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Historical Interpretations
Over the years, the American Association on 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 
(AAIDD) has put forth several different inter-
pretations of intellectual disability. (In previous 
decades, the organization identified this dis-
ability as mental retardation.) We will briefly 
examine some of these early definitions to gain 
a better appreciation of how our understanding 
of this disability has evolved.

1961 AAIDD Definition. AAIDD’s sixth 
definition appeared in 1961 and was widely 
accepted by professionals. At this point in time, 
intellectual disability was described as “subav-
erage general intellectual functioning which 
originates during the developmental period 
and is associated with impairments in adaptive 
behavior” (Heber, 1961, p. 3). Let us analyze the 
meaning of these phrases. Subaverage general 
intellectual functioning is defined as an intelli-
gence quotient (IQ) greater than one standard deviation (SD) (a statistic describing 
variance from the mean or average score of a particular group) below the mean for a 
given age group. In 1961, this was interpreted to be an IQ below 85 or 84, depending 
on which standardized IQ test was used. The developmental period extended from birth 
to approximately age 16. The criterion of impairments in adaptive behavior is a critical 
and unique aspect of this definition. The inclusion of this factor establishes dual crite-
ria for identifying someone as having an intellectual disability (Scheerenberger, 1987). 
Adaptive behavior, which Heber (1961) first introduced, refers to an individual’s abil-
ity to meet the social requirements of his or her community that are appropriate for 
his or her chronological age; it is an indication of independence and social competency. 
Thus, according to Heber’s definition, a person with an IQ of 79 who did not exhibit a 
significant impairment in adaptive behavior could not be identified as having an intel-
lectual disability.

1973 AAIDD Definition. Herbert Grossman chaired a committee charged with 
revising the 1961 AAIDD definition. Grossman’s (1973) definition viewed intel-
lectual disability as “significantly subaverage general intellectual functioning existing 
concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior, and manifested during the develop-
mental period” (p. 11). Though paralleling its predecessor, the Grossman definition 
is conceptually distinct. First, the 1973 definition refers to significantly subaverage 
intellectual ability. Operationally, intellectual disability was psychometrically redefined 
as performance at least two standard deviations below the mean. This more conser-
vative approach considered the upper IQ limit to be 70 or 68 (again, depending on 
whether the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scales [SD = 16 points] or the Wechsler 
Intelligence Scale for Children [SD = 15 points] was used). Statistically speaking, this 
represents the lower 2.27 percent of the population instead of the approximately 16 
percent included in the Heber (1961) definition. (See Figure 6.1.) Adopting this stan-
dard eliminated the classification of “borderline” intellectual disability incorporated in 
Heber’s conceptual scheme.

The Grossman (1973) definition also sought to clarify the relationship between 
adaptive behavior and intellectual functioning. This definition attempted to focus 
greater attention on adaptive behavior and described it as the ability of an individual 

President Barack Obama hugs Rosa Marcellino, the girl behind Rosa's Law, 
which requires the federal government to replace the term mental retardation 
with intellectual disability.
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standard deviation (SD): A 
descriptive statistic that expresses the 
variability and distribution of a set of 
scores relative to the mean.

adaptive behavior: The ability of 
an individual to meet the standards 
of personal independence as well as 
social responsibility appropriate for his 
or her chronological age and cultural 
group.
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