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WHAT WE DO
We empower people with Down syndrome to live the life they choose.

Our aims:

To provide a support network for parents and carers of learners with  
Down syndrome.

To increase awareness of Down syndrome within the community.

To unlock the potential of learners with Down syndrome by providing the best practice 
in training and education.



www.dscheshire.org.uk

04

WHAT IS DOWN’S SYNDROME?
Down syndrome, also known as Trisomy 21, is a genetic condition occurring at 
conception. People with Down syndrome have three copies of the 21st chromosome. 
Around one in a thousand babies are born with Down syndrome in the UK. 
Every person with Down syndrome is an individual; just like everyone else they will 
have things they are good at and things that they find harder.
People who have Down syndrome will have some level of learning disability. 
Like everyone, people who have Down syndrome have:

• their own personalities

• things they like and dislike

• things that make them who they are

Terminology

This is Libby. She is a girl with Down syndrome. She is not a Down’s girl.

The correct terminology is a person with Down syndrome.

In the UK we use Down’s syndrome or Down syndrome. The syndrome is named   
after Dr John Langdon Down, the person who first noticed similar traits in    
people who have the syndrome. Across the world it is referred to as  
Down Syndrome or Trisomy 21.

Inappropriate terminology Appropriate terminology

Suffers from OR is a victim of  
Down Syndrome

Has Down syndrome

A Down’s baby/person/child A person/baby/child with Down syndrome 
or who has Down syndrome

Mentally handicapped/backwards Learning disability or intellectual disability

Disease/illness/handicap Condition OR genetic condition

Downs (as an abbreviation) DS (as an abbreviation if necessary)
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THE LEARNING PROFILE OF A LEARNER WITH  
DOWN SYNDROME
Learners with Down syndrome have a specific learning profile. Understanding the 
challenges a person may face and how you can utilise their strengths to compensate 
for these weaknesses is essential; this ensures that the person with Down syndrome 
who you are supporting, can reach their full potential.  

Learners with Down syndrome are not intuitive learners and need to be taught almost 
everything. They find it difficult to transfer skills but they are strong visual learners and 
are very motivated by success.

Strengths
• Kinaesthetic and visual learners 

• Strong visual awareness and visual learning skills 

• Ability to learn and use sign, gesture and visual support 

• Ability to read non-verbal communication such as    

 body language, facial expressions and emotions

• Ability to learn and read the written word 

• Ability to learn from pictorial, concrete and practical materials 

• Keen to communicate and socialise with others 

• Tendency to model behaviour and attitudes from peers and adults 

• Enjoy structure and routine
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Challenges
• Auditory and visual impairment are more common 

•	 Delayed	fine	and	gross	motor	skills,	due	to	hypotonia		 	 	

 and hypermobilty

• Speech and language disorder

• Short term and working memory weaknesses 

• Shorter concentration span 

•	 Difficulties	with	consolidation	and	retention.	

•	 Difficulties	with	generalisation,	thinking	and	reasoning	

•	 Sequencing	difficulties	

•	 Experts	at	using	avoidance	strategies.	A	challenge	for	you!
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SENSORY CONSIDERATIONS
Eyes
Learners with Down syndrome have poor visual acuity even with glasses, learners 
with Down syndrome cannot focus as accurately as a typically developing learner. 
Refocussing is also difficult. To minimise the effort it takes to see any print, ensure  
it is big and bold.

Things to consider:

• Learners to use a bold pen rather than a pencil, as they may be working harder  
 to see the pencil marks rather than focusing on the task.

• Be cautious if using photocopied sheets as they can be too faint.

• Use bold pens when scribing or tracing for a learner and avoid highlighter pens.

• Use wide spaced writing books with bold lines.

• Have individual resources available when tasks require a lot of refocussing such  
 as copying and looking at information on the board or screen.

• Consider positioning in the classroom as the learner will need to have good view  
 of the teacher or the board.

• Use a writing slope as this brings the line of vision higher and reduces eye strain.

• Judging distances can be difficult due to depth perception– e.g. going  
 down stairs.

• Make sure glasses are clean and a good fit. An optician can ensure they do not  
 slip down the nose.
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Ears
Learners are more likely to have a degree of hearing loss so they might not hear the 
beginning or ending of words or all of a sentence. Due to narrow ear canals and nasal 
passages, a child may experience intermittent glue ear if they have a cold.

Things to consider:

• Consider which is the dominant ear / hearing aid side when thinking about   
 positioning in the class or speaking to the learner.

