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A case analysis on the curriculum 
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Abstract: The cultivation of social adaptability is an important part of education for 
children with mental retardation. The curriculum of adaptive functional education is 
guided by the relevant theories of social adaptation, it is an extremely important part 
of the curriculum of education for children with mental retardation, its basic idea and 
operation flow are suitable for curriculum development in a wide range of fields. Taking 
a specific case as the basic starting point, this paper introduces a common method of 
developing this kind of curriculum for special educators in mainland China. The specific 
steps include the definition of curriculum concept and scope; the formation, analysis 
and evaluation of the curriculum objectives; the formulation of teaching objectives; the 
design of relevant teaching materials and supporting schemes, and so on.
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1 Introduction
The mental retardation is a disorder with onset during the developmental period 
that includes both intellectual and adaptive functioning deficits in conceptual, social, 
and practical domains. Three criteria must be met: deficits in intellectual functions; 
deficits in adaptive functioning that result in failure to meet developmental and 
socio-cultural standards for personal independence and social responsibility; onset of 
intellectual and adaptive deficits during the developmental period. Among the three 
criteria“intellectual function”is relatively stable. While the “adaptive function”has 
a considerable degree of plasticity, without ongoing support, the adaptive deficits 
limit functioning in one or more activities of daily life, such as communication, social 
participation, and independent living, across multiple environments, such as home, 
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school, work, and community(American Psychiatric Association, 2013), so it is the 
emphasis of education.

In a broad sense social adaptability is about the same as adaptive behaviors, while 
it refers to interpersonal or social skills in a narrow sense. Social adaptability has 
always played an important role in the definition of mental retardation and in the 
process of education. It and academic development are the two main lines in the 
design of curriculum for children with mental retardation(Deng Meng, Lei Jianghua, 
2006). It includes a series of conceptual, social and practical skills. The assessment 
and education of social adaptive behaviors must take into account the natural and 
social ecological environment of students with mental retardation and the limita-
tions of cognitive development level and individual age characteristics, and collect 
information through multiple channels(Wei Xiaoman, Wang Peimei 2004).

Adaptability refers to the harmonious relationship between children with mental 
retardation in the real society and the environment, and this kind of coordination is 
achieved through education to improve its function. The adaptive functional educa-
tion refers to the cultivation of the ability to adapt to the environment for children 
with mental retardation in some planned and step-by-step processes (Zhang Wenjing, 
Xu Jiacheng, 2002). It is the special education theory and operation mode that takes 
the social adaptation skills of children with mental retardation as the educational 
contents, aims to cultivate their abilities to adapt and participate in normal social life. 

2	 The meaning and characteristics of the curriculum of adaptive 
functional education

There is a lot of literature on the“curriculum”, and many different opinions on the 
definition of the curriculum. The diversity of curriculum definitions can be broad-
ly grouped into the following three categories: making the curriculum as a disci-
pline, a kind of activity, or all the disciplines,  all the activities that conducted by the 
teachers(Fiona, Tracey, Barbara, Junghwa, 2017); making the curriculum as an objec-
tive or a plan(Oliva, P, 2005); making the curriculum as a learner’s experience(Foshay, 
2000). The curriculum of adaptive functional education is an important type of cur-
riculum in the field of education for children with mental retardation. 

2.1 Meaning of this type of curriculum

The curriculum of adaptive functional education is guided by the relevant theories of 
social adaptation, it aims to promote individual adaptation, family adaptation, school 
adaptation, community adaptation or occupational adaptation. Its curriculum form 
is often a life-based, ecological comprehensive curriculum.
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2.2 The core ideas and characteristics of this type of curriculum

The curriculum of adaptive functional education pays attention to the practical 
content in the students’ learning and life. Its core ideas and characteristics are as 
follows(Zhang Wenjing, 1998):

The purpose of the adaptive education: to promote the individual adaptation, 
social adaptation, occupation adaptation of the children with mental retardation; 

Taking functional education as the means: to teach them the most useful things, 
the most effective things, and to promote the ability of adapting to the functional 
things; 

Taking individualized education as its principle: to develop individualized educa-
tion and teaching plan, to implement individualized education services; 

Taking normal children‘s physical and mental development as the clues: with the 
order and rule of physical and mental growth of ordinary children as the standard; 

Providing support and assistance: the establishment of support system, this system 
will promote the implementation of education and teaching, operation, and make 
the effectiveness of education; 	

Making use of life in nature normal environment to create the environment for 
the needs of children with mental retardation: teaching activities placed in the chil-
dren‘s natural, normal life; 

Promoting the integration of teaching activities: to choose the types of core cur-
riculums, to enhance students‘ learning of life, to emphasize the reality of learning 
problem.

