
Down Syndrome  

Overview 

Down syndrome (sometimes called Down’s syndrome) is a condition in which a child is born 
with an extra copy of their 21st chromosome — hence its other name, trisomy 21. This causes 
physical and mental developmental delays and disabilities. 

Many of the disabilities are lifelong, and they can also shorten life expectancy. However, people 
with Down syndrome can live healthy and fulfilling lives. Recent medical advances, as well as 
cultural and institutional support for people with Down syndrome and their families, provides 
many opportunities to help overcome the challenges of this condition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What causes Down 
syndrome? 

In all cases of reproduction, both parents pass their genes on to their children. These genes are 
carried in chromosomes. When the baby’s cells develop, each cell is supposed to receive 23 pairs 
of chromosomes, for 46 chromosomes total. Half of the chromosomes are from the mother, and 
half are from the father. 



In children with Down syndrome, one of the chromosomes doesn’t separate properly. The baby 
ends up with three copies, or an extra partial copy, of chromosome 21, instead of two. This extra 
chromosome causes problems as the brain and physical features develop. 

  

What are the symptoms of Down syndrome? 

Though the likelihood of carrying a baby with Down syndrome can be estimated by screening 
during pregnancy, you won’t experience any symptoms of carrying a child with Down 
syndrome. 

At birth, babies with Down syndrome usually have certain characteristic signs, including: 

● flat facial features 

● small head and ears 

● short neck 

● bulging tongue 

● eyes that slant upward 

● atypically shaped ears 

● poor muscle tone 

An infant with Down syndrome can be born an average size, but will develop more slowly than a 
child without the condition. 

People with Down syndrome usually have some degree of developmental disability, but it’s often 
mild to moderate. Mental and social development delays may mean that the child could have: 

● impulsive behavior 

● poor judgment 

● short attention span 

● slow learning capabilities 

Medical complications often accompany Down syndrome. These may include: 

● congenital heart defects 

● hearing loss 

● poor vision 

● cataracts (clouded eyes) 

● hip problems, such as dislocations 

● leukemia 



● chronic constipation 

● sleep apnea (interrupted breathing during sleep) 

● dementia (thought and memory problems) 

● hypothyroidism (low thyroid function) 

● obesity 

● late tooth growth, causing problems with chewing 

● Alzheimer’s disease later in life 

People with Down syndrome are also more prone to infection. They may struggle 
with respiratory infections, urinary tract infections, and skin infections. 

 


