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Chapter 1 
General introduction  
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1.1 Setting the scene 

In the Netherlands, intellectually disabled students (ID students) follow a special stream in 

secondary education. This stream is geared towards adolescents between 12 and 18 years 

of age with an IQ between 55 and 80 and learning disabilities (van Kuijk, 2004; Schoonhoven 

van, Brand van den & Heerikhuize van, 2012). The American Psychiatric Association, APA 

(2013), refers to these students as “intellectually disabled” (ID). 

Throughout the western world, the main goal of educating ID students is to teach 

them how to handle everyday situations on their own and to prepare them for manual work. 

The students learn how to execute practical tasks in the areas of technical engineering, care 

giving, gardening, housekeeping or cooking. They are put into small groups because then 

they function best. Most of them can learn to function independently, but it takes much 

time and effort (Wehmeyer, Buntinx, Lachapelle, Luckasson, Schalock, Verdugo, et al., 2008; 

Wehmeyer & Obremski 2010).  

In the Netherlands, about one-third of the 18-year-old ID students leaving school 

transitions to a regular or sheltered job, one-third to lower vocational education, and one-

third to another school offering ID education, to community service or into unemployment 

(about 10%). These outcomes have hardly changed since 2010 (Dutch Inspectorate of 

Education, 2015) and are reason to question the effectiveness of the education Dutch ID 

students receive.  

A discussion about the effectiveness of education for ID students is also ongoing in 

the USA and other western countries (UNESCO, 2015). In the high schools of these countries 

an attempt is being made to improve the students' performance by taking them out of 

special classes and offering them inclusive education together with normal students 

(Beumer, Jeninga, Münstermann & Perreijn, 2011). In an inclusive high school, students 

with ID receive individual help to assist them with their studies (Wagner, Newman & 

Cameto, 2004; Wagner, Newman & Javitz, 2016). But so far, the success of inclusive 

education has not been very convincing (Cameto, 2005; Lindsay, 2007; Sermier 

Dessemontet, Bless & Morin, 2011). The lack of success of (“individual support” within) 

inclusive education is generally blamed on the low expectations that teachers often have of 

ID students, the high degree of individual support that the students (partly because of the 
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low expectations) get, and the assistants' and teachers' lack of experience with effective 

teaching methods for ID students (McGrew & Evans, 2004; Ferguson, 2008; Wehmeijer & 

Webb, 2012). In the Netherlands, it also seems that ID students receive instruction and 

individual guidance but no one examines their effectiveness (Blik and Harskamp, 2005). An 

account of a lesson for ID students in Dutch secondary education might exemplify how 

instruction takes place.  

 The example illustrates how ID students are prepared for practical tasks through 

observational learning: the students try to imitate the execution of assignments the teacher 

demonstrates and explains.  

In inclusive high schools in other western countries, ID students receive individual guidance 

from an assistant teacher next to the group instruction from a classroom teacher. Just like 

the Dutch teacher, the assistant is always close to the ID students and steps in if a student 

cannot do an assignment on his or her own. This makes the students dependent on their 

assistant teacher’s help (Giangreco, Broer & Edelman, 2001; Giangreco, Yuan, McKenzie, 

Cameron & Fialka, 2005).  

 The above suggests that the method of “observational learning and individual 

guidance” is probably not always effective for ID students. On the other hand, there will be 

teachers who give group instruction, ask questions and check student’s understanding 

before the students start working on an assignment. It is probably safe to assume that these 

In a class on housekeeping, a teacher is showing students how to iron a dish towel. She 

places the ironing board in front of her, tilts it, and sets the catch at hip height. She takes 

the iron, plugs it in, and demonstrates how a dish towel can be nicely ironed by folding 

it twice. She shows the students how to set up the ironing board again and when she is 

finished asks: "Is there anything you haven’t understood?" If no one reacts, she says: 

"Good, now you can do it yourselves." Four of the twelve students set up the ironing 

board right the first time. These students are allowed to plug in their irons and start 

ironing. The teacher gives the other students individual instruction and helps them set 

up their ironing boards. She demonstrates and the students imitate. The teacher then 

helps the students with the ironing.  
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teachers will use a direct instruction approach: teaching a group of students by 

demonstration with explaining and by probing how well they understand the instruction 

(Blik & Harskamp, 2005; Lawrence-Brown, 2004). Direct instruction to a group is perhaps a 

more effective way of teaching students to work independently than the above-mentioned 

method of individual guidance (Spooner, Baker, Harris, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Browder, 2007; 

Wehmeyer, Shogren, Palmer, Williams-Diehm, Little & Boulton, 2012). But, there is also an 

alternative approach that may be even more effective than direct instruction. It is called 

‘strategy instruction’. In the next section we discuss both models of instruction. 