The curriculum of adaptive functional education has many forms of expression, 
among them the evaluating types can be used as the content and basis of educational 
diagnosis and evaluation, they can provide guidance for the formulation of individual 
education programmes, and reveal the degree or content of the support assistance for 
students and the teaching content. The development of adaptive functional education 
curriculum is in the ascendant in mainland China. Under the guidance of the relevant 
theories of the adaptive functional education and the curriculum development, the 
author takes the case child’s „ elevator using „ as the object, and introduces in detail 
a common operating method for the development of this type of curriculum by 
special educators in mainland China.

3 The basic information of the case child
Wang X, male, born in 1999, with moderate mental retardation. His sensory percep-
tion ability is good; coarse and fine movement ability develops well; he can carry 
on simple oral communication, can use the body language commonly used in his 
daily life; generally speaking, his mood is relatively good, when the mood is not very 
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stable, likes to clap hands to express his anxiety; cognitive skills such as memory, 
classification, problem-solving, etc. are poor; interpersonal skills, family skills, com-
munity use, leisure skills, etc. are also bad. He lives in the downtown area of a lift 
apartment，his parents' cultural level is very high, the relationship of the family 
members is very harmonious, and they attach great importance of the details in life 
to educate their child. Wang X could identify eleven numbers from 0 to 10; num-
bers 11 to 20 can sometimes be identified correctly; waiting, observation and color 
recognition ability are good. He is conscious of taking an elevator, but he cannot be 
carried out independently, in many cases, verbal advices or physical assistances are 
required. His parents are also very much in the hope of making him have the ability 
under the guidance of the school teacher and others. 

4 Methodology
This study mainly adopts the method of case study, mainly through observation, 
interview, evaluation and other specific methods to collect data. First of all, defin-
ing the idea and scope of use of the curriculum. Secondly, by using activity analysis 
method and taking common children of the same age as reference, the target behav-
ior is analyzed in detail, and the activity analysis table of individual goal behavior is 
obtained. Then with the behavior activity analysis table as the basic clue, the parents, 
the school teachers (especially the teacher in charge of the class), the life teacher, the 
classmates were interviewed. At the same time, the author evaluated the case child 
himself and analyzes the various factors and their interaction in his elevator using 
environment. Finally, according to the information collected to refine the individual 
educational objectives of the case, analyze his educational needs, and on these basis, 
design related courses and support strategies for the case child to form a systematic 
adaptive functional education curriculum for target behavior.

In order to protect the individual privacy, this article does not contain any spe-
cific names, any pictures or names about schools or institutions related to the boy. 
Furthermore the most salient feature of the case study approach is the true story 
that describes the objective world, and most of them use inductive methods in a ob-
jective manner. Therefore, the materials obtained by the case method can also be 
scientific and accurate, and have high literature value. To a large extent the research 
of education is a process that cannot be replicated accurately. So if the typical cases 
that occurring in this process are analyzed and studied deeply and meticulously, 
including collecting the background of the case, specific materials, the results of the 
investigation and interviews, and the assessment and reflection of the persons con-
cerned, describing truthfully the “story” that happened in the process. The process 
and the results themselves have great literature value, so we can use them to compare 
the similar cases(Maňák, Švec, Švec, 2005).
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5 The idea and scope of this curriculum
Curriculum development can be defined as the systematic planning of what is taught 
and learned in schools as reflected in courses of study and school programs. These 
curricula are embodied in official documents (typically curriculum “guides” for 
teachers) and made mandatory by provincial and territorial departments of educa-
tion. The primary focus of a curriculum is on what is to be taught and when, leav-
ing to the teaching profession decisions as to how this should be done(Limon E. 
Kattington, 2010). It contains series of steps, such as making sure what educational 
purposes should the school seek to attain, judging what educational experiences can 
be provided that are likely to attain these purposes, thinking about how can these 
educational experiences be effectively organized, deciding how can we determine 
whether these purposes are being attained(Ralph W. Tyler, 1988). There are a lot 
of models about the curriculum development, in this article the objective-oriented 
model is the main one.

