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to meet “the standards of personal independence and social responsibility expected 
of his [or her] age and cultural group” (Grossman, 1973, p. 11). Adaptive behavior 
was to be considered within the context of the person’s age and sociocultural group. 
Grossman’s work attempted to strengthen the link between IQ and adaptive behav-
ior in an effort to reduce the number of pupils identified with intellectual disability 
solely on the basis of their IQ. The 1973 definition also extended the concept of the 
developmental period to age 18 to more accurately reflect when most people complete 
their education. Although this definition forms the foundation for the IDEA 2004 
(Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act) definition of intellectual 
disability, some educators were concerned that lowering the IQ threshold to 68 (70) 
could possibly deny a special education to students who otherwise would have been 
eligible. It was feared that these children would be misclassified and inappropriately 
placed and thus “drown in the mainstream” (Scheerenberger, 1987).

1983 AAIDD Definition. In 1983, AAIDD published yet another revision to its 
manual on terminology and classification. Once again, Grossman led the organization’s 
efforts. The eighth edition mirrors its 1973 predecessor. Though very similar in word-
ing to the 1973 definition, this version contains some important changes. The 1983 
Grossman edition suggests using a range of 70–75 when describing the upper limits of 
intellectual performance on a standardized measure of intelligence rather than a strict 
cutoff of 70. An IQ score of 70 is intended only as a guideline. Flexibility is the key 
to understanding the operation of this definition. The clinical judgment of the profes-
sional now plays an important role when making a diagnosis of intellectual disability.

1992 AAIDD Definition. In May 1992, Ruth Luckasson and her colleagues crafted 
a new definition of intellectual disability, which was published in Mental Retardation: 
Definition, Classif ication, and Systems of Support. According to this manual,

Mental retardation [intellectual disability] refers to substantial limitations in 
present functioning. It is characterized by significantly subaverage intellectual 
functioning, existing concurrently with related limitations in two or more of the 

  FIGURE 6.1  The Normal Curve: A Theoretical Distribution of Intelligence
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NOTE: The 1961 AAIDD definition defines intellectual disability as an IQ lower than 85 (84) on a standardized measure of intelligence. The 1973 AAIDD definition defines intel-
lectual disability as an IQ lower than 70 (68). Later versions allow for professional judgment when considering intellectual performance.


