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along with head trauma resulting from automobile accidents or play-related injuries are 
also potential contributing factors. Of course, not all children exposed to these trau-
matic postnatal situations become intellectually disabled. These illustrations represent 
only evidence correlated with, but not necessarily causes of, intellectual disability. It is 
perhaps best to think of these variables as interacting risk factors, with some children 
being more vulnerable than others. Fortunately, most children exposed to these unfa-
vorable circumstances develop normally.

Although a large portion of intellectual disability is attributed to environmental 
factors, contemporary thinking suggests that intellectual disability associated with psy-
chosocial influences is the result of interaction between environmental and genetic or 
biological contributions. Stated another way, a youngster’s genetic endowment provides 
a range of intellectual opportunity that is then mediated by the environment to which 
that individual is exposed.

Characteristics of Individuals  
With Intellectual Disability
When discussing characteristics common to people with intellectual disability, it is impor-
tant to remember that although, as a group, they may exhibit a particular feature, not all 
individuals identified as intellectually disabled will share this characteristic. Persons with 
intellectual disability are an especially heterogeneous population; interindividual differences 
are considerable. Many factors influence individual behavior and functioning, among them 
chronological age, the severity and etiology of the disability, and educational opportunities. 
We caution you to remember that the following descriptions represent generalizations and 
are useful only for framing this discussion. Finally, in several ways, individuals with intellec-
tual disability are more like their typically developing counterparts than they are different 
from them, sharing many of the same social, emotional, and physical needs.

Learning Characteristics
The most common defining characteristic of someone identified as intellectually disabled 
is impaired cognitive functioning, which, you may recall, can vary greatly. Investigators 
are typically not concerned with the person’s intellectual ability per se but rather are 
concerned with the impact that lower IQ has on 
the individual’s ability to learn, acquire concepts, 
process information, and apply knowledge in 
various settings, such as school and community. 
Scientists do not yet fully understand the com-
plexity of the learning process in human beings. 
Learning is a difficult concept to define—in 
many ways, it is unique to the individual—and 
is composed of many interrelated cognitive pro-
cesses. Learning, then, is not a unitary variable. 
We have chosen, therefore, to briefly examine 
several of the characteristics that researchers 
believe influence learning.

Attention
Attention, which is a multidimensional con-
cept, plays a key role in learning. Many of the 
learning difficulties of individuals with intel-
lectual disability are thought to be due to 

meningitis: A viral or bacterial 
infection of the membranes covering the 
brain and spinal cord; associated with 
hearing loss and intellectual disabilities.

encephalitis: An inflammation of the 
brain; may cause damage to the central 
nervous system.

Some students with intellectual disability experience difficulty learning 
because they fail to attend to the relevant attributes of the task.
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