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Many attempts have been made to define what 
mental retardation is, but the most widely accepted 
definition today is that of the American Association on 
Mental Deficiency (AAMD). It was adopted by the 
Organization in 1973, and it states: 

"Mental retardation refers to significant sub-
average general intellectual functioning existing 
concurrently with deficits in adaptive behavior 
and manifested dur ing the developmental 
period." 

If some of these terms are unfamiliar to you, they can 
be explained as follows: 

SUB-AVERAGE GENERAL INTELLECTUAL 
FUNCTIONING: Falling below 97% of the popu­
lation on standardized tests of global intelligence 
(tests which attempt to measure vocabulary, 
comprehension, memory, reasoning, judgement 
and visual-motor functions). 
ADAPTIVE BEHAVIOR: The ability to adapt to 
and control one's environment, usually defined in 
terms of maturation, learning and social skills. 
DEVELOPMENTAL PERIOD: The period from 
conception to about 16 years of age. 

Since there are varying degrees of mental 
retardation, experts have tried to classify them into 
several different levels. One system of classification 
divides the degrees of mental retardation into three 
classes: educable, trainable and sub-trainable. This 
system of classification has been used in the field of 
education for some time. However, there are some 
negative aspects to it. When a person is classified 

"sub-trainable," the label implies that this individual 
may be so retarded that he can't learn. This is a 
misconception because everyone has the capacity to 
learn. Some just learn more quickly than others. 

Another classification system that is more 
widely accepted and does not have negative connota­
tions is the following: 
Mild: Mildly retarded individuals make up about 89 
percent of all mentally retarded people. With proper 
education and training, they can function indepen­
dently in society with only occasional assistance in 
social, financial and legal matters. 
Moderate: Moderately retarded individuals represent 
about 6 percent of all mentally retarded people. Their 
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mental handicap is usually detected by the time they 
reach school age. With special education and training 
these peop le can usua l ly l ea rn to live semi-
independently in the community in group homes or 
supervised apartments. Some may be able to compete 
in the labor market, while others will be more success­
ful in sheltered employment. 
Severe: Only about 3-1/2 percent of all mentally re­
tarded persons are severely retarded. These people are 
capable of learning how to take care of their daily 
needs like eating, dressing, bathing, toileting, groom­
ing, and personal hygiene. With special training, most 
of them can work productively in supervised settings. 
Some are residents in public and private institutions 
and others live at home or in community-based 
residences. 
Profound: Profoundly retarded individuals constitute 
only about 1-1/2 percent of all mentally retarded 
people. Most of these people are capable of learning 
self-help skills when given highly specialized training. 
The earlier this training is introduced in the lives of 
these people, the more successful their development 
wil l b e . Profoundly r e t a r d e d ind iv idua l s a r e 
sometimes capable of doing work in a sheltered envi­
ronment. They live in institutions, at home or in super­
vised group-home settings. 

Severely and profoundly retarded children are 
for the first time beginning to enroll in public schools 
across the country. Research has proven that these 
children, with proper instruction and support, are 
capable of learning skills and knowledge. Now they 
are finally going to have the opportunity to receive the 
help they need to develop to their full potentials. At 
least they may begin receiving it, if their parents, 
teachers and friends are prepared to work together to 
give it. Severely and profoundly retarded children can­
not be expected to progress, if they only receive instruc­
tion from the school. Training must be carried into the 
home environment as well. Cooperative partnerships 
need to be formed between parents and professionals 
in order to educate severely handicapped students. 

The Parent/Professional Partnership, a series 
of three books, was written for parents, professionals 
and friends who are involved in educating severely 
and profoundly retarded children. Hopefully, by read­
ing the information included in this series, they can 
learn what they need to know to form more coopera­
tive working relationships. 

The first book, The Right to Education: Where 
Are We and How Did We Get Here?, provides a brief 
history of the right to education movement and general 
information about administration and financing of 
public schools. The second book, Classroom Pro­
gramming: What Should Be Taught?, offers detailed 
information regarding educational programming in 
the public schools. The third book, The Partnership: 
How To Make It Work, presents some obstacles to 
productive parent/professional partnerships, and of­
fers suggestions for establishing cooperative working 
relationships. 
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