 

 

1.2 Effective instruction for students with intellectual disabilities 

Swanson, Hoskyn and Lee (1998) have shown in a meta-analysis of research literature that 

both direct instruction (DI) and strategy instruction (SI) are likely to be effective instruction 

models for ID students. The instruction is interactive in both models. In DI, the steps to 

accomplish an assignment are demonstrated while questions about the steps are put to the 

students. However, SI is even more interactive as the teacher and students work together 

to create the procedure, i.e. the strategy, to complete an assignment (Hughes, Copeland, 

Wehmeyer, Presley, Agran, & Rodi, 2002; Montague & Dietz, 2009). Following is a short 

explanation. 

In DI, the teacher plays a central role in offering knowledge to the students. He or 

she systematically demonstrates and explains assignments. The teacher asks students 

questions about an assignment’s steps and lets them explain how they will do the 

assignment. Interaction is important for direct instruction. Verbalizing the assignment gives 

students extra impetus to create a mental representation of how the assignment is 

executed so that they can then perform similar assignments themselves. The goal of this 

approach is for students to perform assignments independently and without error 

(Bakermans, Franzen, van Hoof Veenman, & de Boer, 1997). DI seems to be an effective way 

of learning basic skills such as arithmetic, reading, and writing (Wong, Harris & Graham, 

2003; Graham & Bellert, 2004).  
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In SI, the teacher plays a less prominent role. The teacher asks questions and the 

students provide answers from what they already know. Together they devise a procedure 

(strategy) for a learning task (Swanson, 2001; Alexander, 2006). The teacher does not give 

a demonstration but asks the students, in a group discussion, to suggest steps to solve an 

assignment. According to Fuchs, Fuchs Mathes and Martinez (2002), Ryder, Burton and 

Silberg (2006) and McLeskey & Billingsly (2008), SI has a positive effect on both the students' 

understanding of complex assignments and their independence in performing them. During 

SI, students create a mental representation that enables them to better oversee the 

assignment at hand (Montague & Dietz, 2009). 

In general, researchers seem to agree that SI is just as effective as DI when it comes 

to teaching reading and arithmetic skills. But SI seems to be more effective when it comes 

to learning how to solve complex assignments (Swanson, Hoskyn & Lee, 1998; Adams & 

Carnine, 2006).  

Both in DI and SI interactions between teacher and students are important and help 

students to understand how to perform an assignment before they start working on it. 

Especially SI makes students think and explain in their own words to someone else 

(explanation to others) how a task can be performed. Explaining prepares students better 

to perform an assignment independently than just observing the demonstration of an 

assignment (Chung & Tam, 2005; Montague, 2008; Swanson, 2001).  

However, little is known about the effect of SI versus DI in vocational training for 

ID students. It would also be worth studying the extent to which teachers can be trained to 

apply these instruction models in their classrooms. For many teachers, teaching 

interactively with DI or SI will probably mean a shift in their teaching routines as well as a 

shift in their conviction that ID students are taught most effectively by individual guidance. 

 

 

1.3 General research question 

This dissertation focuses on the improvement of instruction for ID students. Especially 

students in the Netherlands. We suspect that many students watch and listen passively to 

assignment demonstrations and then try to execute them on their own. The students often 
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fail and teachers will spend most of their lesson time helping individual students accomplish 

their assignments (see section 1.1).  

 The general hypothesis of the dissertation is that involving students more actively in 

instruction before they perform an assignment will increase their understanding and their 

ability to perform it independently. To turn passive instruction into active instruction (Chi, 

2009) requires the teacher to interact more frequently with the students and to use the 

students’ ideas and suggestions during teaching. In direct instruction, the teacher can ask 

students to verbalize, review, and summarize the instruction the teacher provides. But in 

strategy instruction, the teacher enables students to participate more intensively by starting 

with questions instead of instruction and then discussing the students’ ideas and working 

with the students to create a strategy to perform an assignment (see section 1.2).  

