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In this Episode, Laurie and Abbey talk about intellectual developmental 

disorders, most commonly understood as mental retardation, before the federal 

government changed the name legally to intellectual disability. They talk 

about how an individual is evaluated and determined to have an intellectual 

disability, what the school setting can look like for these students, and what 

services are available in school, and after they’ve moved on from the public 

education system. 

What is an Intellectual Developmental Disorder (1  min) 

An intellectual disability is someone who has been evaluated and realized to 

have a deficit in their intellectual abilities and functioning. What it really 

comes down to is your IQ. Someone with an intellectual disability is known to 

be at least two standard deviations below the average mean on the overall 

population. Of the population, a standard deviation is 15, meaning two 

standard deviations would be an IQ below 70. There are two parts that make up 

an intellectual disability, intellectual functioning, or IQ, and adaptive 

behavior. Intellectual functioning meaning verbal skills, physical functioning 

skills, processing skills, etc. and adaptive behavior meaning, personal 

independent skills, social skills, life skills, etc. In order to be classified 

as an individual with an intellectual disability, you have to not only have an 

IQ below 70, but also have a deficit in at least two adaptive behavior areas 

like communication and practical living skills. These adaptive behavior skills 

are age appropriate in comparison to what you would expect a norm example to 

be in that age group. So, for example, you aren’t compared to expectations of 

a 10-year-old, when you're 6 years old. 

Severity of Intellectual Developmental Disorders (10  min) 

Along with being diagnosed with an intellectual disability, there are various 

severities of the disability that are based on where your level of functioning 



 

is, including mild, moderate, severe and profound. The milder the disability 

is, it may not get recognized until later in life like middle school or even 

older. Whereas more severe cases are identified very early on with 

developmental delays in communication or learning. The severity of the 

disability also speaks to the ability of that individual to learn and make 

progress on skills. Someone with a mild intellectual disability may be able to 

learn and make progress like their peers, with more repetition and special 

attention, versus someone with a severe disability. Someone with a mild 

disability may even go on and hold a job and work and be successfully 

independent, living independently. Someone with severe disability will always 

need support, and they may not be able to live independently. 

Support for Intellectual Developmental Disorders After 18 (13  min) 

A lot of parents don’t know about the support available for intellectual 

disabilities after their child turns 18. While most kids graduate at or before 

18, individuals with intellectual disabilities are eligible to remain in 

school through the year of their 22nd birthday. Typically, their curriculum 

shifts to transition-based education like life skills, job training, and those 

types of things. From the year they turn 14, the IEP meetings, or Individual 

Education Plan meetings, have a high emphasis on what it will look like to 

transition out of high school. Goals are set at every level, and if they 

haven’t mastered those goals by the time of graduation, they can still receive 

services through their 22nd birthday, or until those goals are met. A lot of 

resources that are available after 12th grade have long waiting lists, and so 

it is so important to start this conversation early and find out what 

resources you might want to look into for your child, so that when the time 

comes it will be available to them if they need it. Additionally important to 

know more about are social security benefits and legal options. Many parents 

don’t think about having to get a power of attorney for their child until it’s 

necessary for them to do so. If you are attending IEP meetings for your child 

with an intellectual disability, ask more questions about what life will look 

like after their year in 12th grade so you can be prepared before that time 

comes. Pay attention to what their school day is like, request time to observe 

your child in their classroom so you can really see what’s being worked on in 

class and how much progress they’re making. 



 

 

Setting Realistic Expectations in the Classroom (21  min) 

As a parent of a student with an intellectual disability, you really have to 

stay on top of expectations, challenges and progress that varies with the 

severity of their disability. Too often, educators can hear “intellectual 

disability” and assume they should set the bar low and not challenge the 

student as much as they might if they knew their true capabilities. It is very 

easy for these students to fly under the radar and just get by, going through 

the motions with worksheets and coloring books and things like that. But 

students with an intellectual disability can learn, and make progress, no 

matter how severe their disability may be, progress to a certain extent is 

always possible. They have to be pushed, and challenged, and introduced to a 

diverse type of hands-on learning and manipulatives. It can be a fine line 

because of course, you want your child to feel comfortable, have a safe place 

to learn and grow, and not feel badly or shameful about not being on a certain 

level of performance. The importance of real-life application is so great as 

well. Learning math through counting change, looking at the grocery store ads 

for prices and different recipes. Being able to fill out a job application, 

even online these days, skills and tasks like that are great examples of 

learning through real life examples. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Resources: 

Contact info for the podcast: letstalklearningdisabilities@gmail.com 

E-Diagnostic Learning Website: https://ediagnosticlearning.com 

Let's Talk Learning Disabilities Website: https://ltldpodcast.com 

Social: 

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/eDiaglearning/ 

Twitter: @diaglearning 

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/company/diagnostic-learning-services/ 

Instagram: @diaglearning 
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