5.1 Basic idea

The curriculum idea is about the basic perception and core concept of curriculum, 
it is the soul and support of all the links that follow the course operation. It will 
profoundly affect the breadth and depth as well as presentation of the curriculum 
objectives, curriculum content, curriculum organization and implementation or 
the development and utilization of curriculum resources. This curriculum intends 
to adopt the theory of adaptive functional education, that is, to make the children 
to adapt to the environment，and to enhance his function in adapting to the social 
life, according to the characteristics, the basic ideas of this curriculum are as follows:

This curriculum must be able to meet the individual needs of the student;
This curriculum must be able to develop the ability of the student to improve his 

ability to adapt to the environment;
This curriculum must improve the life quality of the student..

5.2 Definition of the application scope of the curriculum

The application scope of curriculum mainly refers to the limitation of time, place, 
situation, object and so on. It is one of the important viewpoints of curriculum 
development and application. The terrain where the case child lives is mainly the 
mountain, the urban population is very large; the buildings are generally very high; 
residents mainly take elevators up and down the floor. The correct use of elevators is 
one of the basic abilities to meet the needs of local urban life, to improve the quality 
of life and meet their needs of traveling.

This course is only designed for the student to take the elevator. In his life, all 
the major fields of taking the elevator involved: his home, his grandfather and aunt’s 
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community, the hospital and large shopping malls and supermarkets near his home. 
The elevators in these places are not the same style, but the basic abilities to use the 
elevators for a person are the same. So in order to avoid repeated discussion, in this 
course, we do not consider the different places, they are discussed in a unified man-
ner.

6	 Analysis and evaluation of the behavior objectives of the 
curriculum

The objective-oriented model of curriculum development makes the goal as the 
foundation and core of whole process, it bases on the determination, realization and 
evaluation of the curriculum objectives. It places particular emphasis on behavioral 
objectives. That is, stating the curriculum and teaching objectives in the form of 
concrete, actionable behavior to point out the behavior changes of the students after 
the end of the course and teaching process. Its basic characteristic is the accuracy, 
concreteness and maneuverability of the objectives(Zhang Hua, 2000).

For a normal 8 years old child, who was born in the city, through daily observa-
tion and learning, he has learned to use the elevator. But due to their inherent ob-
stacles, the children with mental retardation often have a lot of difficulties in color 
discrimination, digital identification, hand eye coordination, patiently waiting, and 
cannot use of the elevators independently. Therefore, it is necessary to make detailed 
analysis of the relative activities, in order to help them complete the activity through 
some small steps. The specific analysis way is as follow:

The first step: according to the process of the activity itself, “using elevator“ is 
subdivided into three sub activities: „getting into the elevator“, „taking the elevator“ 
and „getting out of the elevator“.

The second step: observing the activities and procedures of the elevator using 
for ordinary children of the same age. Sum up the above three sub-activities to their 
typical behavior requirements, and describe them with specific behaviors.

The third step: check every behavior in the description list and judge if it is nec-
essary for Wang X, and determines the necessity of action. In the case of having 
no influences on the adaptive factional outcome, then delete the items that irrel-
evant, beyond his present ability level or not so urgent. The details are as follows (Li 
Baozhen, 1997):
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Table 1: Activities analysis of the case child’s elevator using

Activities analyses Necessity check remarks
necessary unnecessary

Find the elevator entrance √
Move quickly to the elevator entrance × Not urgent
Notice the arrow symbol of “↑” “↓” √
Press the arrow symbol of “↑” “↓”” with the right 
posture and strength

♀ As long as he 
can achieve 
the goal

Wait quietly at the elevator entrance √
Walk into the elevator quietly and quickly ♀ Needs 

prompt
Notice the digital keystroke screen √
Press the number key for the right floor with the 
right posture and strength

♀ Reduce dif-
ficulty

Find the right place to stand √
Identify the hazards in the elevator × Beyond pre-

sent capacity
Wait quietly in the elevator √
Use the alarm button × Beyond pre-

sent capacity
Keep an eye on the current floor number √
Notice the floor indicator number he wants to reach √
Friendly interact with other people in the elevator × Not urgent
Waiting for the elevator door to open √
Help others as much as he can × Beyond pre-

sent capacity
Line up and quiet to walk out of the elevator √
Immediately leave the elevator, do not look back ♀ Needs 

prompt
If doesn’t get out in time, press the button “Open the 
door” quickly

♀ Needs 
prompt

＊instructions：
1. “√” indicates the behaviors that they are necessary to be reserved directly.
2. “♀” indicates the behaviors that they are necessary to be retained, but to be adjusted.
3. “×” indicates the behaviors that they are exceeding current capacity or not urgent.

