents such as the International Classification 
of Functioning (WHO, 2001) and the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons With Disabilities (United Nations General 
Assembly, 2007). More recently, individuals with IDs have 
engaged in media campaigns to promote acceptance and 
address stereotypes (e.g., “Not Special Needs”; McClammy, 
2017). Despite many gains, school-age students with IDs re-
main largely segregated from students without disabilities in 
both U.S. and Swedish schools (Kleinert et al., 2015; National 
Council on Disability, 2018; Swedish National Audit Office, 
2019; U.S. Department of Education, 2018).

Legal and Policy Frameworks Related to Access to Gener-
al Education in the United States and Sweden 

In both Sweden and the US, several policies have been in 
place for many years that are consistent with the principles 
of normalization and inclusive education. In both countries, 
the movement towards inclusive practices began with the 
right to education for all school aged students, and was ex-
panded with legislation delineating expectations for learning.  
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Access to School 

The vision of inclusive education and “a school for all” was 
formed early in Swedish education policy (Swedish Govern-
ment Official Reports, 1948:27). Despite this vision, in the 
1950s and 1960s, some students—those considered “noned-
ucable”—continued to be referred to institutions without op-
portunities for education. It was not until 1967 that all children 
with disabilities were granted access to schools (SFS 1967:940). 

Prior to 1973 in the United States, some students with IDs 
received educational services in public schools, institutions, 
or local religious institutions, but school-age students with 
IDs were not yet guaranteed the right to participate in pub-
lic schools in their communities. The Rehabilitation Act (1973) 
outlawed discrimination on the basis of disability in programs 
that receive federal funding, including public schools, and Sec-
tion 504 of this law provided some protections for students 
seeking accommodations to access public school settings. In 
1975, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA, 
later the Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act, IDEIA) was passed. Prior to this legislation, approximately 
one million school-age children with disabilities in the United 
States did not attend public schools (West, 2000).

Normalization

In response to the institutionalization people with IDs faced 
during the 19th and 20th centuries, legislation in Western 
countries the past 50 years has been more closely aligned with 
the principle of normalization formulated by Bengt Nirje in the 
1960s (Nirje, 2003). The principle is based on eight points that 
must be met for good support: (a) normal daily rhythm (i.e., 
regular meals and a daily rhythm that does not deviate from 
that of nondisabled individuals); (b) normal weekly rhythm 
(i.e., most people live in one place and have their work or their 
education in another); (c) normal annual rhythm (i.e., to expe-
rience weekends and holidays, get vacations, and travel); (d) 
normal developmental stages (i.e., the importance of experi-
encing the different developmental stages of life: childhood, 
adolescence, adulthood, and old age); (e) have their require-
ments respected (i.e., the importance of making their own 
choices and wishes that must be respected); (f) staff of both 
genders in both care and nursing; (g) normal economic stand-
ard (i.e., access to normal economic and social security shall 
apply to all); and (h) normal building standard (i.e., the same 
standard should apply to people with disabilities as to other 
community citizens, including better opportunity for integra-
tion; Nirje, 2003). 

Least Restrictive Environment 

The concept of least restrictive environment (LRE) was intro-
duced in the United States with the passage of the IDEIA in 
1975 (EAHCA, 1975). This legislation provided definitions for 
13 disability categories, including mental retardation, which 
would later become intellectual disability. While some argue 
the IDEIA provided the structure and necessary regulations 
to ensure access for students with disabilities (Katsiyannis, 
Yell, & Bradley, 2001), others argued this legislation created a 
second, separate system for serving students with disabilities 
that led to labeling, segregation, and stigma (Ferri & Connor, 
2004). In alignment with Nirje’s (2003) normalization princi-
ple, the IDEIA uses the term least restrictive environment to 
describe the mandate that students should be educated with 
children who do not have disabilities “to the maximum extent 
appropriate” (IDEIA, 2004). The IDEIA also mandates school 
districts to provide a continuum of placement options, from 
those considered “most restrictive” (e.g., hospitals and special 
education schools) to those considered “least restrictive” (e.g., 
general education settings). 

According to the most recent data, 425 000 students in the 
United States receive special education services under the 

label of intellectual disability (National Center for Education 
Statistics [NCES], 2019). Despite a clear preference for the 
LRE, approximately 76% of school-age students with IDs in the 
United States are educated in self-contained special education 
classrooms on general education campuses for the majority 
of their school day (Kleinert et al., 2015; NCES, 2019). Although 
there has been some increase in the number of students with 
IDs spending 80% or more of their day in general education 
since 2000 (from 13% to 16%), most of this change occurred 
from 2000 to 2006, with minimal change in placements among 
students with IDs from 2006 on (Morningstar, Kurth, & John-
son, 2017; NCES, 2019). Currently, 50% of students with IDs 
spend less than 40% of their day in general education, 27% 
are in general education from 40%-79% of their time, and 16% 
spend 80% or more of their school day in a general education 
class (NCES, 2019).

The Swedish Education Act (SFS 2010:800) states all children 
should receive their education by attending compulsory 
schools. In the Swedish compulsory school system for students 
ages 6-16, there are four different educational programs (SFS 
2010:800): one for compulsory school, one for compulsory 
schools for students with intellectual disabilities (CSSIDs), one 
for special schools that teach students with visual impairment 
or hearing impairment, and one for students of Sami origin. In 
all four programs, there are common curricular elements fun-
damental to all students—for example, the school's mission to 
educate about democracy, the equal value of all humans, and 
values in line with the content of the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (United Nations, 1989). The main differences be-
tween the four syllabi are the emphases within each subject, 
the learning objectives, and the knowledge in which the stu-
dents are assessed. 

