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Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board 

Joins Campaign to Change “Mental Retardation” to 
“Intellectual Disability” 

 
The Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board is participating in a nation-wide campaign 
to help change the expression “Mental Retardation” to “Intellectual Disability.” 

Effective May, 2008, the Board will refer to all individuals who previously met the clinical 
diagnosis of “mental retardation” as individuals with “intellectual disability.” 

For thousands of people so diagnosed, the terms “retarded” and “mentally retarded” are today 
considered negative and sometimes cruel. 

In the words of Erin Thompson, a 21-year-old member of The Arc, the world’s largest 
community based organization of and for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities:  

“I don’t like the way “mentally retarded” makes me feel and I especially don’t like how the word 
‘retarded’ is used to put people down. In the dictionary, under the word ‘retarded,’ one of the 
definitions says ‘a person who is stupid, obtuse or ineffective.’ I am none of those things and 
neither are any of my friends who have intellectual disabilities.” 

According to the American Association on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities 
(AAIDD), “Intellectual disability is a disability characterized by significant limitations both in 
intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior as expressed in conceptual, social, and practical 
adaptive skills. This disability originates before the age of 18.” 

AAIDD expands on the new definition: “The term intellectual disability covers the same 
population of individuals who were diagnosed previously with mental retardation in number, 
kind, level, type, and duration of the disability and the need of people with this disability for 
individualized services and supports. Furthermore, every individual who is or was eligible for a 
diagnosis of mental retardation is eligible for a diagnosis of intellectual disability.” 

The Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board will continue to be required to use the 
words “Mental Retardation” for official program titles until a pending bill is finalized in 
Richmond. 



 

 

In March, 2008, Senate Bill 620 was passed in the Virginia House and Senate to change the 
words to “Intellectual Disability.” However, a “re-enactment clause” was added and the bill will 
only become law if the General Assembly passes it again in 2009 and the Governor signs it. A 
“re-enactment clause” requires the General Assembly to reaffirm the legislation. 

The Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board partners with individuals, families, and the 
community to empower and support Fairfax-Falls Church residents with or at risk of 
developmental delay, intellectual disability, mental illness and alcohol or drug abuse or 
dependency. 

For more information on services for individuals with intellectual disabilities offered through the 
Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board, visit the web site at: 
http://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/csb/mrs/mrsmain.htm. 
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