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Background and Objectives: One of the effective measures in the education
of children with special needs is the design and development of textbooks
that are both based on coherent philosophical foundations and tailored to the
diverse needs of these children, aiming to empower them across various
dimensions. Accordingly, the main objective of the present study is to
examine the epistemological foundations of the curriculum for students with
intellectual disabilities in the first stage of elementary education and to
explore its challenges from the perspective of teachers.Methods: To address
the first research question—examining the epistemological foundations of
relevant textbooks—the study employed a qualitative content analysis with
an inductive approach. To answer the second research question analyzing the
epistemological challenges of these textbooks based on teachers’
perspectives a thematic analysis method was utilized. In the first phase, the
statistical population comprised all 23 textbooks used in grades one to three
of the elementary curriculum for students with intellectual disabilities. All of
these textbooks were selected as the research sample. In the second phase,
the population consisted of all teachers working in exceptional schools across
Iran. Sampling was conducted purposively, targeting teachers with university
degrees in special education and direct teaching experience with
intellectually disabled children. Participant selection and interviews
continued until theoretical data saturation was achieved. Findings: The
results of the analysis of textbooks for the first cycle of elementary school
students with intellectual disabilities indicated that the content of the books
was presented in three dimensions: sensory, cognitive, and creative.
Additionally, regarding the identification of epistemological challenges of
the curriculum, five main categories (content, learning, teaching, equipment,
and administrators) and 30 subcategories were identified and classified.
Conclusion: The curriculum and educational textbooks for children with
intellectual disabilities should be purposefully designed with a focus on
developing practical skills, strengthening social capabilities, and fostering
creativity. Continuous content revision and the use of innovative teaching
methods tailored to individual needs and capacities provide a scientific and
effective foundation for the growth and learning of this group of children.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Curriculum plays a fundamental role in shaping the educational
experiences and learning opportunities of children with intellectual disabilities.
Differences in cognitive abilities, perceptual processes, learning pace, communication,
social development, and practical functioning make attention to the epistemological
foundations of their curriculum particularly important. Epistemology concerns how
knowledge is conceptualized, acquired, organized, and transferred in education.
Examining these foundations can therefore clarify whether curricular content and learning
experiences correspond to the characteristics and needs of these learners. A realist
orientation emphasizes sensory perception and cognitive processes in acquiring
knowledge, whereas social constructivism emphasizes the active construction of
knowledge through interaction with others and the social and environmental context. For
children with intellectual disabilities, concrete situations, practical activities, social
interaction, and meaningful everyday experiences can be especially important. Teachers,
as the main curriculum implementers, may nevertheless face difficulties in translating
curricular objectives into effective learning experiences. Accordingly, this study examined
the epistemological foundations of the curriculum for children with intellectual disabilities
in the first three grades of elementary education and explored its challenges from teachers’
perspectives. Previous research reviewed in the article has highlighted the importance of
adapting curricula, instructional methods, illustrations, and assessment to the diverse
characteristics of learners with intellectual disabilities. The present study addresses a
relative gap by examining the epistemological orientation of the textbooks themselves and
then connecting this analysis with teachers’ lived experience of curriculum
implementation. This combination makes it possible to consider both the written
curriculum and the conditions under which it is translated into classroom practice.

Method:This applied study employed a qualitative approach using two complementary
methods. In the first phase, qualitative content analysis with an inductive approach was
used to examine all 23 textbooks taught in grades one to three of the elementary curriculum
for children with intellectual disabilities. The units of analysis were textual content,
questions, exercises, and images. Open coding was followed by the identification and
classification of concepts, subcategories, intermediate categories, and main categories.
Frequency distribution was then used to show the prevalence of the identified learning
levels. Expert consultation was used to enhance validity, and agreement between two
researchers supported reliability.

In the second phase, teachers of students with special educational needs across Iran
were studied. The population comprised 18,678 teachers. Participants were selected
purposively according to criteria including a relevant university degree and more than
eight years of experience teaching children with intellectual disabilities. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews designed around the epistemological
dimensions identified in the first phase. Theoretical saturation was reached after the 23rd
interview; interviews continued to the 30th participant to increase confidence in the
comprehensiveness of the findings. Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim
and analyzed thematically through systematic coding and categorization. Credibility was
supported through triangulation, careful recording and transcription, and participant
feedback.
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Results: Textbook analysis identified three major learning levels: sensory, cognitive, and
creative. Sensory and cognitive learning constituted the largest proportions, while creative
learning received comparatively limited attention. The predominance of sensory and
cognitive learning indicates that the curriculum is closer to realism, in which knowledge
acquisition is primarily associated with sensory perception and cognitive processing. In
contrast, relatively limited attention was given to the social construction of knowledge
through interaction with social and environmental contexts, situated learning,
collaborative activities, group learning, and shared understanding.