According to the latest statistics from the Swedish National 
Agency for Education (2019), the number of students in CS-
SIDs is increasing. During the 2018-2019 school year, 10 612 
students attended CSSIDs, an increase of almost 7% com-
pared to the previous school year. The largest increase for 
the 2017-2018 school year was in the “training school” CSSIDs 
established to meet the needs of students with moderate to 
severe IDs. In that group, there was an increase of 9% com-
pared to the previous school year (2016-2017). The training 
school had 4 567 students in the 2017-2018 school year, which 
is 43% of all students in CSSIDs. The majority of students in CS-
SIDs—six out of 10—are boys. There is an inflow of students in 
the higher grades, and the majority of the students who have 
a mild ID are switched to a CSSID late in their school career. 
They often begin in the compulsory school but are offered a 
placement in the CSSID upon experiencing difficulty achieving 
the academic expectations in that setting. These students are 
then identified as having an ID via a medical, psychological, 
social, and educational assessment.

Inclusive Education

Although placement data are readily available for each of our 
countries, physical placement does not adequately address 
the degree to which students access and benefit from their 
education. Despite the promises of individualization and sup-
port in special education settings, several researchers have 
established that self-contained settings offer a high level of 
distraction, fewer opportunities to respond to instructional 
cues, and a lack of tailored instruction for individual students 
(Causton-Theoharis, Theoharis, Orsati, & Cosier, 2011; Kurth, 
Born, & Love, 2016). In contrast, general education settings 
offer increased opportunities to learn, benefit from targeted 
instruction, and interact with typical peers (Hehir et al., 2016 
McDonnell, Thorson, & McQuivey, 2000; Taub, McCord, & Ryn-
dak, 2017).

Inclusive education has been defined in many ways, but these 
definitions consistently describe the critical role of placement 
in general education settings; support to access the environ-
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ment and curriculum; and accessible, shared experiences 
and instruction for all students (Skrtic, Sailor, & Gee, 1996; 
Olson, Leko, & Roberts, 2016; McLeskey, Waldron, Spooner, 
& Algozzine, 2014). Benefits of inclusive education for stu-
dents with disabilities include improved literacy, language, 
and math skills compared to students educated in segre-
gated settings (Buckley, Bird, Sacks, & Archer, 2006; Hehir 
et al., 2016; improved social competence (Fisher & Meyer, 
2002); improved communication skills (Ryndak, Ward, Alp-
er, Storch, & Montgomery, 2010); and improved outcomes 
related to employment and community involvement as an 
adult (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, & Garza, 2006). 
Several studies have indicated students without disabilities 
benefit from inclusive education through positive impacts 
on academic achievement (Staub & Peck, 1995), growth in 
social understandings and empathy (Janney & Snell, 2006), 
and greater understanding of differences (Lyon, Blue-Ban-
ning, & McCart, 2014).

In a recent report, the European Agency of Special Needs 
and Inclusive Education (2018) indicated a link between 
inclusive education and social inclusion in education, em-
ployment, and living conditions; factors that either promote 
or hinder inclusion include the quality of inclusive practice, 
social policy, structures and attitudes in society, and events 
in the life of the individual. The research findings mentioned 
in the review suggest schooling in the CSSID reduces oppor-
tunities for social inclusion in the short term and in the long 
term. According to the report, there is a correlation between 
schooling in self-contained settings and poorer study and 
vocational qualifications, sheltered employment, financial 
dependence, poorer opportunities for independent living 
and poorer social network after completing schooling (Eu-
ropean Agency of Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 
2018). To sum up, the report points to the long-term con-
sequences of teaching students with disabilities in self-con-
tained classrooms or segregated settings, which contribute 
to inequality and exclusion in society.

Alternative Curriculum

Although the term alternative curriculum is increasingly 
aligned with specific educational programs for students 
with IDs, this practice lacks alignment with the principles of 
LRE and normalization described in educational policy docu-
ments in each country. In this section, we propose common 
definitions for relevant terms and examine implementation 
of the alternate curriculum in both policy and practice in 
each country. 

Common Definitions

Curriculum in Sweden is defined as a government-estab-
lished policy document learning goals in Grades 3, 6, 9. 
For students with moderate to severe IDs educated in the 
self-contained training schools, there are no standards for 
grading the students, and it is not possible for the student to 
get a grade. Instead, they receive a written assessment that 
tells them what knowledge they have gained in relation to 
learning objectives (SFS 2010:800). 

In the United States, the term standard refers to “learning 
goals for what students should know and be able to do” 
(National Governor’s Association Center for Best Practice, 
2010, About the Standards, para. 2). The term curriculum is 
generally used to refer to what happens in the classroom to 
meet the learning goals defined by the state. This includes 
lessons, assignments, and materials teachers use (Oliva, 
1982). Although many educators in both special and gener-
al education develop their own curricula, the rise of stand-
ardized assessments following No Child Left Behind has led 
to an increase in prepackaged curricula (often in the form 
of textbooks with teachers manuals providing suggested 

learning activities and online materials) in general education 
settings. 

For discussion in this paper, we use the term alternate cur-
riculum to refer to expectations for learning established 
by state/national agencies in each of our countries, expec-
tations for students with IDs that differ from expectations 
for students without disabilities, and approaches to meet-
ing these expectations. We refer to specific software, work-
books, textbooks, or other resources as curricular materials.

Policy Foundation of Alternate Curricula in the United States 
and Sweden 

In the United States, prior to the reauthorization of the IDEA 
in 1997, there was no federal requirement that students 
with significant disabilities be included in large-scale assess-
ments of academic performance, and alternate curricula 
had not been established on a national level. Following the 
passage of the No Child Left Behind of 2001 (NCLB, 2002), 
later replaced by ESSA (2015), all students in the United 
States must participate in statewide accountability meas-
ures, regardless of disability status. These assessments 
were recently aligned with the CCSS in most states. These 
standards serve as the basis for the skills and knowledge 
students are expected to acquire through participation in 
public education and are used in the development of cur-
ricular materials adopted by each state. Due to the contin-
ued federal requirement that all students must participate 
in testing (ESSA, 2015), alternative assessments have now 
been developed by most states to assess the progress of 
students with significant support needs for whom IEP teams 
feel the standardized test is not an accurate measure of 
their progress.

