Common Characteristics of Intellectual Disabilities

There are many signs of intellectual disability. For example, individuals with an intellectual
disability may:

. have trouble speaking,
. find it hard to remember things,

. not understand how things work,

. have trouble understanding social rules,
. have trouble seeing the consequences of their actions,
. have trouble solving problems, and/or

. have trouble thinking logically.

About 87% of people with intellectual disability will only be a little slower than average in
learning new information and skills. When they are children, their limitations may not be
obvious. They may not even be diagnosed as having intellectual disability until they get to
school. As they become adults, many people with intellectual disability can live independently.
Other people may not even consider them as having an intellectual disability.

The remaining 13% of people with intellectual disability score below 50 on IQ tests. These
people will have more difficulty in school, at home, and in the community. A person with more
severe intellectual disability will need more intensive support his or her entire life. Every child
with intellectual disability is able to learn, develop, and grow. With help, all children with
intellectual disability can live a satisfying life.

Tour Strategies

Ask the caregiver to define the individual’s cognitive ability and receptive and expressive
language skills before the tour.

Ask the caregiver if the individual is sensitive to certain environmental factors (such as loud
noises, colors).

Allow the caregiver to control any unusual behaviors. Do not intervene.

If you believe the individual does not understand the tour or is not enjoying themselves, end the
tour and take them to the activity room.

If an individual becomes agitated, kindly ask the caregiver to take them into another area (such
as the lobby) for a break.

Speak slower.

Do not lecture. Keep the dialogue open and conversational.

Frequently ask questions.

Repeat key ideas.

Do not try to discuss abstract concepts; stick to concrete information.

Limit the tour to 20 minutes or less.

Keep moving.
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FAQ on Intellectual Disability

WHAT IS INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY?
Intellectual disability is a disability characterized by significant limitations both in intellectual functioning (reasoning, learning, problem solving)
and in adaptive behavior, which covers a range of everyday social and practical skills. This disability originates before the age of 18.

IS INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY THE SAME AS DEVELCPMENTAL DISABILITY?

Not exactly. Developmental disability is an umbrella term that includes intellectual disability but alsc includes physical disabilities. Some
developmental disabililies can be strictly physical, such as blindness from birth. Some individuals have both physical and intellectual disabilities
stemming from genetic or other physical causes {e.g., Down Syndrome, fetal alcohol syndrome). Sometimes intellectual disabilities can stem
from nonphysical causes, such as the level of child stimulation and adult responsiveness.

IS INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY JUST DETERMINED BY AN 1Q TEST?
No, but the IQ test is a major tool in measuring intellectual functioning, that is, mental capacity for learning, reasoning, problem solving, and so
on. A test score of around 70—or as high as 75—indicates a limitation in intellectual functioning.

Other tests determine limitations in adaptive behavior, which covers three types of skills:

e Conceptual skills—language and literacy; money, time, and number concepts; and self-direction

e Social skills—interpersonal skills, social responsibility, self-esteem, gullibility, naiveté (i.e., wariness), social problem solving, and the ability
to follow rules, obey laws, and avoid being victimized

» Practical skills—activities of daily living {personal care), occupational skills, healthcare, travelftransportation, schedules/routines, safety, use
of money, use of the telephone

But evaluation and classification of individuals with intellectual disabilities is a much more complex issue. The major funclion of the American
Association on [ntellectual and Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD) is 1o publish the most advanced thinking in its manual, Menfal Retardation:
Definition, Classification and Systems of Supports. The most recent edition was published in 2002; the next is due in 2010.

In defining and assessing intellectual disability, AAIDD stresses that professionals must consider such factors as

e community environment typical of the individual's peers and culture
e linguistic diversity

e cultural differences in the way people communicate, move, and behavior

WHAT CAUSES INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY?

Some disabling conditions classified as developmental disabilities—such as autism or cerebral palsy—might include intellectual disabilities.
Other developmental disabilittes, such as Down Syndrome, fetal alcohol syndrome, and fragile X syndrome, could well include intellectual
disabilities. Intelleciual disabilities could also be caused by social factors, such as the level of child stimulation and adult responsiveness, and
educational factors, such as the availability of family and educational supports that can promote mental development and greater adaptive skills.

