
Intellectual
Disability

The information is provided for guidance only,
allowing you to be more informed in your approach
to being a more inclusive coach. No two people are
the same, as such, please ensure your first step is to
speak directly to the person understand their
abilities and goals and never assume. 

Factsheet

What is an Intellectual Disability?
An intellectual disability is a term used when a person has certain limitations in cognitive
functioning and skills, including conceptual, social, and practical skills. 

To be diagnosed with an intellectual disability, two main criteria must be met before the age of
18:

Intellectual Functioning (IQ): This refers to a person’s ability to learn, reason, make
decisions, and solve problems. An IQ score of around 70 or below (where 100 is the
average) typically indicates a limitation in intellectual functioning.
Adaptive Behavior: These are the practical, everyday life skills needed to live independently.
This includes communicating with others, self-care (dressing, bathing), social skills, and
managing safety or money.

Intellectual disabilities can range from mild to profound. Many people with intellectual
disabilities live fulfilling, independent, or semi-independent lives with the right support,
education, and community resources.



Atlantoaxial Instability and Down Syndrome

People with Down syndrome are at an increased risk of developing Atlantoaxial Instability (AAI), a
condition that affects the stability of the upper neck. Approximately 15% of individuals with Down
syndrome will experience this condition at some point in their lives.

For coaches, instructors, and physical activity leaders, it is important to know whether a participant has
been diagnosed with AAI and to make any necessary adaptations to activities to reduce the risk of
injury. Activities that place excessive stress on the head, neck, or upper spine should be carefully
monitored or avoided where appropriate.

There are many different genetic, neurodevelopmental, and environmental conditions that can be
associated with an intellectual disability. Some examples include: Fragile X Syndrome, Down Syndrome,
Williams Syndrome, Prader-Willi Syndrome, Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD), Phenylketonuria
(PKU)

Understanding the Intersection with Autism

It is important to note that neurodevelopmental differences like Autism exist on a broad spectrum. Autism
is not an intellectual disability in itself. Because it is a spectrum, some autistic individuals may also have a
co-occurring intellectual disability, while many others do not and possess average to exceptionally high
intellectual capabilities. Every individual’s profile of strengths and support needs is entirely unique.

Types of Intellectual Disability

General Characteristics of Intellectual Disability

People with an intellectual disability may take longer to learn and may need support to develop new skills,
understand complex information, and interact with other people. 

The level of support an individual needs depends on specific factors. For example, a person with a mild
intellectual disability may only need support with simple tasks, such as joining a sports club. However,
someone with a severe or profound intellectual disability may also have a co-occurring physical disability
and could require full-time care and support with every aspect of their life. 

Some other general characteristics that may be present include:
Muscle laxity (low muscle tone)
Hypermobility at the joints
A tendency for attention to wander



 

For further information and support,
Please visit:
www.specialolympics.ie
www.inclusionireland.ie
www.downsyndrome.ie

How To Support People With An Intellectual Disability 
In Your Coaching Sessions 

The level of support required will vary depending on the individual and their abilities.
Use a variety of coaching methods, including visual demonstrations and visual cues.
Celebrate successes and provide encouragement when challenges arise.
Build routine, structure, and familiarity into sessions.
Plan for additional time where extra support may be needed.
Give clear, concise instructions and repeat them regularly.
Break skills and drills into small steps, demonstrating one element at a
time and progressing gradually.
Use simple trigger words or key phrases to reinforce learning.
Speak directly to the participant whenever possible, involving parents
or carers only when necessary.
Provide accessible, easy-to-read information and use non-verbal
communication methods where appropriate.
When suitable, pair participants with a supportive peer who can
explain activities clearly, patiently, and positively.

activedisability.ie

Special Olympics Participation Requirements
Special Olympics requires athletes to undergo a radiological examination to confirm the absence
of Atlantoaxial Instability before participating in sports or events that may involve:

Hyperextension of the neck
Extreme flexion of the neck
Direct pressure on the neck or upper spine

Sports Requiring Clearance
A radiological examination is required before participation in the following sports and
activities:equestrian sports, artistic gymnastics, diving, pentathlon, butterfly stroke and diving
starts in swimming, high jump, alpine skiing, squat lift, and football, as well as any warm-up or
activity involving excessive flexion, extension, or pressure on the head, neck, or upper spine.
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