To align learning objectives with alternate assessments, in 
2003, regulations allowed states to set alternate achieve-
ment standards. In 2007, an analysis of alternate stand-
ards (for the states that had them) found, in comparison 
to established standards for general education students, 
alternate achievement standards included no meaningful 
progression of skills from elementary to high school (Tow-
les-Reeves, Kleinert, & Muhomba, 2009). With the adoption 
of the CCSS in 41 states and the District of Columbia, some 
states and collaboratives have developed a newer set of al-
ternate achievement curricular standards that reduce the 
complexity of the CCSS while maintaining alignment to es-
sential elements of the standards (Dynamic Learning Maps, 
2016; National Center and State Collaborative, 2014). These 
alternate standards and assessments are meant to form the 
curriculum learned by students with the “most significant 
cognitive disabilities” (U.S. Department of Education, 2003, 
34 C.F.R. pt. 200), and participation is determined by IEP 
teams on an individual level. Consistent with the emphasis 
on individualization throughout the IDEIA, whether a stu-
dent is held accountable for the alternate or core curricu-
lar standards is a separate decision from their educational 
placement. 

In Sweden, the first official curricula for students with se-
vere IDs was established in 1973 and included all students 
with IDs. Since the 1970s, the CSSID in Sweden has been 
using this curriculum (SFS 1967:940), but students with ID 
are not required to participate in nationwide accountability 
measures. Since there are not any nationwide accountabil-
ity measures for students with IDs, it is the responsibility 
of local school authorities to assess students’ progress. In 
1990, the curriculum was reformed, but just four years later 
it was replaced with a combined curricula for all four school 
types in Sweden, the result of a quest for a “school for all” in 
the Swedish school politics. In 2011, there was a new reform 
dividing the curricula into four separate programs again 
(Östlund, 2012, 2015). 
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There are different educational paths for students with IDs 
in Sweden, according to the Swedish Education Act (SFS 
2010:800). Each student’s guardian/parent has the right to de-
cide which curricula and learning objectives will be used for 
their child’s education. When the students are offered school-
ing in the CSSIDs, a pedagogical assessment is performed to 
determine which educational program to recommend for the 
student. Individual teachers assess whether students have 
met the standards and learning objectives in the curriculum—
there are no standardized tests for students with IDs. Stu-
dents in general education take national standardized tests in 
Grades 3, 6, and 9. Getting a grade as a summative assess-
ment is optional for students with mild ID in Grades 6-9. The 
four pathway options are as follows: 

1. Fully included in general education settings follow-
ing general education curricula, 

2. Fully included in general education settings follow-
ing the CSSID curricula, 

3. In a self-contained classroom in a school following 
the CSSID curricula, or 

4. In a special school with its own campus following the 
CSSID curricula.

Current Practice: Alternate Curricula in the United States and Swe-
den

The entrenchment of alternate curricula as the default stand-
ard for students with ID in both US and Sweden in recent years 
has served to reify the legislative and structural foundation 
for separate systems of general and special education in each 
country. Although the separateness of these structures are 
deep-rooted, there is significant variability in implementation 
of alternate standards for teaching in the US (Thurlow et al, 
2017) while in Sweden, the alternate curriculum is implement-
ed in a relatively uniform manner.

United States

With the release of the CCSS in 2010 and subsequent adop-
tions in 41 of the United States, several sets of alternate 
achievement standards were developed that more closely 
aligned with general education standards compared to the 
previous emphasis on functional skills. These included “es-
sential elements” (Dynamic Learning Maps, 2016) and “core 
content connectors” (National Center and State Collaborative, 
2014). Although some guidance on implementation of these 
alternate standards has been provided in professional confer-
ences and presumably within teacher education programs, it 
is not clear how these alternate standards align with the varie-
ty of alternate assessments implemented by states. 

As alternate assessments and achievement standards have 
been developed, there has been a proliferation of prepack-
aged curricular materials designed for implementation in 
self-contained special education settings (Taub et al., 2019). 
Special education teachers are increasingly encouraged or 
mandated to use these prepackaged curricular materials that 
purport alignment with the standards (Taub et al., 2019). One 
of the largest companies marketing alternate materials, n2y, 
markets the Unique Learning System (ULS), a curriculum esti-
mated to be used in approximately 60 000 classrooms in the 
United States (n2y, 2019a). Implementation of ULS is mandat-
ed in several districts across the United States, including the 
Los Angeles Unified School District (n2y, 2019b). 

United States example: The Los Angeles unified school district

In the Los Angeles Unified School District in California, begin-
ning in kindergarten (age 5), students who receive special ed-
ucation services are determined to be working toward either 

the “alternate curriculum” or the “core curriculum” based on 
an assessment conducted by district staff. Students deter-
mined to be working toward the alternate curriculum may 
be offered a range of placements by the school district. Most 
often, the offer of placement for students working toward 
alternate achievement standards is a self-contained special 
education class comprised of other students with IDs (97%), 
although some students (approximately 2%) are educated in 
general education classes with support determined by their 
IEP, and a small number of students attend special education 
schools (A. Hanreddy, personal correspondence, July 9, 2019). 
District wide, the school district has implemented the ULS—a 
mandated, prepackaged curriculum for students with IDs in 
language arts, math, social studies, and science. The ULS cur-
riculum is used in approximately 860 classrooms with approx-
imately 9,000 students (n2y, 2019b). When students who are 
working toward alternate achievement standards in the Los 
Angeles Unified School District are included in general edu-
cation for 80% or more of the day, the general curriculum is 
used as the foundation for instruction, with adaptations to the 
curriculum provided as needed (Los Angeles Unified School 
District, 2017).

Sweden

In Sweden there is only a very small selection of teaching ma-
terials adapted for the CSSIDs, and it is the responsibility of 
every teacher to adapt materials and assessment to suit stu-
dents with IDs. In a recently released report, the Swedish Na-
tional Audit Office (2019) criticized the Swedish National Agen-
cy for Education and the Agency of Special Needs Education 
in Sweden for not assisting CSSID teachers with assessment 
support and in interpreting how standards in the alternate 
curriculum should be assessed. In total, teachers in primary 
school subjects have access to materials to support assess-
ment in three of 13 subjects, and these materials have existed 
for a relatively short time—since 2014. In comparison, teach-
ers in compulsory schools in Sweden have access to assess-
ment support in all subjects. The large difference in the num-
ber of assessment materials shows teachers in CSSID have a 
significantly poorer ability to assess students’ knowledge than 
teachers of the compulsory school. 

