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of the history of intellectual disability reveals, for example, that in the city-state of Sparta, 
which placed a premium on physical strength and intellectual ability, eugenics and infan-
ticide were common, everyday occurrences. Only the brightest and strongest of citizens 
were encouraged to have children. Newborns were examined by a council of inspectors, and 
babies thought to be defective or inferior were thrown from a cliff to die on the rocks below.

The early days of the Roman Republic mirrored the practices of the Greeks. 
Deformed infants were routinely allowed to perish—but only during the first eight 
days of life. Fathers held complete control over their children and could do whatever 
they wished, including selling or killing them. This doctrine of patria potestas is unpar-
alleled in any other society.

The Middle Ages
From the fall of the Roman Empire in A.D. 476 to the beginning of the Renaissance in 
the 1300s, religion became a dominant social force, heralding a period of more humane 
treatment of individuals with disabilities. Churches established monasteries and asy-
lums as sanctuaries for persons with intellectual disability. Children with intellectual 
disability were often called les enfants du bon Dieu (“the children of God”). Infanticide 
was rarely practiced because the largely agrarian societies required many workers in the 
fields. In some instances, individuals thought to have an intellectual disability found 
their way into castles where, though protected and shown favor, they served as buffoons 
and court jesters entertaining the nobility (Gargiulo, 1985). King Henry II of England 
enacted a policy in the twelfth century, de praerogativa regis (“of the king’s prerogative”), 
whereby “natural fools” became the king’s wards (Drew & Hardman, 2007).

At the same time, it was an era in which fear and superstition ran rampant. People 
with intellectual disability were frequently thought to be “filled with Satan” and to 
possess demonic powers, which often led to torture and death for practicing witch-
craft. It was not uncommon for individuals with intellectual disability to be sent to 
prison and kept in chains because they were perceived to be a danger to society and 
their behavior was seen as unalterable.

Early Optimism
The “modern” period in the history of intellectual disability traces its roots to the  
early nineteenth century. It was during this period that the groundbreaking work of 

  TABLE 6.2  Classification of Intellectual Disability According to Intensities of Support

Support Level Description Examples

Intermittent Supports on an as-needed or episodic basis. Person does not always need the 
support(s), or person needs short-term supports during life span transitions. When 
provided, intermittent supports may be of high or low intensity. 

•	 Loss of employment

•	 Acute medical crisis

Limited Supports characterized by consistency over time, time-limited but not intermittent; 
may require fewer staff and less cost than more intense levels of support.

•	 Job training

•	 Transitioning from school 
to adult status

Extensive Supports characterized by regular involvement (e.g., daily) in at least some 
environments (such as work or home) and not time-limited.

•	 Ongoing home living 
assistance

Pervasive Supports characterized by their constancy and high intensity; provided across all 
environments, potential life-sustaining nature. Pervasive supports typically involve 
more staff and intrusiveness than extensive or time-limited supports.

•	 Chronic medical situation

 SOURCE: Adapted from Mental Retardation: Definition, Classification, and Systems of Supports, 10th ed. (Washington, DC: American Association on Mental Retardation, 2002), 
p. 152.
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