The fourth step: adjust the selected behavior items to meet the requirements of 
Wang. 

The last step: summarize the behaviors necessary for Wang in the three kinds of 
activities, and evaluate his ability to use elevators in normal life situations in many 
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times and different situations. The results are shown in the following table: Summary 
and evaluation of Wang elevator’s behavioral objectives.

Table 2: Evaluation and result summary of the case child’s elevator using

Proper behaviors Date and result of assessment Actual behaviors Instructional strate-
gies12.6 12.7 12.8 12.9

Find the elevator 
entrance

3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 ☆ ♂

Notice the arrow 
symbol of “↑” “↓”

3/3 3/3 33 3/3 ☆ ♂

Press the arrow 
symbol of “↑” “↓”

3/3 1/3 1/3 2/3 conducts wrongly 4 
times in 12 tests for 
not enough concen-

tration

Oral cues; picture 
description

Wait quietly at the 
elevator entrance

1/3 1/3 1/3 1/3 Frequently claps 
hands hard, and runs 
with the noise “e, e, 

e, e …”

Verbal cues; limb 
assistance

Walk into the el-
evator quietly and 
quickly

3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 ☆ ♂

Notice the digital 
keystroke screen

3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 ☆ ♂

Press the number 
key for the right 
floor

1/3 2/3 3/3 1/3 Often presses other  
numbers ，for ex-

ample:  
4、5、6

Accurate identifica-
tion of the numbers 

0 to 9

Find the right place 
to stand

3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 ☆ ♂

Wait quietly in the 
elevator

1/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 Sometimes claps his 
hands or touches 

others with the noise 
“e, e, e…”

Verbal cues; limb 
assistance 

Keep an eye on the 
current floor num-
ber

0/3 1/3 0/3 0/3 Often looks around Verbal cues; digital 
identification

Notice the floor in-
dicator number that 
he want to reach

0/3 0/3 0/3 1/3 Often doesn’t look or 
has no response after 

seeing it

Color perception; 
verbal cue

Waiting for the el-
evator door to open

3/3 1/3 3/3 1/3 Sometimes wants to 
break off the door by 

hands 

Verbal cues; limb 
assistance 
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Line up and quiet 
to walk out of the 
elevator

3/3 3/3 3/3 3/3 ☆ ♂

Immediately leave 
the elevator, do not 
look back

1/3 2/3 0/3 1/3 After getting out 
of the elevator, he 

likes to turn back to 
see the door before 

leaving

Physical assistance; 
verbal tips

If does not get out in 
time, press the but-
ton “Open the door” 
quickly

0/3 0/3 0/3 0/3 Totally cannot Create some scenes; 
verbal cues; body 

assistance

＊instructions：
1. “☆”means the actual behaviors are consistent with the proper behaviors;
2.“♂” means conducting independently without any assistance.
3. “Proper behavior" refers to the behaviors required by the environment and the reference frame are 
the children at the same age; "actual behavior" refers to the case child’s real behaviors in the daily life.
4. The denominator of the score in the table indicates the number of times the evaluations are made, 
and molecule means the times that the actual behaviors are in conformity with the proper behaviors. 
For example: “1 /3”means that Wang conducts successfully one time in three tests.

7 Developing teaching objectives
The development of teaching objectives is an important step after educational diag-
nosis and evaluation. Objectives exist in many forms, ranging from highly specific 
to global and from explicit to implicit. There is debate over the merits and liabilities 
of objectives in their varied forms. Those objectives that they are most useful for 
identifying the intended cognitive outcomes of schooling, for guiding the selection 
of effective instructional activities and for selecting or designing appropriate assess-
ments. Other types and forms of objectives may be useful in different ways(Lorin W. 
Anderson, David R. Krathwohl etc., 2001).

The analysis and evaluation of behavior objectives for Wang ‘s elevator using is 
devoted to find the starting point of the teaching, and lay a foundation for the fu-
ture teaching. According to the above assessment table, it is not difficult to find that 
the following aspects should be further improved, so these aspects are extracted as 
teaching objectives:

Being able to click the buttons of “↓”、“↑” exactly;
Being able to wait at least 3 minutes quietly at the elevator entrance and inside 

the elevator; 
Being able to accurately point out the right figure from 1 to 10; 
Being able to gaze at display screen for at least one minute; 
Being able to go out after the door of the elevator is open; 
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Being able to press the opening button accurately; 
Being able to quickly leave the elevator and do not look back.