• Sit the learner close to the person speaking.

• Use a soundfield system when appropriate.

• Reduce background noise in the environment when doing intervention work.

• Avoid using “Don’t” as the learner may only hear the word you want to avoid! 
 Instead of saying “Don’t run”, tell the learner what you want them to do instead,  
 ‘Walk please’.

• Use visuals such as signs, symbols, visual timetables and pictures to reinforce  
 the spoken word.
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MUSCLE TONE AND MOTOR SKILLS
Hypotonia, loose muscle and ligament tone affects every muscle. Physical 
developmental milestones may be delayed and both fine and gross motor skills will be 
compromised. Learners will have less control of movement and slower reaction times.
Basic activities are more physically demanding. Balancing and climbing skills may also 
be compromised.

Crossing the midline of the body is difficult and this may require more practice. 
Handwriting can be a challenge and small fingers makes manipulation of objects 
difficult; for example holding a pencil, picking up counters, word cards, or self care for 

feeding, toileting and dressing. 
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Things to consider:

• Sitting for a long time requires effort to remain upright, this can be alleviated   
 by ensuring the learner‘s feet touch the floor when seated or by providing   
 a specialised chair.

• Provide rest breaks or a change of activity to give muscles a rest

• Encourage exercise to improve core stability and shoulder strength

• Think about how you can reduce the demands within a task e.g. sitting with   
 support when on the carpet

• Allow more time for activities e.g. getting changed for P.E. or transitioning   
 between activities

• Use alternatives to writing to show understanding. Consider completing the   
 activity practically or using technology to record evidence.

• Use warm up exercises for the hands before writing

• Use chunky writing implements or grips

• Additional support may be needed for toileting. If the child cannot hold a  
 pencil then they will struggle to manipulate toilet paper, pull up clothing or  
 get dressed

• Consider teaching touch typing as a life skill
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AUDITORY MEMORY AND WORKING MEMORY
Learners with Down syndrome have poor auditory memory, it will take longer for verbal 
information to be processed. Learning from listening will be difficult without visuals 
and repetition. This will affect the learner’s concentration span.

Processing information takes much longer due to poor working memory, numeracy will 
be an area of weakness. Learners may also have difficulties with generalisation and 
categorising items.

Repetition of tasks will be required to consolidate new information, without it, new 

knowledge may not be retained.
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Things to consider:

• Give short verbal instructions in simple, sequentially correct sentences such  
 as “put your coat on, then go out to play” rather than “before you go out to play,  
 put your coat on”.

• Allow extra time for responses, typically waiting at least ten seconds for a reply.

• Do not rephrase the question, the learner may still be processing the first piece  
 of information. Repeat, then simplify if you feel it has not been understood. 

• Support verbal information with visuals.

• Use Makaton signing and/or symbols to make language visual and  
 aid understanding.

• Break learning into small steps with clear goals.

• Practice sequencing skills.

• Practice playing memory games.

• Repetition of learning, revisiting tasks to consolidate learning to long  
 term memory.
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LANGUAGE
Learners with Down syndrome have a language disorder not a language delay, they 
should receive speech and language therapy from a qualified Speech and Language 
Therapist. The quantity and frequency of speech and language therapy should be 
quantified in Section F of  the learner’s EHCP, not Section G.

Language production is difficult; this difficulty remains with them for the rest of their 
life. In times of emotional stress or excitement this may be exacerbated.

Comprehension is much greater than expressive language, do not underestimate 
understanding. Learners with Down syndrome are very good at interpreting  
non-verbal language such as facial expressions, body language and visual cues.
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Things to consider:

• Encourage speech production and model the correct speech.

• Provide alternative ways to demonstrate understanding that aren’t reliant on   
 speech e.g. using pictures, printed words, numeracy equipment such as   
 Numicon or technology. Do not underestimate a learner, their understanding  
 will be greater than their expressive language. 

• Create opportunities to use language e.g. role play.

• Allow extra time for responses, typically waiting at least ten seconds.

• Support confidence when learners are speaking by listening with interest.

• Ensure you know the learner’s speech and language targets and support with  
 appropriate interventions.

• Use Makaton as it acts as a visual support for understanding, even after   
 language skills have developed.

