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to one based on the type and extent of needed supports. This scheme, retained in the 2002 
definition by Luckasson et al., classifies individuals with intellectual disability according to 
the level of support—intermittent, limited, extensive, or pervasive—needed to effectively 
function across adaptive skill areas in various natural settings, rather than according to 
their deficits. In fact, AAIDD recommends abandoning references to severity. Table 6.2 
describes the four classification levels endorsed by AAIDD.

The aim of this approach is to explain an individual’s functional (rather than intel-
lectual) limitations in terms of the amount of support he or she requires to achieve 
optimal growth and development at home, at school, at the workplace, and in other 
community settings (Beirne-Smith et al., 2006). This model, which represents more 
than a mere substitution for the previous AAIDD IQ-based classification scheme, 
extends the concept of support beyond the intensity of needed support to include the 
type of support system required. Natural supports typically include family members, 
friends, teachers, and coworkers. Formal supports are usually thought of as govern-
ment-funded social programs like Social Security payments or health care programs, 
habilitation services, and even the efforts of groups like the Council for Exceptional 
Children or The Arc, a national advocacy organization on intellectual disability.

A Brief History of the Field
It is generally believed that individuals with intellectual disability have been present in 
all societies throughout the ages. Historically speaking, the field of intellectual disabil-
ity resembles an ever-changing mosaic influenced by the sociopolitical and economic 
climate of the times. Attitudes toward and understanding of intellectual disability have 
also affected the treatment of people with intellectual disability. Intellectual disability 
is a field that is continually evolving—from the ignorance of antiquity to the highly 
scientific and legal foundations of the twenty-first century. Along this pathway, people  
with intellectual disability have had to endure and battle myths, fear, superstition, 
attempts at extermination, and educational and social segregation before arriving at 
today’s policy of normalization and inclusion (Richards, Brady, & Taylor, 2015).

Early Civilizations
Early written records from the era of the Greek and Roman empires make reference to 
citizens with intellectual disability. In some instances, these accounts date back to almost 
1550 B.C. (Lindman & McIntyre, 1961). In many ways, the Greek and Roman societies 
were highly advanced and civilized, but the treatment of infants with disabilities would be 
judged cruel and barbaric by today’s standards. Scheerenberger’s (1983) detailed account 

  TABLE 6.1  Classification of Intellectual Disability According to 
Measured Intelligence

Classification Level Measured IQ SD Below Mean

Mild intellectual disability 55–70 2 to 3

Moderate intellectual disability 40–55 3 to 4

Severe intellectual disability 25–40 4 to 5

Profound intellectual disability Under 25 More than 5

NOTE: IQ scores are approximate.

SD = standard deviation.

level of support: A classification 
scheme for individuals with intellectual 
disabilities that is based on the type 
and extent of assistance required to 
function in various areas.

natural supports: Assistance 
rendered by family members, friends, 
teachers, and coworkers.

formal supports: Assistance provided 
by government social programs, 
habilitation services, or advocacy 
groups.


