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Assessing Intellectual  
Ability and Adaptive Behavior
The constructs of intelligence and adaptive behavior play 
key roles in our understanding of the concept of intellectual 
disability. Yet both of these terms are somewhat difficult to 
define and assess. For the sake of clarity, we will discuss each 
concept separately; but remember they are intricately interre-
lated and provide the foundation for contemporary thinking 
about intellectual disability.

Intellectual Ability
The question of what constitutes intelligence and how to 
describe it has challenged educators, psychologists, and think-
ers throughout the years. Even today there is disagreement 
among professionals as to the meaning of this term and the 
best way of measuring intelligence. Intelligence is perhaps 
best thought of as a construct or theoretical abstraction; it is 
not a visible entity but rather a human trait whose existence is 
inferred based on a person’s performance on certain types of 
cognitive tasks. Because no one has ever seen intelligence and 
we have only deduced its presence, professionals have come to 
the realization that they are “attempting to explain one of the 
most complex and elusive components of human functioning” 
(Beirne-Smith, Patton, & Kim, 2006, p. 95).

These difficulties notwithstanding, a great amount of 
effort has been expended on trying to accurately assess intel-
lectual functioning. The most common way of determining an 
individual’s cognitive ability is through an IQ or intelligence 
test. Two of the more widely used individually administered 
IQ measures are the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children 
(5th ed.), or WISC-V (Wechsler, 2014), and the fifth edition of the original work of 
Binet and Simon from the early twentieth century, the Stanford-Binet Intelligence 
Scales (Roid, 2003). As noted in Chapter 3, some psychologists and psychometrists 
rely on the second edition of the Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children (Kaufman 
& Kaufman, 2004), especially when evaluating children from culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse backgrounds.

Data gleaned from the WISC-V, the Stanford-Binet V, and similar measures 
are thought to represent a sample of an individual’s intellectual skills and abilities. 
These data are usually summarized as an IQ score. Originally, an IQ was defined as 
a ratio between the person’s mental age (MA or developmental level) and chrono-
logical age (CA) multiplied by 100. For instance, a student whose chronological 
age is 10 but who performs on an IQ test like a typical 5-year-old would have an 
IQ of 50; if accompanied by deficits in adaptive behavior, this individual would 
very likely be identified as having an intellectual disability. Today, deviation IQs 
or standard scores have replaced intelligence quotients in most professional circles. 
A standard score is nothing more than an expression of how far a particular raw 
score deviates from a specific reference point such as the test mean. Standard scores 
are often expressed as standard deviations. One standard deviation on both the 
Stanford-Binet V and the WISC-V is equivalent to 15 IQ points. Both tests have 
a mean IQ of 100.

Persons with an intellectual disability can be taught how to 
live independently.
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