Makaton
Some individuals who have Down syndrome find that Makaton signs and symbols 
help them to communicate. Makaton signs and symbols aid understanding as it 
makes language visual. Makaton allows learners to understand concepts and gives 
an alternative way for the learner to communicate their thoughts, feelings, needs and 
wants. It also offers an opportunity for the learner to show their understanding if their 
reading and writing skills are compromised. This can reduce frustration and promote 
inclusion and independence.
It is very important for staff to attend Makaton training so they are able to support the 
learners communication and understanding.
www.makaton.org

http://www.makaton.org 
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STRENGTHS
Visual and long term memory

Learners with Down Syndrome are fantastic visual learners. Once they have learnt a 
skill then they have very good recall from their long-term memory. 

People with Down syndrome are very good at learning everyday procedures; therefore 
they work well with structure and established routines. Supporting learning with 
visuals helps to reinforce information and understanding and makes good use of 
their visual strengths. If they can see it or do it, then the learner is much more likely to 
retain the information.

Social skills

People with Down syndrome enjoy social interactions and are excellent mimics.  
With their great visual skills they will observe and copy behaviour. Learners are usually 
good at getting their message across despite any language barriers they may have. 
Learners with Down syndrome won’t always learn instinctively, most skills will need to 
be taught.
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Things to consider:

• Provide good role models for the learner to observe and copy.

• Include learners in class as much as possible so they can learn how to  
 behave appropriately.

• Rules may need to be taught as learners may not instinctively know what to do.
  
• Provide opportunities for social interactions with peers.
 
• Consider play time arrangements, ensure the learner has opportunities to get
 actively engaged with other learner’s play. This may require some adult   
 instigation, such as leading a game.

• Some social skills may be delayed and may require additional input to ensure   
 the learner is kept safe. i.e. a learner may not have any danger awareness.

• Learners may need more support at mealtimes to ensure they can cut up  
 their food and choose healthy options.



www.dscheshire.org.uk

18

POINTS TO CONSIDER FROM A LEARNER’S VIEW
Give me some space, I need time to think on my own.

Help me to become independent so I can learn what to do.  
Encourage me to ask for help and to problem solve with support.
I learn best when I succeed, teach me through errorless learning*.
Celebrate my small steps of achievements, I enjoy positive reinforcements. 
Share information with my carers, I find it difficult to say what I have done    
during the day. 
  
Do not reinforce unwanted behaviour by discussing this in front of me,
reinforce appropriate behaviour by celebrating my successes with carers.
 
Remember my learning disability takes no account of my life’s experiences; 
there are some things I am better at than others, just like you!

*Errorless learning is an instructional strategy that gives immediate prompting 
ensuring a learner only responds correctly.

Errorless learning reduces anxiety and helps the learner to understand exactly what 
they have to do; use it especially when teaching skills for the first time.



www.dscheshire.org.uk

19



www.dscheshire.org.uk

20

NUMERACY
• Numeracy is difficult for learners with Down syndrome as it is an  
 abstract concept.

• Difficulties with working memory and language processing make it more   
 challenging to answer worded problems.

• Concrete resources such as Numicon are critical to success as they attach 
 a meaning to numbers  

• Learners will find visual concepts such as graphs and shapes easier to    
 understand as they are visual.

 • Pre number skills such as simple comparisons, matching and categorising can  
 be taught from a very early age.

• Learners need solid understanding of numbers before progressing to more   
 complex numeracy skills. i.e. one to one correspondence, cardinality and   
 recognising and knowing the value of numbers 0-10 before attempting basic  
 addition and subtraction.

• Number processes may be learned but the meaning may not be comprehended  
 so we need to teach it in a practical manner.

• The value of money is very difficult. Use real coins and relate them to the actual  
 value of things.

• When teaching time, teach a digital clock as that is what is needed for life skills,  
 use the language of digital time even on an analogue clock. Look at the passing  
 of time, now and next, how long is 20 minutes, use a calendar to show a day, a  
 month, a year.

• Check answers on a calculator, as this is also a life skill.

• Use resources designed for our learners like Numicon or Maths for Life.
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Numicon

The Numicon approach enables learners to  see how numbers work by using:

Action, Imagery & Conversation…

Action - by handling shapes learners can imagine they are actually handling numbers.

Imagery - developing mental images supports mental calculation.

Conversation - encourages discussion that uses mathematical language.

• Numicon promotes self esteem and confidence.

• It is easier for the learner to see their own mistakes and self-correct.

• It is easier for adults to understand what is causing difficulties by watching  
 the learner make their mistakes, thus enabling you to correct and explain  
 by demonstration.