Swedish example

Compared to the variability of policies and implementation 
in the United States, the Swedish system is implemented on 
a national level. Students with IDs who are not expected to 
achieve the learning objectives set by the curricula for the 
compulsory school are most often educated in the CSSID. To 
get access to education within the CSSID curriculum, a stu-
dent must have undergone a medical, psychological, social, 
and educational assessment that clearly shows the student 
has an ID. This compulsory school program has been adapted 
for students with IDs and teaches mostly the same subjects 
as in the regular compulsory school but with its own scope 
and sequence. Students with mild IDs study subjects such as 
Swedish language, math, arts, English language, sports, natu-
ral sciences, social sciences, home economics, and handicraft. 
Students with moderate to severe IDs get education in five 
subject areas: communication, aesthetic activities, perception 
of reality, everyday activities, and motor skills.

The education in CSSID is organized in various ways in differ-
ent municipalities. Twenty percent of the students with mild 
ID are included in general education classes for at least 50% of 
their time in school. This number has been constant since the 
beginning of the 1990s. However, no statistics are collected 
on how many students with moderate to severe ID are inte-
grated into ordinary school classes. In Swedish research (Öst-
lund, 2015), there are no examples of students with severe 
to moderate IDs with an alternate curriculum integrated into 
classes with typically developing students (Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate, 2016). 
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Analysis: Alternate Curricula as a Barrier to Inclusive 
Approaches

The establishment of separate learning standards for stu-
dents with ID in both the US and Sweden has led to sev-
eral barriers that compound the previously existing sepa-
rate structures for teaching and learning.  These include an 
emphasis on life skills instead of broader academic  skills, 
reduced access to the content and skills taught in general 
educaton setting; the implication that a separate setting is 
required in order to teach the separate curricula; and less 
preparation to live and work in inclusive settings as an adult. 

Life Skills Over Academic Skills

There is a long tradition of teaching students with IDs func-
tional skills rather than academics in segregated settings in 
both United States and Sweden (Anderson & Östlund, 2017; 
Thompson, Walker, Shogren, & Wehmeyer, 2018). The Na-
tional Council on Disability (2018) refers to this tendency 
toward the status quo as an “organizational tradition” (p. 
35). The teaching in the CSSID in Sweden has been criticized 
since the late 1990s for being too focused on “care” at the 
expense of students’ knowledge development (Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2002; Swedish National Au-
dit Office, 2019). The most recent review (Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate, 2010) showed similar patterns. The audit 
showed teaching in the audited schools often lacked suf-
ficient knowledge challenges. The review also highlighted 
deficiencies in teachers’ assessment of students’ knowledge 
development. All schools in the survey also lacked compi-
lations and analyses of students’ knowledge outcomes in 
various subjects. Thirty years of research (Arvidsson, 2016; 
European Agency of Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 
2018; Östlund, 2015) and evaluations (Swedish Schools In-
spectorate, 2010; Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2002) point to barriers that arise from the structure of 
separate schooling for students with IDs. From a teaching 
perspective, research points to shortcomings in the expec-
tations of learning for students. Regarding the long-term 
implications of this model, studies have showed students 
educated in self-contained settings are less likely to get a 
job, attend education programs as young adults, and be 
socially included in society as adults than students without 
disabilities (Arvidsson, 2018; European Agency of Special 
Needs and Inclusive Education, 2018). 

Similar to criticisms of the Swedish alternate curricula for 
lacking adequate challenge or analyses of student learning, 
self-contained classes in the United States have also been 
criticized for spending too little time on instruction as well 
as an emphasis on skills taught out of context (Causton-The-
oharis et al., 2011; Kurth et al., 2016). As in Sweden, there is 
a tradition in the United States of prioritizing “life skills” over 
academic skills (Browder et al., 2004; Timberlake, 2014). For 
example, the popularity of “task boxes” that contain manip-
ulatives or laminated cards focused on a specific skill (e.g., 
sorting, sequencing, or counting), often used in self-con-
tained settings, is evidenced by the over 3 400 results dis-
played on Teachers Pay Teachers (2019), a popular site 
for teachers to share resources with one another despite 
no available evidence on their effectiveness. This practice, 
among others, stands in sharp contrast to the rich curricu-
lar units that comprise most of the general education core 
curriculum (Lee, Wehmeyer, Soukup, & Palmer, 2010; Taub 
et al., 2017). 

Access to the General Education Curriculum

Access to general education curriculum and access to gen-
eral education settings are correlated, but not analogous, 
concepts. Legal mandates in the United States (Every Stu-
dent Succeeds Act, 2015; IDEIA, 2004) emphasize access to 

the general education curriculum regardless of the setting 
where students are educated. These mandates were creat-
ed to address achievement gaps between students with and 
without disabilities and are based on the presumption that 
access to the same curricular expectations and inclusion in 
accountability systems (i.e., state testing) will ensure teach-
ers hold high expectations for students regardless of disa-
bility labels (Lowrey, Drasgow, Renzaglia, & Chezan, 2007). 

The IDEIA (2004) defined general education curriculum as 
“the same curriculum as for nondisabled children” (34 CFR 
§300.320(a)(1)(i). According to the same law, students who 
receive special education services are also entitled to ad-
justment of the curriculum “to address the unique needs 
of the child that result from the child’s disability and to 
ensure access of the child to the general curriculum” (34 
CFR §300.39(b)(3)). These adjustments, often referred to as 
adaptations (Lee et al., 2006), are described in an individ-
ual student’s individualized education program (IEP). Thus, 
although students must access the general curriculum, 
special education law in the United States provides school 
teams the flexibility needed to promote this access.