Nevertheless, according to ihe AAIDD manual, Mental Retardation: Definition, Classification and Systems of Supports, approximalely 40 to 50
percent of the causes of intellectual disabilities currently have no identifiable origin.

WHAT'S THE MOST MODERN THINKING ABOUT HOW TO HELP PEOPLE WITH INTELLECTUAL DISABILITIES?
AAIDD stresses that the overarching reason for evaluating and classifying individuals with intellectual disabilities is to tailor supports for each

http://www.aamr.org/content_104.cfm 51712010
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individual, in the form of a set of stralegies and services provided over a sustained period.

The goal is to enhance people's functioning within their own culture and environment in order to lead a more successful and satisfying life. Some
of this enhancement is thought of in terms of self-worth, subjective well being, pride, engagement in political action, and other principals of
“disability identity."

IS INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY THE SAME AS MENTAL RETARDATION? WHY DO PROGRAMS STILL SAY MENTAL
RETARDATION?

Mental retardation and intelleclual disability are two names for the same thing. But intellectual disability is gaining currency as the preferred term.
In fact, the American Association on Mental Retardation changed its name in 2007 {o the American Association on Intellectual and
Developmental Disabilities.
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HOW ARE INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY DIFFERENT?
Intellectual disability forms a subset within the larger universe of developmental disability, but the boundaries often blur as many individuals fall
into both categories to differing degrees and for different reasons.

Developmental disabilities are defined as severe chronic disabilities that can be cognitive or physical or both, The disabilities appear before the
age of 22 and are likely to be lifelong.

Intelleciual disabilities encompass the “cognitive” part of this definition, that is, those disabilities that are broadly related to thought processes.
Because intellectual and other developmental disabilities often co-occur, intellectual disability professionals often work with people who have
both types of disabilities.

Some developmental disabilities are purely physical, such as congenital deafness or visual impairment resulling from the individual's mother
contracting rubella while pregnant. These are not intellectual disabilities. Other developmental disabilities can be caused by cerebral palsy,
epilepsy, autism, or other disabling conditions. These conditions might or might not include inteflectual disabilities.

Siilt other developmental disabilities can result from chromosomal disorders, such as Down Syndrome, fetal alcohol syndrome, and fragile X
syndrome. These instances could well include intellectual disabilities—but not atways. For example, according to the Centers for Disease
Control, males with fragile X syndrome generally have mild to severe intellectual disabilities, whereas females can have average intelligence.

On the olher hand, some causes of intelleciual disabilities are not physical. These include social factors, such as the level of child stimulation
and adult responsiveness, and educational factors, such as the availability of family and educational supports ihat can promote mental
development and greater adaplive skills.

Why did AAIDD change the term from ‘mentat retardation’ to ‘intellectual disability’?

AAIDD's move to replace ‘'mental retardation’ with ‘intellectual disability’ does not change the basic definition of the term, but it does reflect a
change of vision.

AAIDD stresses that the term ‘intellectual disability’ has exactly ihe same definition as the association's most recent (2002) definition of mental
retardation. It covers the same population of individuals who were previously diagnosed with mental retardation or who were eligible for that
diagnosis. This exact fit is crucial because ihe term ‘mental retardation’ is used in law and public policy to determine eligibility for state and
federal programs, including the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act—IDEA (2004), Social Security Disability Insurance, and Medicaid
Home and Community Based Waiver.

Also, the term ‘'mental retardation'’ is used for cilizenship and legal status, civil and criminal justices, eary care and education, training and
employment, income support, health care, and housing and zoning.

But the word change from ‘mental retardation' to ‘intellectual disability’ does reflect a revised focus.

e |tis less offensive to persons with disabilities.
e |t is more consistent with internationally used technology.

e |t emphasizes the sense ihat intellectual disability is no longer considered an absolute, invariable trait of a person.

http://www.aamr.org/content_104.cfm 5/7/2010
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o It aligns with current professional practices that focus on providing supports tailored to individuals to enhance their functioning within
particular environments.

o [t opens the way to understanding and pursuing “disability identity,” including such principles as self-worth, subjective well being, pride,
engagement in political action, and more.1

WHAT ROLE DOES AAIDD PLAY IN DEFINING MENTAL RETARDATION AND INTELLECTUAL DISABILITY?

