
How to Explain Down Syndrome  
to Other People
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What is Down syndrome?
Down syndrome is a genetic condition that causes delays in physical and 
intellectual development. Individuals with Down syndrome have 47 chromo-
somes instead of the usual 46. Each person with Down syndrome is unique 
and has different abilities. Down syndrome occurs in all races, nationali-
ties, religions, and regardless of socioeconomic status. 

What causes Down syndrome?
In the human body, each cell usually has 23 sets or 46 chromosomes. When Down syndrome occurs, an individual has an additional 
or an additional partial copy of the 21st chromosome. This extra genetic material alters the course of development and causes the 
characteristics associated with Down syndrome. It’s a genetic condition with no known cause.

What are the signs of Down syndrome?
A few of the common physical traits of Down syndrome are low muscle tone, small stature, an upward slant to the eyes, and a single 
deep crease across the center of the palm. Every person with Down syndrome is a unique individual and may possess these charac-
teristics to different degrees or not at all. All people with Down syndrome experience cognitive delays, and the effect is usually mild 
to moderate.

How is Down syndrome diagnosed?
Down syndrome is usually identified at birth or shortly after. Initially, the identification is based on physical characteristics. The 
diagnosis must be confirmed by a chromosome study called a karyotype. A doctor takes a blood sample for a karyotype test and then 
photographs the child’s chromosomes and groups by size, number, and shape. A genetic test called FISH can also diagnose Down 
syndrome.

It can also be diagnosed before birth with prenatal screens or diagnostic tests. The National Down Syndrome Society (NDSS) states 
that prenatal screens estimate the chance that your baby will have Down syndrome, while “diagnostic tests, on the other hand, can 
provide a definitive diagnosis with almost 100% accuracy.”

How common is Down syndrome?
Down syndrome is the most commonly occurring chromosomal condition. According to the CDC, 1 in every 700 babies is born with 
Down syndrome. In 2008, the CDC estimates there were 250,700 children, teens, and adults living with Down syndrome in the U.S. The 
only known risk factor for Down syndrome is older women becoming mothers. The NDSS states, “A 35-year-old woman has about 
a 1 in 350 chance of conceiving a child with Down syndrome, and this chance increases gradually to 1 in 100 by age 40.” Since many 
women are delaying childbirth, the organization also anticipates an increase in babies born with Down syndrome. 

https://www.ndss.org/about-down-syndrome/down-syndrome/
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/birthdefects/downsyndrome.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/birthdefects/downsyndrome.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/birthdefects/downsyndrome/data.html
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What services does Fraser provide for people with Down syndrome?
Fraser offers a variety of services for children, teens, and adults with Down syndrome. 
• A family can reach out for an evaluation to determine appropriate services.
• A family can enroll their infant, toddler, or preschooler in Fraser School®, an inclusive early childhood center serving children 6 

weeks to 6 years of age.
• Fraser Pediatric Therapy services include occupational therapy (to improve fine and gross motor skills); speech-language 

therapy (to improve language and communication skills); physical therapy (to improve mobility, strength, and coordination); and 
feeding therapy (to manage eating or oral challenges).

• Family therapy and therapy for parents is also available for families with children who have a co-occuring mental health diag-
nosis. 

• Case Management services help individuals and families access services and support.
• Fraser Community Living offers residential homes and independent living apartments for teens and adults with Down syndrome.

For information, please call Fraser at 612-861-1688 or visit fraser.org.
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