Despite an unambiguous definition for general education 
curriculum in legislation in the United States, there remains 
disagreement among special and general educators on the 
enactment of access to the general education curriculum 
(Dymond, Renzaglia, Gilsin, & Slagor, 2007). In fact, most 
special educators appear to interpret this access to include 
significant adaptation and an emphasis on life skills with-
in the curriculum (Dymond et al., 2007; Timberlake, 2014), 
while a few place emphasis on both the setting (general ed-
ucation class) and the same materials as students without 
disabilities (Cosier, Causton-Theoharis, & Theoharis, 2013). 
Further, there is evidence special education teachers serv-
ing students with IDs are often not provided with the same 
materials as those used in general education classes (Taub 
et al., 2019).

Although it might be implied that emphasis on access to the 
general education curriculum promotes access to general 
education settings for students with IDs, data on educa-
tional placements of these students do not support this as-
sumption (U.S. Department of Education, 2018. Since its in-
itial passage in 1975, in addition to requirements related to 
general education curriculum, IDEIA (2004) has emphasized 
access to general education settings. The law states school 
teams must ensure “access to the general education cur-
riculum in the regular classroom, to the maximum extent 
possible” (20 U.S.C.§1400(c)(5)(A)), yet there has not been a 
marked increase in time spent in general education for stu-
dents with IDs since the reauthorizations of ESSA and IDEIA. 

Sweden has had “a school for all” as an overall education 
goal for the past 70 years. Everyone who works in a school 
is expected to prevent discriminatory behavior, and schools 
must take into account differences in students’ abilities and 
provide appropriate educational support. In the Swedish 
education policy, there has been a clear inclusive intention 
since the 1980s; in recent years, the goals of a physically and 
socially accessible school have also been clarified. In 2014, 
this perspective was strengthened when lack of accessibility 
in schools became a basis for discrimination in Swedish leg-
islation. Regardless, this idea has not yet reached far enough 
to include students with IDs. If students are following the 
alternate curricula of the CSSIDs and included in general ed-
ucation, the required time on various subjects differs. For 
example, in CCSIDs, students are expected to have 5 times 
as many lessons in home economics as students in gener-
al education and twice as many lessons in crafts. To meet 
the mandated hours, these students, then, are required to 
leave general education to get the right “hours” following 
the curricula for the CSSID, which becomes an obstacle to 
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including the student in general education. Something we no-
ticed in the latest review (Swedish National Audit Office, 2019) 
is that no national analyses are conducted of students’ results 
within CSSIDs from the National Board of Education. This is 
noteworthy and is an indication the system of special schools 
and self-contained classrooms for students with IDs contrib-
utes to segregation both in the short and long term.

Separate Curricula, Separate Spaces

It is evident from the policy and practice foundations de-
scribed previously that there is a strong connection between 
segregated learning environments and lower expectations for 
students with IDs. Beratan (2008) defined institutional ableism 
as “discriminatory structures and practices, as well as unin-
terrogated beliefs about disability that are deeply ingrained 
within educational systems” (p. 338). Given our history of seg-
regation on the basis of perceived ability, it is the responsi-
bility of antiableist educators to view traditional approaches 
for educating students with IDs through a critical lens. Oth-
er authors (Halle & Dymond, 2008; Jackson, Ryndak, & Weh-
meyer, 2008; Ryndak, Moore, & Orlando, 2008) have explored 
whether students with IDs could adequately be taught general 
education curriculum while maintaining separate settings and 
have emphasized the importance of context in accessing the 
curriculum. That is, emphasis on only the content of the cur-
riculum does not provide full access. Further, by interpreting 
“access to the general education curriculum” as access to gen-
eral education content, while allowing students to continue to 
be educated in separate settings, ignores the intent of inclu-
sive educational practices and serves to strengthen divisions 
between general and special education. 

As access to the general education curriculum for students 
with IDs is further distorted to become a set of alternate 
learning expectations, learning materials and expectations 
in self-contained settings remain substantially different from 
those in general education. Thus, a structure is created and 
reified in which “alternate” standards are the responsibility of 
the special educator. As such, time spent in general education 
may be viewed as a “waste” or an interference with the special 
educators’ time and ability to address the learning expecta-
tions they are responsible for teaching. 

Long-Term Impacts of Alternative Curricula

Given the goals of inclusive education are stated by many to 
be greater levels of community participation, employment, 
and self-determination in adulthood (Ryndak et al., 2010; Slee, 
2011), it is reasonable to examine the long-term impact of al-
ternate curricula and associated separate schooling. As illus-
trated by the shared histories of marginalization and exclu-
sion in the United States and Sweden, students with IDs have 
long been subjected to segregation and lowered expectations 
in school settings. The outcomes for adult life following an 
education on the alternate curricula in self-contained settings 
indicate adults with IDs continue to follow the trajectory of de-
pendence and isolation established throughout their school-
ing experiences (Bouck, 2012; Ryndak et al., 2010). 

In a large-scale Swedish research study, Arvidsson (2016) fol-
lowed up on 12,269 students with IDs to gain knowledge of 
what kind of postschool occupations young adults with IDs 
had. Results from the study showed 47% participated in dai-
ly activities; 22.4% were employed, most of them with some 
type of wage subsidy; 6.6% participated in various forms of 
education programs; and a large group (24%) was described 
as being “elsewhere” (not in any of the other three types of oc-
cupations; Arvidsson, 2016). Arvidsson (2016) stated the large 
number of young adults with IDs having an occupation “else-
where” was unexpected. From an inclusive education perspec-
tive, these results indicate the CSSID prepares students for a 
life in the margins rather than preparing them for a life in an 
included society. According to the Swedish welfare system, 

adults with IDs are entitled to participate in daily activities, 
so the welfare program helps them gain employment after 
school. For many, the only option is for students to transfer 
from the CSSID to “daily activity,” which is a service for work-
ing-age individuals with IDs who are not gainfully employed 
or studying. By providing only segregated options, the welfare 
system contributes to a structural segregation of students 
with IDs.

