Unit 1: Introduction
a) Specific learning profile
Children with Down syndrome are not just developmentally delayed but have a specific
learning profile with characteristic strengths and weakness. It is vital that this is recognised
in order that the most appropriate strategies are used so that children with Down syndrome
are able to develop their knowledge, learn new skills and be included into school as
effectively as possible.

HOW DOWN SYNDROME AFFECTS LEARNING

Hearing difficulties

Speech & Language impairment

70% of children
experience conductive
hearing loss – glue
ear.

Difficulties in the following areas:

Weak comprehension skills.
15% have permanent
sensori-neural
hearing loss.
More difficulty
listening to whole class
input & discriminating
between similar sounds –
learning & using phonics
can be problematic.

Weak short term
auditory/working
memory

Weak generalisation, thinking and reasoning.

Difficulty memorising
sequences, retaining
instructions, learning
new vocabulary
and information.
More difficulty
transferring recently
learnt information to
long term memory.

The ability to learn
to read & use the
written word.
Learn well from
demonstration & visual
resources – pictures,
photos, diagrams,
symbols, concrete
materials, ICT.

PUPIL
Strong visual, kinaesthetic learner.
A desire and ability to learn from peers,
to imitate and take their cue from them.
Social & empathetic.

(Listening memory).
Weak consolidation and
retention skills.

The ability to learn
& use sign & gesture.

Fine & gross motor
difficulties
Caused by low muscle
tone/loose ligaments
as well as poorer
messaging systems.
Affects ability to record
work, access physical
activities & resources.

Short
concentration
span
Difficulty staying
on task &
muliti-tasking.
More distracted
by other factors.
Tire more easily.

Self-help skills delayed.

Visual difficulties –
for all pupils
to some degree
All children have poor
visual acuity – soft focus
& 80% have poor focusing
skill at close range up
to 25cm. Bifocals are
recommended
Difficulties in the
following areas:
Writing using pencil on
faint blue lines, reading
fonts less than 18pt, coping
with text/diagrams/pictures
which are too busy, detailed
or have little contrast.

Areas of strength – kinaesthetic and visual learners
• Strong visual awareness and visual learning skills.
• Ability to learn and use sign, gesture and visual

support.

• Ability to learn and use the written wor d.
• Ability to learn from pictorial, concrete & practical materials.
• Keen to communicate and socialise with others.
• Tendency to model behaviour and attitudes from peers and adults.
• Structure & routine.
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Hearing can
fluctuate or be
permanently reduced.

learning from listening, coping with longer
sentences, understanding unfamiliar, new
or subject specific vocabulary, word finding;
forming sentences; speech articulation,
understanding instructions.

Strong Visual
learning skills
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Factors that inhibit learning
• Auditory and visual impairment.
• Delayed motor skills – fine and gross.
• Speech and language impairment.
• Short term and working memory weaknesses.
• Shorter concentration span.
• Difficulties with consolidation and retention.
• Difficulties with generalisation, thinking and reasoning.
• Sequencing difficulties.
• Avoidance strategies.
Visual and kinesthetic learners
Because many children with Down syndrome have a strong tendency to copy or mimic others,
they learn well from mixing with typically developing peers. These act as good role models in
terms of speech and language, set standards for appropriate behaviour and demonstrate new
skills from which the child with Down syndrome can learn.

Fine motor skills
Many children with Down syndrome have particular difficulties with fine motor skills. In
addition to hypotonia, the fingers are often short and the thumb set low down. This, together
with motor processing and sensory integration difficulties, affects their level of dexterity,
manipulation and hand-eye coordination. These in turn affect their ability to hold and control a
pen or pencil, use scissors or manipulate small objects. See Unit 6 for further information on
developing fine motor skills.
Speech, language and communication
Children with Down syndrome respond to sign extremely well with many learning to sign words
before they are able to speak. Signing acts as a bridge towards developing their language
and communication and reduces frustration.
All early years settings who have a child with Down syndrome should seek training on signing
from their local speech and language therapist.
Concentration
Many children with Down syndrome have shorter attention and concentration spans than their
typically developing peers. They tend to be more easily distracted and have difficulty focusing
on more than one task at a time. Many may find it hard to cope with longer sessions. Others
may be unable to concentrate if there is a high level of background noise or movement.
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In general, children with Down Syndrome benefit from a range of short, finite activities
interspersed with short breaks.
The aims of inclusion
Regular opportunities to learn, interact and play alongside typically developing peers gives
children with Down syndrome the role models they will need to encourage them to develop
age-appropriate behaviour.
Often a child with Down syndrome is placed in a lower ability set or group due to the level of
their learning. However, if the child with Down syndrome will copy or become distracted by any
inappropriate behaviour in the group, it may be more effective to place them in a group where
the behaviour is more appropriate.

a) Good inclusive practice
Unless there are compelling reasons for keeping children in a nursery or reception
class for an extra year, children with DS should be placed in age appropriate classes
and moved up with their peer group each year.
Under no circumstances should children be separated from their friends by keeping
them back part way through their school career. Where there are concerns about
curriculum access, schools should seek advice on differentiation.