• The learner can demonstrate what they understand without having to  
 use language.
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MATHS FOR LIFE
Maths For Life - A Differentiated Approach®
The Maths For Life programme provides a differentiated approach to the maths 
curriculum that lays down solid foundations, is framed in practical understanding, and 
delivers the essential maths needed for life.
Founder & Author - Karen McGuigan, Education Consultant

Maths for life has baseline assessments at several levels from early years to functional 
skills, to establish a true picture of the learner’s numeracy skills.

The assessments consist of 50-70 questions and measures the understanding of and 
how independently a learner can use mathematical concepts at the respective level.

The topics include:

• Topic 0: Developing pre-number skills and concepts

• Topic 1: Understanding numbers and the number system

• Topic 2: Using common measures, shapes and space

• Topic 3: Handling information and data

There are text books available to break down these topics into small steps to support 
our learners on their numeracy journey through life.

A subscription gives access to further resources for each topic.
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READING
• Reading is generally a strength for learners with Down syndrome as reading   
 makes language visual.

• It can be used to practise speech and increase vocabulary, teach grammar  
 and sentence structure.

• Learners with Down syndrome can read words by their visual shape,  
 i.e. sight reading.  

• The match, select and name strategy should be used to introduce new  
 words and concepts.

 • Phonics may be more of a challenge as it requires use of speech sounds,   
 working memory and blending.

• It is important to continue to teach phonics to support speech and the  
 learner may apply this learning at a later date, as an additional strategy  
 for decoding words.

• Check comprehension at all stages as learners can learn to read a word without  
 any knowledge of what it means. Comprehension may lag behind, using two   
 books may be useful, one for reading and one for comprehension at the  
 appropriate levels.

• Learners can read even if they are pre-verbal by using Makaton.
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Magic Bag

Sometimes our learners will finish their work quickly or just need to move on so it is a 
good idea to have a bag of resources to hand.  Here are some suggestions of things  
to include:

• Plastic letters; option to have vowels in red and consonants in blue.

• Post it’s; you or the learner can write or draw on them and label things.

• Dry white board and markers for copying an image from the board or drawing  
 some Makaton symbols as a visual aid to reduce working memory demands.

• Words I am learning or high frequency words.

• Stickers and rewards, motivation is the key. 

• Spring loaded scissors to assist cutting.

• Number line, 100 square, beads or counters on string.

• Post box or feely bag, a task is more exciting if you can post it.

• Bubbles for practising crossing the midline or counting.

• Light scarf for slow throwing.

• Speech sounds you are working on.

• Dice for a counting game.



www.dscheshire.org.uk

26

MATCH, SELECT, NAME
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Match

• Match picture to picture to check comprehension then move on to matching  
 word to word.

• Matching is a good way of introducing new vocabulary.

• Choose four words to match. If four is too many, start with two or three, use   
 errorless learning and point to the correct answer to encourage the learner to  
 succeed with new vocabulary.

Select

• This is where we would say ‘which one says…?’ The child would select the correct  
 answer from the choice of two or four.

Name

• Once the learner is selecting the correct word accurately then you can move  
 onto name. 

• What does this say? Learners could say or sign the word.

• Allow time for this as it may take additional time for the learner to recall how to  
 say or sign the word.

 Tips:

 • It is useful to have a box of words I know and words I am learning.

 • This strategy can be used to teach many concepts such as learning   
  shapes, numbers and prepositions.
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BEHAVIOUR
Behaviour difficulties are not part of the specific learning profile for pupils with  
Down syndrome nor are there any behaviour problems unique to pupils with  
Down syndrome. 

It is important to remember that all behaviour is a form of communication and 
behaviours are learnt. 
 
Many challenging behaviours will be related to a child’s frustration in not being able  
to communicate their needs and wants and also related to their level of development. 
A learner may display challenging behaviour if their physical needs are not being  
met, if they are seeking attention, or if they are avoiding something they perceive  
to be a challenge.

Tips To Support Positive Behaviour

• Refer back to learning profile often and think about the demands of the task.

• Notice positive behaviour and comment on it. Learners with Down syndrome   
 respond best to a lot of frequent praise.  

• Give immediate reinforcement or rewards for positive and or expected    
 behaviour. They do not have to be big but attention needs to be given for   
 the things that we want to see repeated.  

• The task should be motivating, the appropriate length of time, and at the right  
 level of difficulty for the child.