Alternate Curricula and Teacher Preparation

Reliance on seperate curricula in separate spaces for students 
with ID has led to minimal preparation or expectation among 
general education teachers to teach these students. With spe-
cial educators in short supply, this means that many students 
with intellectual disabilities are taught by teachers who are 
less qualified than their general education peers. 

General education teachers

The establishment of separate learning objectives and sepa-
rate materials for students with IDs, combined with the lack 
of trained special education teachers, may lead to reluctance 
on the part of general education teachers to include students 
who they do not feel prepared to teach (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2019). The Swedish school system has 
a 150-year history of organizing education in dual systems—a 
system for students in general education and a separate sys-
tem for students with IDs. Although general education teach-
ers have the ability to teach students with IDs in an inclusive 
setting, they often question their ability to differentiate their 
own teaching. Instead, they may recommend the special stu-
dent be placed in a special setting, with a special curriculum 
with a special teacher. 

General educators in both the United States and Sweden cur-
rently receive minimal training and information on special 
education and IDs. Although teacher training programs vary 
significantly, general educators in the United States report 
feeling unprepared to teach learners with disabilities (Blanton, 
Pugach, & Florian, 2011). It is common in both countries for 
teacher preparation programs to include only one course on 
special education for general education teacher candidates, 
and this course may emphasize characteristics of disability la-
bels rather than strategies for curricular access (Blanton et al., 
2011). Since most students with IDs are currently not taught in 
general education settings (Kleinert et al., 2015; NCES, 2019), 
they may be considered only peripherally in such courses. 
When teacher credential programs do not adequately pre-
pare candidates to meet the needs of students with IDs, there 
is a risk these teachers will advocate for segregated settings 
where students with IDs can receive assistance from a special 
teacher who they perceive as more knowledgeable about the 
separate curricular standards and materials taught in those 
spaces. 

Special education teachers

A shortage of special educators in Sweden and the United 
States has resulted in limited access to quality instruction in 
self-contained settings. In Sweden, there is a significant short-
age of special educators serving students with IDs. Only 20% of 
special educators have the correct credential, and some have 
no credential at all. While the shortage of special educators in 
the United States is not as dire as in Sweden, 49 states report 
a shortage of special educators, and the caseloads of existing 
special educators continues to rise (Samuels & Harwin, 2018). 

When students are taught by unqualified staff in settings lack-
ing accountability, it is inevitable students’ access to equita-
ble learning conditions will be limited. The Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate (2010) examined teaching in 28 schools with 
self-contained classrooms following the CSSID curriculum and 
found teachers often neglected active reading instruction for 
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the older students and prioritized self-care and a good emo-
tional climate in the school instead. Many teachers did not 
take into account the strengths and needs of each student, 
and the tasks for many students lacked adequate challenge. 
In higher grades, it was common for teachers to read aloud 
to students. It was rare, however, for teachers to support 
students’ listening by discussing material and engaging in 
dialogue on the content of texts. In schools, students were 
allowed to borrow books based on their own interests, but 
they were rarely given opportunities to reflect on the read-
ing with a peer or teacher. This study reflects the fact that 
school authorities have long neglected the teaching of stu-
dents with IDs. For many years, there were no guidelines for 
special education credentials, and it was not until 2012 that 
specific training for teachers with specialization in IDs was 
established. It is also a consequence of the fact that CSSIDs 
have, for a long time, lacked and still lack state assessment 
support to helps special teachers assess students’ knowl-
edge development. 

Implications

There are many similarities between the US and Sweden in 
both policies and practices related to alternate curricula that 
have served to maintain segregated education. In Sweden, 
there is a nationally mandated alternate set of learning ex-
pectations for students with IDs. In the United States, there 
is a nationally recognized set of learning goals for all stu-
dents (Common Core), adopted in 41 states, and a national 
mandate for students with disabilities to make progress to-
ward the core curriculum (ESSA, 2015; IDEIA, 2004). Despite 
these differences in policy, the practical lives of students 
with IDs in school remain remarkably similar. Most students 
with IDs are educated in self-contained settings, and most 
students are taught using materials and approaches that 
differ markedly from those used in general education, with 
drastically different learning goals established by teachers. 
Unsurprisingly, outcomes for these students are also simi-
lar in our countries. Adults with IDs in both countries expe-
rience high rates of unemployment and thus poverty and 
reliance on governmental supports (Arvidsson, 2016; Bouck, 
2012; Wagner et al., 2006).

We have established that the struggle to achieve access to 
both general education curriculum and general education 
settings is rooted in a history of entrenched ableism. This 
ableist structure promotes the notion of alternative learning 
goals and spaces in the spirit of care and individualization, 
despite strong evidence this approach is not only inherently 
inequitable but leads to poor outcomes (Anderson & Öst-
lund, 2017; Bouck, 2012; Causton-Theoharis et al., 2011; Co-
sier et al., 2013). Alternative curricula, therefore, should be 
viewed with suspicion and as a mechanism of segregation. 
As an education community, it is time to revisit this issue in 
teacher preparation, instructional approaches, and policy as 
we work towards broader ownership, raised expectations,  
improved access, and enhanced long term outcomes for 
students with ID. 

Educator Preparation

General education teachers in the United States and Swe-
den often feel unprepared to provide students with IDs 
meaningful access to the general education curriculum (An-
derson & Östlund, 2017; Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017). 
To promote meaningful access to all elements of the general 
education curriculum for students with IDs, these teachers 
must feel well prepared to foster learning environments 
that are welcoming and accessible to all students. Rather 
than limit instruction related to disability to one university 
course, preparation to foster inclusive learning environ-
ments and effectively teach students with IDs (and other 
disabilities) can be embedded throughout candidates’ train-
ing. For example, when studying pedagogy for mathematics 

instruction, candidates can learn to incorporate multiple 
access points and to adjust instruction to address founda-
tional skills while also introducing new concepts. Similarly, 
programs preparing special educators must ensure their 
graduates are prepared with the skills to teach in inclu-
sive (rather than segregated) settings and to individualize 
instruction in these settings while ensuring access to the 
curriculum. In the United States, some states have started 
to identify increased areas of overlap between what gener-
al and special educators must know and be able to do by 
the end of their credential programs, and some credential 
programs have started to offer concurrent programs for 
earning both a general and special education credential (Re-
ese, Richards-Tutor, Hansuvadha, Pavri, & Xu, 2018; Young, 
2008). 