The quantitative analysis illustrates this pattern. In the first-grade Persian Reading
Activities textbook, 65.9% of the content was classified as sensory learning, 15.22% as
cognitive learning, and 12% as creative learning. In the second-grade Mathematics
textbook, 72.22% was classified as cognitive learning, 18.75% as sensory learning, and
9.03% as creative learning. In the third-grade Science textbook, 53.15% was cognitive and
46.85% sensory, while no content was classified as creative learning. These findings
indicate an imbalance among learning levels and particularly limited opportunities for
creativity, experimentation, and active knowledge construction.

Analysis of teachers’ interviews identified five major categories and 30 subcategories
of epistemological challenges: content, learning, teaching, educational equipment, and
curriculum implementers. Content-related challenges included unclear or insufficiently
purposeful content, weak internal coherence, limited connections with students’ everyday
lives, traditional and repetitive materials, centralized curriculum design, mismatch with
students’ abilities, and weaknesses in the quality and realism of images. Learning-related
challenges included weak integration, insufficient purposefulness and practical
applicability, limited learning persistence, and low motivation. Teaching-related
challenges included inadequate use of modern methods, insufficient continuity and
sequencing, limited attention to practical skills, inadequate opportunities for group
learning, and insufficient emphasis on identity development and social skills. Equipment-
related challenges included inadequate up-to-date educational aids and limited use of
educational technologies. Implementer-related challenges emphasized continuous teacher
training, greater awareness and professional competence, increased regional participation
in curriculum development, and stronger institutional support.

Discussion: The findings suggest that the curriculum’s emphasis on sensory and cognitive
learning places it closer to realism than social constructivism. While sensory and cognitive
processes are important, the limited presence of creative, collaborative, and socially
situated learning may restrict active participation, creativity, problem solving, and the
application of knowledge to everyday life. The limited use of educational games and group
activities is particularly notable because such experiences can increase motivation and
support more sustainable learning.

Teachers’ views further show that curriculum effectiveness depends on the interaction
of content, teaching methods, learning conditions, educational resources, and
implementers. Deficiencies in content quality and visual materials may reduce motivation
and contribute to surface-level or rote learning rather than practical and applicable
learning. Therefore, revision of only one curricular component is unlikely to produce
sustainable improvement. The curriculum should recognize substantial inter- and intra-
individual differences among children with intellectual disabilities and avoid reliance on
a uniform instructional approach. Teachers need opportunities and preparation to combine
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methods according to learners’ diverse characteristics and capabilities. The results also
underline the importance of linking school learning with students’ future participation in
social and everyday life. When learning activities are meaningful, concrete, and connected
to real situations, students have greater opportunities to use what they learn beyond the
classroom. Thus, curriculum reform should not be limited to increasing the amount of
content; rather, it should reconsider the type, organization, and educational use of
knowledge presented to students.

Conclusion:The study concludes that the epistemological foundations of the curriculum
for children with intellectual disabilities in the first three grades are predominantly
oriented toward sensory and cognitive learning and are consequently closer to realism.
Social constructivist principles, including collaborative knowledge construction, situated
learning, social interaction, and learning through environmental experiences, receive
comparatively limited attention. At the same time, five interconnected areas—content,
learning, teaching, educational equipment, and implementers—present important
challenges that should be considered comprehensively in curriculum revision.

It is recommended that curricular content place greater emphasis on practical activities,
educational games, group-based learning, creative tasks, and modern educational
technologies. Texts should use simple and understandable language, while images and
learning materials should be attractive, realistic, and appropriate to students’ abilities.
Content should be continuously reviewed and updated in accordance with learners’ needs.
Continuous professional development should strengthen teachers’ knowledge and
instructional competencies, and greater regional and provincial participation in curriculum
development may improve contextual relevance and flexibility. Overall, an effective
curriculum should move from a predominantly transmission-oriented model toward a
flexible, practical, experiential, creative, and socially interactive approach that enables
children with intellectual disabilities to develop meaningful knowledge, practical
competencies, social skills, and more active participation in educational experiences.
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