AAIDD, the world’s oldest organization of intellectual disability (ID} professionals, has played a major role in evolving ideas about and
approaches 1o intellectual disability. In fact, the association, founded in 1876, revised its definition of mental retardation ten times between 1908
and 2002,

The first definitions of mental retardation focused on a failure io adapi socially to the environment. Later definitions added a medical approach
that considered heredity and pathology and called for the mentally retarded to be segregated. Then the rise of the mental testing movement

brought an emphasis on measuring intellectual functioning by 1Q test. The 1Q test became the way io define the group and classify the people
within it.

In its 1959 definition and classification manual, AAIDD first attempted a dual-criterion approach: a definition that mentioned both intellectual
functioning and “impairments in maturation, learning, and social adjustment.” In its 1961 manual, AAIDD folded ihe “impairments” description into
ihe phrase “adaptive behavior,” a term still used today.

The third element of the definition involves age of onset. Early definitions mentioned “the developmenial period.” AAIDD’s most recent 2002
definition states that the disability “originates before the age of 18."

1992 saw a major change, when AAIDD added to and refocused the definition of mental retardation to reflect a new way of understanding and
responding to it. AAIDD moved away from a diagnostic process that identified deficits solely on the basis of an intelligence test score. it
considered social, environmental, and other elements as well. Most crucially, the emphasis shifted from providing programs to people with
intellectual disabililies to designing and delivering support tailored to individuals to help them reach their highest level of functioning.

The 1992 definition was the first to view intellectual disability as a condition that could be enhanced by provision of supports, rather
than as a static, lifelong disability.

Since 1992, the association has worked to further develop and refine this paradigm shift. In the association’s mast recent manual, Mental
Retardation: Definition, Classification and Systems of Supporis, published in 2002, discussion of the support system was dramatically expanded
and improved.

The next manual in which “mental retardation” is universally replaced by “intellectual disability,” is scheduled for release in 2010.

1 Rebert L. Schalock, Ruth A. Luckasson, and Karrie A. Shogren, “Perspectives: The Renaming of Mental Retardation: Understanding the
Change to the Term intellectual Disability,” Inteflectual and Developmental Disabilities. 45:2 (2007): 116-124,
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Definition of Intellectual Disability B ERE, A

Intellectual disability is a disability characterized by significant limitations both in intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior, which covers
many everyday social and practical skills. This disability originates before the age of 18.

Intellectual functioning—also called intelligence—refers to general mental capacity, such as learning, reasoning, problem solving, and so on.

One criterion to measure intellectual functioning is an 1Q test. Generally, an 1Q test score of around 70 or as high as 75 indicates a limitation in
intellectual functioning.

Standardized tests can also determine limitations in adaptive behavior, which comprises three skill types:

e Conceptual skills—language and literacy; money, time, and number concepts; and self-direction.

¢ Social skills—interpersonal skills, social responsibility, self-esteem, gullibility, naiveté (i.e., wariness), social problem solving, and the ability
to follow rules/obey laws and to avoid being victimized.

¢ Practical skills—activities of daily living (personal care), occupational skills, healthcare, travelfransportation, schedules/routines, safety, use
of money, use of the telephone.

On the basis of such many-sided evaluations, professionals can determine whether an individual has an intellectual disability and can tailor a
support plan for each individual.

But in defining and assessing intellectual disability, the American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD) stresses
that professionals must take additional factors into account, such as the community environment typical of the individual's peers and culture,
Professionals should also consider linguistic diversity and cultural differences in the way people communicate, move, and behave.

Finally, assessments must also assume that limitations in individuals often coexist with strengths, and that a person's level of life functioning will
improve if appropriate personalized supports are provided over a sustained period.

e Click here to access the current AAIDD definition manual of intellectual disability.
¢ Click here to read an FAQ on the AAIDD definition of intellectual disability.

http://www.aamr.org/content_100.cfmnaviD=21 5/7/2010