The main question for research is: 

  

 

1.4 Outline of the research 

Our research consists of four steps: 

 Step 1: Find out how teachers in the Netherlands actually teach ID students. 

 Step 2: Investigate in a group setting which of two interactive instruction models is more 

effective: Strategy Instruction or Direct Instruction. 

 Step 3: Investigate in an individual setting whether demonstrating assignments can 

become more effective through interactive video instruction.  

 Step 4: Investigate whether teachers can be trained to deliver interactive instruction to 

their students, either in a group setting or in an individual setting.  

Following is a more detailed description of the four steps: 

1: State of the art in teaching ID students in the Netherlands (Chapter 2) 

Our research starts with an inventory of how Dutch teachers in secondary school 

teach ID students. The assumption is that many teachers do not or hardly ever apply an 

Can interactive instruction help ID students perform their assignments more 

independently and can teachers learn to teach more interactively? 
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instruction model such as direct instruction or strategy instruction (see section 1.2), but that 

they focus more on helping individual students (section 1.1). It is not known how either 

individual guidance or group instruction impacts the students' independence in working on 

assignments and the quality of the assignments. This is what we want to find out in the first 

step of the research.  

 

2: Interactive teaching to improve group instruction: strategy instruction versus direct 

instruction( Chapter 3) 

 We expect that teachers will organize their instruction either in a group setting or an 

individual setting. To help teachers who prefer working in a group setting, a study will be 

conducted on the effectiveness of strategic instruction (SI) versus direct instruction (DI) and 

the impact of these forms of instruction on the students' understanding of the assignments 

and their ability to work independently. The difference between using SI versus using DI is 

outlined in section 1.2.  

Studies on effective forms of instruction in special primary education seem to 

indicate that both instruction models are effective for skills training but that SI would be 

more effective for complex assignments (section 1.2). In the research, we will test whether 

SI is more effective for the practical assignments ID students have to perform during 

metalwork and woodwork courses.  

 

3. Interactive video instruction to improve individual guidance of students (Chapter 4) 

Teachers of ID students use instructional videos to support their individual guidance 

of students. The videos show the steps of a specific assignment that the students have to 

perform. Students learn by observing. But as the assignments are complex, we may 

question whether students learn enough by passively observing a video. Perhaps ID 

students would benefit more from video instruction if they have to explain it to others. This 

has not yet been investigated. Explaining to others would help students better direct their 

attention to the main points in the video and actively think about it (see section 1.2). An 

experiment will be conducted in which the effects of video instruction with and without 

explanation to others will be tested.  

15

4: Training teachers in interactive instruction either in a group setting or in an individual 

setting (Chapter 5) 

The last chapter of the dissertation discusses the extent to which teachers can be 

trained and coached to implement more interactive instruction in their classrooms. If 

teachers prefer individual guidance, then training can help them become more interactive 

instructors, for instance, by letting students explain the demonstration of an assignment to 

them. If teachers prefer group instruction, then training can help them do this more 

interactively so as to make students active participants who understand the instruction 

better.  

Previous studies have indicated that teaching routines can be changed by using clear 

examples, giving feedback on the teachers’ instructional behavior and the students’ results, 

and by enabling teachers to reflect on their own instructional behavior (Joyce and Showers, 

2002). In addition, instructional coaching (Knight, 2004, 2007; Cornett & Knight, 2008; 

Knight & Cornett, 2009) can also help make teachers change their behavior. Instructional 

coaching is based on the partnership between coach and teacher. The coach discusses the 

points for improvement with the teachers and the teachers test them in their classrooms. 

The teachers discuss their experiences and how to continue innovating among themselves 

and with the coach. Both training and coaching make it easier for teachers to implement an 

instructional innovation and make longer lasting changes to their practice.  

We expect that teachers that have been trained and coached will use more 

interactive instruction in both an individual setting and a group setting. As a result, students 

will work more independently. 

 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 draws conclusions on the four research steps and the hypotheses we put 

forward. Recommendations will be made for further research and changes in the way ID 

students are instructed.  
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Chapter 2 

Teaching intellectually disabled students practical skills in Dutch secondary schools  
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