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Curriculum Modifications and Their Unintended
Consequences for Students’ Educational Pathways

Background and Research Question
▶ Curriculum modifications (CM) involve individualised and subject-specific

reductions of learning objectives to support learners unable to meet the
regular learning objectives.

▶ Similar to placement in special education, CM may be associated with a
(stigmatising) label and covey an ability signal.

▶ How do learners with and without CM differ in terms of their
educational pathways in secondary education?
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Data
▶ The study draws on a large-scale educational assessment with (almost) full

coverage of the student population in Northwestern Switzerland
(2013-2024: N ≈ 226’000 learners in grades 3, 5, 6, 8 and 9).

▶ Test scores are linked to administrative register data.

Analytical Approach
▶ Learners’ educational pathways are analysed using logistic regression

models on a series of outcome measures.

▶ To address the non-random assignment of CM, a propensity score
matching approach is employed.
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Results

▶ Learners with CM are more likely
than the control group to enter
programmes with lower academic
requirements.

▶ Instead of supporting integrative
schooling of low-achieving
learners, CM may pose an
additional barrier for them.
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Background and Research Question
Over the past 25 years, the integration of learners with 
special educational needs into mainstream education has 
steadily increased. To address the specific educational needs 
of learners in mainstream classrooms, several integrative 
measures exist. Among the most widespread are curriculum 
modifications (CM).

CM involve individualised, subject-specific adaptions of 
learning contents and reductions of learning objectives.    
The measure targets learners who are unable to meet the            
regular learning objectives. Unlike other means of within-
classroom ability grouping, CM are mentioned in school 
reports instead of regular grades.

How do learners with and without CM differ in terms of 
their educational pathways in secondary education?

Theory and Hypotheses

Learners‘ educational pathways are examined in relation to 
their receipt of CM at the end of primary and lower secondary 
education. A series of binary outcome measures are analysed 
using logistic regression models. To address the non-random 
assignment of CM, a propensity score matching approach is 
employed. This is accompanied by various sensitivity analyses.

Conclusions

Across Switzerland, around 5% of all learners receive CM in at 
least one subject. Learners from different social backgrounds 
receive CM at different rates. Moreover, the prevalence of 
learners with CM varies considerably between educational 
contexts.

Analytical Approach

Prevalence of Curriculum Modifications

Data
The analyses draw on data from the Checks BR NWCH, a large-
scale educational assessment with (almost) full coverage of 
the student population in Northwestern Switzerland. Within 
the Checks BR NWCH, competence tests in various subjects 
have been administered annually since 2013 in grades 3, 5, 
6, 8 and 9. Test scores, along with information on CM, are 
linked to administrative register data to obtain information 
on learners‘ family backgrounds and educational pathways.

Robustness Checks
Overall, alternative modelling strategies and subgroup analyses 
produce substantially similar results.

Curriculum 
Modifications 

Before 
Educational 
Transition

Educational 
Pathway

Lower Secondary 
School Type 

▲ Basic Requirements
▼ Advanced Requirements

Transition to Upper 
Secondary Education
▲ Interim Solution
▼ Direct Entry

Track in Upper 
Secondary Education
▲ Vocational Education
▼ General Education

Type of VET 
Programme

▲ 2-Year Certificate (EBA)
▼ 3-4-Year Diploma (EFZ)

Labelling and Stigma

Ability Signal

Similar to placement in special education,
CM is associated with a (potentially
stigmatising) label. Learners with the CM
label face less favourable expectations
from educators – and develop less
favourable expectations about their own
academic potential.

The CM note on a student’s school report
conveys a negative (yet vague) ability
signal. As teachers, training advisers, and
training firms cannot observe learners’
actual abilities, they rely on such ability
signals to guide track recommendations
and hiring decisions.

Test Scores (Quartile) Municipality Type Gender First Language Household Income (Quartile)
1 2 3 4 Intermed.Rural Urban Female Male German Other 1 2 3 4
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Curriculum Modifications at the End of Primary Education

Test Scores (Quartile) School Type Gender First Language Household Income (Quartile)
1 2 3 4 Typ A Typ E Typ P Female Male German Other 1 2 3 4
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Curriculum Modifications at the End of Lower Secondary Education

Unweighted percentages by group. Dotted line indicates overall share. Data: CHECKS in BRNW CH (2013−2024). N(End of Primary Education) = 188'010, N(End of Lower Secondary Education) = 124'752. Own calculations.

Regression Results
Among learners with comparable academic and ascriptive 
characteristics, receiving CM is associated with a higher 
likelihood of entering programmes with lower academic 
requirements.

Learners who receive CM face various challenges during their 
secondary education. Although CM are intended to support 
the integration of learners with special educational needs, 
they may inadvertently introduce additional barriers. The 
results underline how within-classroom ability grouping and 
special educational needs intersect with other, more frequently 
analysed aspects of educational inequality.
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Effects of Curriculum Modifications on Educational Pathways

Pooled adjusted predictions from logistic regression models with 95% confidence intervals. Matching samples are based on 1:1 nearest neighbour matching on propensity scores. 
Data: CHECKS in BRNW CH (2013−2024). N(Basic Requirements) = 19'280, N(Interim Solution) = 9'160, N(Vocational) = 8'280, N(EBA) = 7'568. M = 10. Own calculations.
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Point Estimates of Alternative Approaches and Subgroup Analyses

Pooled results from logistic regression models in terms of average marginal effects with 95% confidence intervals by analytical approach and subgroup. Dotted lines indicate the 95% confidence interval of the baseline models.
Data: CHECKS in BRNW CH (2013−2024). N(Basic Requirements) = 90'199, N(Interim Solution) = 78'039, N(Vocational) = 75'594, N(EBA) = 52'472. M = 10. Own calculations.