Students with IDs often receive at least some support from 
a paraprofessional during their school day, and some stu-
dents receive all or most of their instruction from a parapro-
fessional (Giangreco, Suter, & Hurley, 2013; Östlund, 2012). 
Despite the important role these individuals play in a school 
setting, they often receive minimal training in preparation 
for their role (Giangreco, Broer, & Suter, 2011), leading to 
a host of unintended negative consequences (Giangreco, 
2010). By expanding the role of special educators in general 
education settings through coteaching and individualized 
supports, individual students will become less reliant on the 
support of paraprofessionals as proxies for special educa-
tors. In addition, training specific to the role of a paraprofes-
sional in supporting access to the general education curricu-
lum for all students will support raised expectations as well 
as engaged and purposeful learning for students with IDs.

Pedagogy

General education curricular reforms in recent years have 
played a role in moving instruction from rote practice to an 
emphasis on developing conceptual understandings, using 
language to articulate learning, and identifying connections 
across the curriculum (Alberti, 2012; Swedish National Agen-
cy for Education, 2018; Yilmaz & Topal, 2014). These peda-
gogical practices stand in contrast to those in self-contained 
settings for students with IDs in which the expansion of 
“alternate curriculum” has maintained focus on concrete 
understandings, isolated skills, and self-care tasks (Östlund, 
2015; Taub et al., 2019. This division between the empha-
ses of learning goals and teaching materials for each pop-
ulation of students solidifies the misconception of special 
education as a practice incongruous with general education 
settings. Pedagogical practices that promote access to gen-
eral education settings for students with IDs include univer-
sal design for learning (UDL), project-based learning (PBL), 
embedded instruction, culturally responsive teaching, and 
formative assessment strategies. Each of these practices 
can be considered as critical components in school change 
efforts to promote the inclusion of students with IDs. 

Universal design for learning. To promote meaningful ac-
cess to general education settings and curriculum, instruc-
tion in these settings must shift to models of accessible 
instruction that consider the variety of learning strengths 
and needs among all school-age students. Universal de-
sign for learning is a set of principles that draws upon the 
basic learning processes of recognition, expression, and 
motivation, and incorporates student voice and choice into 
instructional design (Center for Applied Special Technology, 
2019). The guidelines emphasizing multiple means of rep-
resentation, expression, and engagement are designed for 
implementation in general education settings, and training 
related to these principles have become more common in 
recent years (Jiménez, Graf, & Rose, 2007; Scott, Thoma, 
Puglia, Temple, & Aguilar, 2017). Although UDL is already be-
ginning to benefit students with high incidence disabilities 
(Capp, 2017; Katz, 2013), it will be critical for school teams to 
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ensure UDL implementation occurs in tandem with increased 
inclusion of students with IDs, and that instruction is designed 
with consideration of the needs of these students. 

Project-based learning. To ensure inclusive pedagogy in gener-
al education while addressing the wide range of skills students 
need in the 21st century, we must shift our traditional instruc-
tional model to one in which student learning begins with 
the end in mind. For example, PBL is an instructional model 
in which students work to develop a solution to a real-world 
problem (Bell, 2010). By shifting our focus to project-based 
and other inquiry-focused models, students naturally incor-
porate multiple disciplines and see the interconnections be-
tween subjects traditionally taught in an isolated manner. The 
applied nature of these instructional approaches supports 
both critical thinking and “real-world” understandings (Mkrt-
tchian, 2018). When students work from a problem-solving 
approach, they can leverage strengths more effectively than 
models that rely on isolated skills.

Embedded instruction. Although many special education ap-
proaches continue to be based on a model of remediation 
in an effort to help students with disabilities “catch up” to 
their “typical” peers, this approach is often framed in terms 
of students’ perceived deficits. For students with IDs, using a 
remediation model carries the potential of playing a never-
ending game of catch up. Instead, analyzing the “mismatches” 
between an individual student’s current skills and the skills 
needed to participate in a given learning activity allows school 
teams to take action to promote greater access. Using this 
ecological approach, mismatches can be remediated by mak-
ing changes to the activity (e.g., providing many ways for stu-
dents to demonstrate their learning), curricular adaptations, 
or individualized embedded instruction (Downing, 2010; John-
son, McDonnell, Holzwarth, & Hunter, 2004). 

Culturally responsive teaching. As classrooms in both United 
States and Sweden serve students from increasingly diverse 
socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds and whose prima-
ry home language is not English, we must further examine 
pedagogy with attention toward culturally and linguistically 
diverse (CLD) students with IDs. These students appear to 
face more challenges than typical CLD peers or peers with IDs 
who are not CLD related to access to general education cur-
riculum, access to services to address their unique needs, and 
partnerships with families (Mueller, Millian, & Lopez, 2009; 
Mueller, Singer, & Carranza, 2006; Rivera et al., 2016). Rivera 
et al. (2016) identified a framework for aligning existing evi-
dence-based practices for teaching CLD-typical students with 
the unique needs of CLD second language learners with IDs. 
This model builds upon previous approaches that emphasize 
a safe learning environment, primary language support, and 
the use of systematic instruction (Sanford, Brown, & Turner, 
2012; Sobul, 1995) but places additional emphasis on UDL, the 
integration of culture, multiple opportunities to respond, tech-
nology, and self-determination (Rivera et al., 2016). Although 
this model was proposed to meet the unique needs of CLD 
students with IDs, the additional emphases are consistent 
with the needs of all learners in diverse general education 
classrooms and are consistent with evidence-based practices 
for inclusive teaching approaches in general education.

