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Unlike those with learning disabilities in which a child’s achievement is lower than that 
expected from his or her scores on achievement or intelligence tests, individuals with IDD would 
be performing consistently with their scores on such tests. They also tend to show more global 
deficits rather than difficulties with a specific area of functioning such as mathematical reason-
ing. Problems are generally seen in cognitive abilities, adaptive processes, social interactions, and 
understanding proper behavior in the context of situational and cultural norms.

Levels of Functioning
Problems with intellectual development are considered to occur on a continuum described 
in terms of mild, moderate, and severe levels of disability. Unlike previous DSM definitions, an 
actual IQ score is no longer specified. Previously, only those individuals who scored below 70 
on an IQ test would be diagnosed as mentally retarded. However, it is assumed that intelligence 
testing will be part of the overall assessment that would describe the person in terms of cultural, 
social, economic, and other factors.

Those with a mild level of functional disability would show some problems in the conceptual 
domain. This would include difficulties with academic skills such as math, writing, and reading. 
Older students and adults with an IDD may show a more concrete approach to problems and 
solutions in comparison with peers. In the social domain, these individuals may have more dif-
ficulty reading social cues and expressing their emotions. In the practical domain, these individu-
als may need help in tasks such as grocery shopping, taking buses, and matters involving money 
such as banking and bill paying. Support would also be needed for making medical and legal 
decisions and raising a family.

The moderate level of functioning would show an adult who conceptually is functioning 
more like an elementary school student than a high school student. Younger individuals would 
lag in comparison with their peers. In the social domain, the person may show less complex rela-
tionships while still seeking relationships with family and peers. Social cues would be more dif-
ficult to interpret. In the practical domain, the person would need support from others. With this 
support, various types of jobs that have limited conceptual requirements are possible.

The severe level of functioning would require caregivers to help with concepts involving time 
and money. Written language may be difficult. Social domains remain on a very concrete level. 
The relationship is less of a give-and-take nature and more of a simple attachment. Practical tasks 
generally require a caregiver for most activities of daily living including meals and basic bodily 
tasks.

Causes of Intellectual Developmental Disorder
Most types of IDD can be traced to biological causes (Mefford, Batshaw, & Hoffman, 2012). 
However, the variation is huge. Examining genetic, chromosomal, and metabolic abnormalities 
has led researchers to identify more than 1,000 forms of impairment (Dykens & Hodapp, 2001). 
It has been suggested that mild disorders are more related to environmental influences and more 
severe forms are more related to biological factors (B. K. Shapiro & Batshaw, 2011). One way to 
organize these disorders is in terms of those directly related to chromosomes, those related to 
metabolism, and those related to events that take place in the womb such as malnutrition or the 
mother taking drugs such as alcohol or crack cocaine.

IDD Related to Chromosomes
The most common form of IDD is Down syndrome, which was described by the British phy-
sician Langdon Down in 1866. The disorder results in both physical and intellectual problems. 
The IQ is generally around 50 or below but can vary. There is a characteristic appearance of 
individuals with Down syndrome that includes a flat face with an upward slant of the eyes and 
smaller hands and feet. Cardiovascular problems are common in these individuals. There are 

Individuals with a mild level 
of functional disability show 
difficulties with academic skills 
such as math, writing, and 
reading.

Down syndrome: a disorder 
resulting in both physical and 
intellectual problems found in 
individuals with an extra copy of 
chromosome 21
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