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Down Syndrome 
CELEBRATING AN EXTRA 
CHROMOSOME

Down syndrome is a birth defect that affects 1 out of 
every 700 babies. It is the most commonly diagnosed 
chromosomal abnormality in the United States. In 
short, Down syndrome is a condition where a baby 
has an extra chromosome. There are some screening 
and diagnostic tests that can tell a mother while she is 
pregnant that her baby may have or definitely has Down 
syndrome. However, some women do not know until 
after their baby is born. 

MORE ABOUT CHROMOSOMES

Chromosomes are small groups of genes in the body, 
responsible for how a baby’s body forms, grows, and 
functions, both inside the womb and once born. A baby 
is typically born with 46 chromosomes, 23 from each 
parent. Babies with Down syndrome have a partial or 
full extra copy of chromosome number 21. This changes 
how the baby’s body and brain develops, causing both 
physical and mental challenges.

TYPES OF DOWN SYNDROME

There are three types of Down syndrome, all having 
similar behavioral and physical characteristics.

Mosaic Down syndrome: This affects 2% of those with 
Down syndrome. While some of their cells have the 
extra copy of chromosome 21, other cells do not. For this 
reason, their challenges may be less noticeable.

Translocation Down syndrome: This affects 3% of those 
with Down syndrome. An extra part or whole part of 

chromosome 21 is present, but it is attached in a different 
place.

Trisomy 21: This covers the remaining 95% of those 
with Down syndrome. Each cell in the body has the 
extra chromosome. 

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

People with Down syndrome often have similar 
characteristics but their abilities vary greatly. Some of 
those characteristics may include:

 » Slower to speak than others

 » Lower IQ 

 » Flattened bridge of the nose

 » Short neck

 » Small ears

 » Almond shaped eyes that slant upward

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.
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 » Small hands and feet

 »  Large tongue

 » Poor muscle tone

 » Loose joints

 » Shorter stature

 » Palmer crease (a single line/crease across the palm 
of the hand)

ADDITIONAL HEALTH CONCERNS

Some babies born with Down syndrome also have other 
congenital birth defects or health problems, either as a 
child or as they age. Some of the common challenges 
they face are:

 » Heart defects

 » Ear infections

 » Hearing loss

 » Eye diseases

 » Obstructive sleep apnea (breathing temporarily 
stops while sleeping)

 » Obesity

 » Gastrointestinal disorders

 » Autoimmune disorders

 » Dementia

RISK FACTORS

Although we know the extra chromosome is the cause 
of Down syndrome, we don’t know why certain babies 
develop the extra chromosome. A mother’s age at 
pregnancy is a known risk factor - women over 35 
years old are more likely to have a baby born with 
Down syndrome. Researchers do not believe any 
environmental or behavioral factors play a role.

Most of the time, Down syndrome is not inherited. 
But there is a gene that parents can pass down that 
increases the chances of Translocation Down syndrome, 
as discussed above. Also, having one child with Down 

syndrome does increase the chances that the parents will 
have another child with it. A genetic counselor is a great 
resource for discussing this possibility or likelihood.

TREATMENT

 » Down syndrome is a lifelong condition and there 
is no treatment to ‘cure’ it. But there are many 
options available to help those with Down syndrome 
reach their full potential. Speech, physical, and 
occupational therapy are extremely helpful in 
improving physical and intellectual abilities.

 » Specialty doctors may be involved, depending on 
other health problems that may be present.

 » Those with Down syndrome are often included in 
regular classrooms but they may also need special 
education classes. It is important to find teachers 
that you trust.

 » There are state and federal programs available for 
children and adults with disabilities.

 » It is very important for people with Down syndrome 
to get routine medical care. Early intervention is key 
to help them maintain a healthy lifestyle.

INTERESTING FACT

In 1866, an English physician named John Langdon 
Down, published an accurate description of the 
condition now known as Down syndrome.

It is important to note that it is ‘Down syndrome,’ not 
‘Down’s syndrome ‘. Adding the apostrophe adds 
ownership to the syndrome, as if Dr. John Langdon 
Down had the condition himself, which he did not. 
The condition is simply named after him.