Formative assessment strategies. Current attempts at identi-
fying a uniform set of simplified expectations in the form of an 
alternate curriculum fail to account for the vast heterogeneity 
of students with IDs. Meaningful access to general education 
curricula for students with IDs will require teachers to recog-
nize the diversity of students by tailoring instruction and learn-
ing goals on an individual level. To adequately gauge students’ 
skills and understanding of material, teachers must become 
skillful in their use of authentic data to measure student per-
formance. Formative assessment refers to the various ways 
teachers gather information on student learning through-
out the learning process to provide feedback and adjust and 

plan instruction. The strategic use and analysis of formative 
assessment approaches is a well-supported practice (Bell & 
Cowie, 2001; Hattie, 2012) that can provide a “snapshot” of the 
learning strengths and needs of students relative to clearly 
identified objectives. For students with IDs, formative assess-
ments consistent with UDL provide many ways for students 
to express their understanding of “big ideas” or target skills 
in a curricular unit. For example, students might demonstrate 
understanding of key events in a piece of children’s litera-
ture through comments in a small group discussion, illustra-
tions on an art project, use of collage or selecting pictures, or 
through written responses. 

Policy

Given our history of segregation of students with IDs, with-
out structural changes, progress toward improved access to 
general education curricula and settings will not be sustained 
over time. As previously established, the current general and 
special education systems in both the United States and Swe-
den are deeply entrenched and will continue as such unless 
educators and families begin to question the validity of the 
current approach. We have established in this paper that al-
ternative curricula, materials, or standards for any population 
of students on the basis of a disability label serves to maintain 
segregation and institutionalized ableism. Rather, we must af-
firm the value of inclusive educational approaches and shift 
the conversation from one about placement to a dialogue 
on the instructional practices that make an environment in-
clusive. From a policy perspective, recommendations aligned 
with inclusive practices are already well established and being 
implemented internationally, although infrequently (Booth & 
Ainscow, 2011; Choi & Park, 2018; Shogren, McCart, Lyon, & 
Sailor, 2015). International policy resources such as the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons With Disabilities (United 
Nations General Assembly, 2007), the WHO’s (2011) World Re-
port on Disability, and the International Classification of Func-
tioning (WHO, 2001) provide frameworks for examining access 
in terms of civil rights. On a more practical level, the Index for 
Inclusion (Booth & Ainscow, 2011), a tool for self-evaluation 
of evidence-based practices in inclusive education, has been 
translated and adapted for use in many countries. Aligned 
with these recommendations, we propose the following:

• Affirm the general education class as the default set-
ting for all students and develop accountability meas-
ures to evaluate implementation. This presumes stu-
dents do not need to “earn” the right to be taught in 
a general education class and will set the expectation 
that general education curriculum will be accessible. 
Despite the fact this policy is already in place in the 
United States, students with IDs remain largely segre-
gated.

• Expand expectations for general and special educa-
tor training programs to emphasize inclusive pedagogy 
across the curriculum. Rather than one isolated class 
on special education for general educators, strategies 
for making curriculum accessible must be embedded 
throughout the program. Similarly, special educator 
programs must not assume graduates will teach in 
self-contained classes; rather, programs should pre-
pare them to coteach, adapt curriculum, and provide 
embedded instruction to students with a variety of sup-
port needs.

• Establish the general education curriculum as the 
default curriculum for all students. All students must 
benefit from the common set of concepts and skills es-
tablished in the curriculum. This curriculum must lend 
itself to the principles of UDL and PBL and thus allow 
many opportunities for students to understand curricu-
lar content and express their knowledge and skills. Cur-
ricular expectations can be paired with individualized 
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learning goals to allow for tailored and embedded in-
struction for students who need additional support. 

• Provide structures within school systems that sup-
port collaboration among teachers and allow the 
time needed to work together to proactively plan for 
students and adjust instruction using formative as-
sessments. These structures include planning time 
counted as part of a teacher’s work day and coordi-
nated schedules that allow general and special edu-
cators to work together. 

• Develop systems to support coteaching approach-
es in which special and general educators deliver in-
struction together on a regular basis to their shared 
students. These systems must include teachers of 
students with IDs and must ensure parity is main-
tained between teachers. One teacher is not the 
“helper” while the other is the “leader.” Rather, both 
are seen as having equal status, and both are respon-
sible for the learning of all students.

• Use accountability measures of teachers and 
schools that focus on qualities of inclusive teaching 
and progress for all students in the curriculum. Al-
though in the United States, all students are now in-
cluded in standardized assessments, this is not the 
case in Sweden. Further, evaluations of teachers and 
schools rarely consider evidence-based practices 
related to inclusive education. To ensure systemat-
ic implementation of inclusive approaches, these 
practices must be included in teacher accountability 
systems.

Conclusion

In this concept paper, we have established that despite 
some unique policies and practices in the United States and 
Sweden, our two countries share a history of segregation 
and exclusion, which is further maintained by the sepa-
ration of general and special education systems. Despite 
national policies espousing an emphasis on access for “all” 
students, through our cross-cultural examination of sys-
temic barriers to inclusion, we have noted an international 
trend toward exclusive mindsets and practices related to 
curriculum access for students with IDs. The use of sepa-
rate, lowered, or drastically simplified learning objectives, 
practices, and materials for students with IDs further reifies 
entrenched systems of segregation. These alternate curric-
ular expectations have resulted in inequitable access to in-
struction and opportunity in each country and have result-
ed in poor outcomes among adults with IDs. Despite efforts 
by advocates for inclusive practices around the world, many 
countries maintain separate and exclusive systems for the 
education of students with disabilities. As this is an interna-
tional issue, efforts to address these ableist structures must 
take place internationally. Dialogue and cross-cultural work, 
the enactment of international principles for disability eq-
uity (e.g., the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons With 
Disabilities) at the policy level, and the translation of these 
principles to practice at the regional and local levels will be 
essential in advocacy for access and inclusion. Coordinated 
changes must occur in the areas of educator preparation, 
pedagogy, and policy to support a shift toward substantive 
access to general education settings and curriculum for all 
students as the default rather than the exception.
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