 • Give choices whenever possible.  Shall we do this or this first?  This gives the   
 learner some control over what is happening to them.

• Use lots of visual prompts to keep learner engaged. Avoid any misheard words  
 and reduce the demands on working memory.
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• Teach replacement behaviours – What do we want the learner to do instead?  
 If a learner displays a disruptive or harmful habit, we can teach them a more   
 appropriate replacement behaviour instead; this is usually more successful   
 than attempting to stop the behaviour altogether.

• Ensure expected behaviour or rules are clearly understood by child –  
 don’t assume they understand what to do.

• Make sure the learner can communicate their needs with speech, sign, or   
 symbol to stop frustrations from occurring.

• Adults and peers should model positive and expected behaviours. Sitting   
 learners with or near peers displaying good behaviour allows them to copy  
 and learn expected and age appropriate behaviours.

• Use errorless learning when teaching new skills as this helps to reduce anxiety  
 and promote success.

• Working for boards are a great way to motivate throughout a task as you can   
 decide when the rewards are given out and can speed up or extend an activity  
 depending on how it is going.

• Now and next boards help the learner understand what is happening now   
 and then what task will follow; this should reduce their anxiety and in turn any  
 demand avoidant behaviours.

• Traffic lights will work well for transitioning between activities so learners know  
 when it is time to move on.

• Always end work sessions on a positive note. If they are positive at the end they  
 will be more willing to try again in the future.
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BEHAVIOUR STRATEGIES
ABC Charts

An ABC chart is an observational tool that allows us to record information about a 
particular behaviour.

The aim of the chart is to help understand what the behaviour is communicating and 
if there are any triggers; a chart can help you to decide if any of the triggers or task 
demands can be alleviated and if the learner needs to be taught another skill to act in 
a more appropriate manner.

It records Antecedent – what happened before the behaviour?  
Can this identify any triggers?

Behaviour – Say what you see not what you think. i.e. Child banged fists on the table 
not child was angry.

Consequence what happened as a result of the behaviour, what did the adult  
do or say?

• Record ABC information for 2 weeks, this will be useful to look back and see any  
 changes, triggers and patterns of behaviour.

• Develop a behaviour plan so all adults supporting the learner are consistent   
 in their approach in managing behaviour, i.e. ‘Child banged fist on the table,’   
 instead of ‘the child was angry,’ as this is an assumption.

• Often it is the adult’s response to behaviour that needs to change to avoid   
 rewarding unwanted behaviour with attention.
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Behaviour Strategy
Interupt, Ignore, Redirect, Reward

Sometimes challenging behaviour will happen. 
If it does you need to follow the interupt, ignore, 

redirect, reward behaviour strategy.

Interupt
Do the minimum to manage the behaviour to 
prevent injury to others. Do not reprimand 
the person.

1.

Ignore
Ignore the behaviour, not the learner. Continue 
as if the behaviour has not taken place. Do not 
mention the behaviour in any way. Unwanted 
behaviour should not be rewarded with attention.

2.

Redirect
Your message is ''do this instead''. Distract 
the learner by moving on to another activity. 
The unwanted behaviour has not been 

3.

Reward
Behaviour is likely to happen again if it is rewarded. 
Reward positive behaviour constantly!

4.
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WHAT TO DO NEXT
• Teach replacement behaviours so they know how to deal with a situation and   
 practice it.

• Use social stories to reinforce the behaviour you want to see. Do not include the  
 unwanted behaviour, keep social stories positive. 

• Have a behaviour plan to teach peers and inform other staff how to react in  
 a situation.  

• Provide opportunities for praise as soon as possible to encourage  
 positive behaviour. Praise for good listening, sitting, looking and any  
 expected behaviour.

 • Be consistent with rewards and management strategies. These should be   
 immediate rewards as the learner is unlikely to make the link otherwise.

• Be prepared for the behaviour increase in frequency initially as the learner tries  
 harder to gain attention. This is why everyone needs to be consistent and not  
 reward unwanted behaviour with attention.

• Keep a record of the frequency of the behaviour. It may seem like a behaviour   
 is still happening on a frequent basis but it may actually be reducing, so  
 keep persevering.

• Review the behaviour plan on a regular basis.

For more information on promoting positive behaviour and paperwork to support 
a behaviour plan, go to the Down Syndrome Association’s website page on 
understanding behaviour.

https://www.downs-syndrome.org.uk/about-downs-syndrome/lifes-journey/
understanding-behaviour/
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NOTES
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