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Down Syndrome:
The Benefits of

Eor1y Intervention

" Music therapy has been amazing for Jacob. He
has been receiving it since he was 3 months

old. He is now playing the piano and bells. It
has also taught him so much about following

direction and expressive communication. "
- Heidi j. Moore
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by Marianne McGoldrick

Yeagan McGoldrick lay chest-down on the

carpeted living room Hoor. Her physical
therapist and Down syndrome specialist

sat cross-legged in front of her. Letting outa barely audible grunt, Teagan made a feeble

attempt to push her small body upward off the Hoorusing her chest muscles. At only 5 months old, she

had yet to develop much arm strength. The therapist
immediately placed Teagan's hands lust above herdiaphragm, palm-down, so she was torced to push
using her arms. She did not stay up for long, but it
was fantastic progress. .

Weekly therapy sessions have become routine

for the McGoldrick family. Teagan, like many otherchildren with Down syndrome, can and will learn.
She is capable of developing skills throughout her life
- just at a slower pace.

What is Down Syndrome?
Down syndrome occurs when an individual

has three, rather than two, copies of the 21 st
chromosome. This additional genetic material alters

the person's course of development and causes the

characteristics associated with Down syndrome.According to the National Down Syndrome Society
(NDSS), Down syndrome is the most commonly
occurring chromosomal condition, affecting one in
every 733 babies and more than 400,000 people
in the United States. Despite these startling statistics,
the condition still seems to carry a social stigma.

"1 believe the majority of the population [has] low
expectations of people with Down syndrome," says.
Jennifer Carroll, a resource specialist for the National
Down Syndrome Congress. "Their accomplishments,
capacity for learning and joy for living are as wide
and as varied as 'typical' people. People with Down
syndrome are more alike than different."

The majority of Down syndrome children are born
with hypotonia, or low loose muscle tone, which
means muscles do not have the stamina or response
speed to function at a normal level. This, in turn,
causes children with Down syndrome to face delays
in certain areas of development. Thus, it is important

to begin what is called "early intervention" as soon
as possible after birth.

Benefits of Early Intervention
Early intervention is a systematic program of

therapy, exercises and activities designed to help
children with Down syndrome or other developmental

delays. According to the NDSS website, a federallaw called the Individuals with Disabilties Education

Act (IDEA) mandates these services. "The law requires

that states provide early intervention services for all

children who qualify, with the goal of enhancing thedevelopment of infants and toddlers and helping
families understand and meet the needs of their

children." Physical therapy (PT), speech therapy (ST)
and occupational therapy (OT) are the most common

early intervention services for babies with Down
syndrome.



"Most brain development occurs in the first
three years of life. It is important to utilize these
years sO'children have the best foundation
when entering school," says Jennifer Puckett,
owner of Therabeat Inc., a pediatric musical
therapy company located in Canton. "Early

intervention is extremely important to assistin all functional areas, and provide the best
foundation for growing and learning."

Most doctors recommend that OT and

PT services begin by 6 months of age, if not
earlier, and that ST begin by age 1 . "I believe
that children with Down syndrome should
begin therapy as soon as possible," Puckett
says. "The earlier the parents and the children
are given the tools they need to develop to
the best of their ability, the better."

Because children with Down syndrome
have such loose muscle tone, daily activities

such as walking, sitting up, running and
eating are extremely difficult. "My daughter,
[Cheyenne], started in early intervention at 6months and started walking independently at
14 months - very early for Down syndrome
standards," says Stephanie Collins, chairperson

of Families Explaring Down Syndrome, a non

profit organization that brings support to families
with Down syndrome children. "I firmly believethat it would not have been possible had we
not had her in the physical therapy program
from that early age."

Teagan McGoldrick

Loose muscle tone also plays a key role in

depressing fioe motor skills, such as holding
a pencil and writing. This makes physical
therapy even more vital because all children
are required to write their own names before
entering kindergarten. Collins believes that
early intervention makes a substantial .
difference to children with Down syndrome

because it "gives them the edge to get a leg
up and start school at an earlier age than
without it."

Cheyenne began second grade this year,
with some curricular modification. She spends
80 percent of her day in a typical classroom
with her peers. "She works with them on group
projects, social studies, science and extra
'curricular activities like art, music and gym,'!

Collins says. "She goes to a resource ~oom for

reading, writing and math to get one-on-one

instruction to help her better understand andcompete with other students."
Cheyenne is certainly not the only

Down syndrome child to benefit from early

intervention. Heidi J Moore is a parentadvocate for children with disabilities and

the proud mother of Jacob, her 9-year-old
son with Down syndrome. Moore says the
key to success with Down syndrome children
is therapy. Jacob has received PT, ST and OT,
as well as some other nontraditional therapies,
such as music therapy with Puckett. "Music
therapy has been amazing for Jacob," Moore
says. "He has been receiving it sincehe was
3 months old. He is now playing the piano
and bells. It has also taught him so much
about following direction and
expressive communication."

Jacob is included with his third grad~

peers for social studies, science, P.E.,;art and
music. He has a resource room for reading
and is also in a small, self-contained class for

math. "This is a very successful approach for
him with a full-time assistant. His social skills

and communication skills have exploded with
him being included for some of hisc!asses,"
Moore says. "Once again, early intervention is

the key to success for our children in all areas
of life, including education."
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Rebecca Valdez, mother of 13-year-
old Linda, who has Down syndrome, and

member of DSAA agrees with the benefits
of early intervention. "I know that providing
early intervention can be expensive, but the

payoff in terms of producing people who
contribute to society, instead of having to be
institutionalized, is too great to measure - both
financially and in terms of the general health
of our society," she says. "We owe a huge
debt to those parents who fought for these
services for their children back in the 1970s,

and to those parents who keep fighting for
them." .

When Cheyenne was diagnosed with
Down syndrome, a geneticist told Collins
that she personally knew a doctor with Down
syndrome. "She told us this to preface her

very poignant comment: 'The only limitations
your daughter will have are the limitations you
place on her:" Collins says. "I believe this
with all my heart!"

Every child has the ability to succeed in
life, even if it is not readily apparent.
The sky is the limit for Teagan and other
Down syndrome children when given the
appropriate support and opportunities. @

The benefits of early intervention offer

long-term success as well. ~ccording
to the NDSS, an increasing number ofindividuals with Down syndrome are pursuing
postsecondary education after high schooL
"More and more colleges are opening their
doors to adults with disabilities, including
those with Down syndrome," says Dr. John
Langone, a professor in the Department
of Communication Sciences and Special
Education at the University of Georgia.
"~gain, their curriculum may be designed to
meet their needs." .

Many individuals with Down syndrome

are exceeding all expectations. When
Diane Salicetigot involved with the Down
Syndrome Association of Atlanta and began

attending national conferences, she metsome unforgettable individuals with Down
syndrome. "I have met two couples that are
married. I have met a beautiful professional
artist; a golfer whose achievement in the

sport inspired [him] and his familx to form anational organization called 'Golf for Life' for
individuals with disabilities (particularly Down
syndrome); an accomplished musician; and
a professional actor/entertainer. I want this
level of achievement to be the rule for all of

our children with Down syndrome, not the

exception."

According to the NDSS,
an increasing number of
individuals with Down
syndrome are pursuing
postsecondary education
after high school.
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