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Treatment for Intellectual Developmental Disorder
Treatment for individuals with IDD takes place on a number of levels and varies by 
age. In the middle of the last century, it was not uncommon for the child to be placed 
in a state school for the mentally retarded. This was a residential institution in which 
children would spend most of their lives. Today, most of these state institutions have 
been closed. In the 1970s, laws were passed that gave people with IDD the right to 
receive their treatment in the least restrictive setting.

Depending on the level of function of the child, there are a large number of 
alternatives. Some communities have residential programs run by nonprofit agen-
cies designed to help individuals who have difficulty performing daily tasks. Often, 
behavioral techniques are used to teach the child to learn to use a spoon and fork, 
to eat, or to dress herself. The settings of these residential programs look more like 
houses with rooms than the large institutional settings of the last century.

Children who are able to function at a higher level typically live at home with 
their parents or in a foster setting. A number of treatment programs have been 
set up to help the caregiver learn techniques for educating and managing a child 
with IDD. For example, some children show angry outbursts that must be man-
aged. As the child becomes older, the school system becomes involved in the 
child’s education. Schools in the United States have special education programs 
designed to help children with developmental disorders. Some school systems 
place higher-functioning individuals into regular classrooms, a process referred 
to as mainstreaming. As the child becomes older, some school systems teach the child not 
only traditional educational material but also life skills. Such skills could include how to buy 
a carton of milk or toothpaste in a store or ride a bus. Programs such as the Special Olympics 
also involve such life skill techniques as practicing for an event, competing, and learning to be 
with others.

Young adults with IDD are often helped to learn how to be part of a workplace either 
through a separate workplaces for those with disabilities or jobs in the community. It is esti-
mated that about a third of all adults with IDD are employed. These individuals are covered by 
the Americans with Disabilities Act (https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/types/intellectual_disabilities.
cfm). Some communities have created apartments with a live-in coach to help these individu-
als practice life skills and learn to perform successfully at work. This can include helping the 
person learn how to buy food, put his or her payroll check in the bank, use an ATM, and get to 
work on time.

Although medications are not generally given to children and adults with IDD, there are 
exceptions. If the child is aggressive or seeks to hurt himself, then neuroleptic medications may be 
used. If the child shows patterns of seizure, then epileptic 
medications are appropriate. There are also new medi-
cations being developed to modify the lack of protein 
production with fragile X syndrome. Other positive bio-
chemical changes are produced by modifying the diet of 
those with PKU.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• What three criteria define an IDD?
•• What are the three primary causal categories into 

which IDD is organized, and what is an example of 
each?

•• What are the typical treatments offered for 
individuals with IDD?

A young boy with Down syndrome and his 
father.
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