8 Design corresponding teaching materials and related support
8.1 The corresponding teaching materials

The direct purpose of designing teaching materials is to better achieve the intended 
teaching objectives. After the case student’s individual education program about 
using the elevator was determined, we can design corresponding text materials for 
use by relevant personnel, besides carry on teaching around a given objective in real 
situations where elevators are actually used. For example, we can design textbooks for 
student to use elevators, design teachers’ manuals for teaching, design exercise books 
that help the student understand and master the important and difficult aspects of 
the textbook, or develop auxiliary materials represented by pictures, audio, video, etc.

All educational materials must be designed in accordance with the relevant norms. 
In the aspect of developing content and procedure, we must consider the ability of the 
case student, the conditions and limitations provided by the environment, and the 
established teaching idea and goal. Take the compilation of student’s textbooks as an 
example, we should pay attention to the integrity and reasonableness of its structure, 
consider the logical order of arrangement, pay attention to the consistency between 
concepts, take into account the readability and science. At the same time, the previ-
ous study and life experience of the case student should also be considered(Wang 
Binhua, 2000).

As some researchers have pointed out “the special education curriculums have the 
function of the soul and the commander in the teaching, and they are generally used 
for educational diagnostic evaluation, individualized education plan formulation, 
design and implementation of teaching activities, teaching evaluation, curriculums 
go through the whole process of teaching.” (Zhang Wenjing, 2008). After a period 
of teaching, the curriculum table above can be used again to assess the situation of 
Wang, to test the effect of teaching and revise the teaching, or to provide the basis 
for the follow-up teaching and assessment.

8.2 The related support

T﻿he“support”is one of the important concepts of education for children with mental 
retardation. It is a resource and strategy to enhance personal development, education, 
interest, and well-being, and to strengthen the individual’s function. The develop-
ment of adaptive behavior is the result of the interactions between the individual 
and the environment. The cultivation of individual adaptive behaviors cannot be 
separated from the supports and assistances from the environment, it needs for the 
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related people and things to cooperate. According to the actual situation of Wang,  
the author develops the following supported program:

Teaching staff: mainly contain father, mother, aunt, grandfather, grandmother, 
class teachers and other related persons;

Teaching places: It is mainly the community elevator rooms that Wang often goes 
through before and after school;

Cooperation among the persons: the major educators need to closely cooperate, 
implement the life oriented teaching principles, and some activities like numbers 
identification can also be used in math or games classes.

9 Reflection about the study
This article mainly adopts case study, because of this kind of research does not use 
the probability sampling method, the study of a typical case is not to infer the results 
to the population sampled from them, but to illustrate what a case might look like 
in such a phenomenon. So the purpose of the study is to show and explain, so that 
people who have similar experiences achieve the purpose of promotion through 
identification, rather than confirmation and inference. Although the investigation, 
description and analysis of case adaptive functional education curriculum is only 
a concrete example, the authenticity of this article is only for a case, in different time 
and space background, all teachers have differences in the preparation of adaptive 
functional curriculum, but also have some commonality. In the case of following 
the relevant research norms, the results of the study can make people with similar 
experiences achieve the purpose of promotion through reading, experience the reso-
nance of common problems or identity. So even if personal experience is different, 
the similar purpose can be achieved as long as he agrees with the authenticity of the 
case I present.

10 Conclusion
Developed to this point, the author provides a relatively complete example of devel-
oping the curriculums for adaptive functional education for the case children with 
mental retardation. In fact, in the field of social adaptation, such as self-care, family 
life, self-guidance, etc; or the teaching field of daily language, daily mathematics 
and other subjects; or a wide range of areas such as language rehabilitation, motor 
rehabilitation, artistic rehabilitation, etc. We can draw up very detailed curriculum 
plans for case students, case classes, case schools, and even schools in a wider area 
by reference to the similar idea and operating procedures above. 

The general principles of curriculum development for adaptive functional edu-
cation are as followings: individualization, designing courses based on individual 
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children-based needs; functionality, facilitating the development of adaptive func-
tional abilities in the process of children-environment interaction; dynamic, basing 
on the ability of the children with mental retardation to develop constantly; ecology, 
the preparation and implementation of courses in the normal natural and social 
ecological environment.

The general steps of curriculum development for adaptive functional education 
are as followings: determining the idea of curriculum; analyzing the environment 
and target activities; analyzing the behaviors required in the environment; assessing 
students‘ current abilities; drawing up teaching objectives; forming teaching strate-
gies and procedures.
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