As direct support is reduced, more time should be given by the teaching assistant to
planning with the class teacher and to the preparation of differentiated teaching materials.

Schools should ensure that every child receives direct input from a qualified teacher on
a regular basis. Under no circumstances should total responsibility for a child’s teaching
programme be left to a teaching assistant .
Wherever possible, support should be offered in the classroom
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b) Creating an inclusive school

Inclusive schools welcome diversity and are committed to improving outcomes for all
pupils. They have a ‘can do’, problem solving approach and are led by Senior Leadership
Teams who believe in enabling all pupils to reach their full potential.
The inclusive school is one where:
• The classroom climate is as important as the curriculum.
• The environment is warm, positive and accepting.
• All students are made to feel good about themselves.
• Students learn respect and tolerance of one another.
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• Students learn ways of working together so everyone can participate.
Every teacher in an inclusive school:
• Accepts responsibility for the learning of all students in their classes.
• Has accurate assessment information on each pupil in their class.
• Has a thorough knowledge of each pupil and understands how they learn best.
• Works towards the full participation of all pupils.
• Involves the peer group in meeting the needs of individual pupils.
• Celebrates the achievement of all pupils.

a) Language development in Down syndrome
Learning to talk is one of the most important things that children do. It is the basis of their
social, emotional and cognitive development. Consequently, progress in learning to talk
will benefit every other aspect of the child’s life.
For pupils with Down syndrome, speech and language skills are often significantly
delayed, more so than their non-verbal abilities. Research has identified a specific profile
of speech and language delays and difficulties associated with Down syndrome.
Many children with Down syndrome experience some hearing loss, especially in the early
years. Over 50% are likely to have a conductive loss due to glue ear, frequent upper
respiratory tract infections. These infections tend to be exacerbated by the small sinuses
and narrow ear canals typically found in children with Down syndrome.
If the child you are working with does not respond to verbal instructions, it is important to
determine if, they are ignoring you, they don’t understand what you are saying or they are
simply unable to hear. Remember, hearing may fluctuate on a day to day basis, so monitor
the child’s responses carefully and get professional help if in doubt.
Because of their poor working memory, children with Down syndrome have greater
difficulty than their peers with:
• Processing and remembering spoken words.
• Repeating back what has been heard.
• Understanding and responding to spoken language.
• Following verbal instructions.
• Learning abstract or unfamiliar vocabulary.
• Remembering rules and routines.
• Developing organisational skills.
• remembering sequences or lists.
• Sequencing thoughts and ideas.

b) Strategies to promote language
To reduce the effects of any hearing loss, children with Down syndrome should be placed
near the front of the class and background noise kept to a minimum.
To gain the pupil’s attention, use his/her name before giving an instruction or asking a
question. It is also essential to maintain eye contact and use visual cues such as pictures,
signs and/or exaggerated facial expressions to support speech.
During whole class and group discussion support verbal input in visual form, using keywords
on flash cards, symbols or drawings.
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The teacher should speak clearly and directly to the child, taking care over similarly sounding
words such as ‘trees’ and ‘cheese’. It is also essential to speak slowly and deliberately
emphasising the key words. The more complex words may be broken down and each syllable
stressed. For example, say ‘spi-der, dra-gon-fly’. Allow for more time to process and organise all
of the sounds in words.
When teaching more complex words this strategy is useful and words can be tapped out to
emphasise each syllable. This will not only help and improve sound awareness but will also
encourage slower speech and help articulation.
Keep records of the child’s receptive and expressive language and ensure that their true abilities
are not underestimated. Observe and write down the gestures, signs and words that the child
already uses.
Ask the parents to do the same at home and compare the lists.
Listen and respond to all of the child’s communications. When speech is unclear use the
technique of agreeing with the child by saying, either, “Tell me that again. I didn’t understand”,
or use “Ah, you said….”, with a question in your voice. Each of these allows you to take the
blame and gives the child the opportunity to correct you. Failing that, ask the child to show by
signing what they mean.
Give them time to organise their thoughts and find the words they want to use. Count to 30
before jumping in.
Use styles of conversation that will encourage them to expand on and develop their verbal
contribution. Try to avoid closed questions that require only a one word answer. Instead of,
“Did you like the story?” say “Tell me the best part of the story.”
Give choices. Instead of “Where were you when you lost your book?” try “Where’s your book?
On the floor? In your tray?”.
Simplify your language whenever you can. Try to use key words in a sentence e.g. saying “Come
here” instead of “Come closer so that I can hear what you are saying”. Try to avoid negatives
and say what you want the child to do. Instead of “Don’t stand up,” say, “Sit down.”
Back up words with gestures e.g. finger to lips and “Shhh” instead of “Stop talking and get on
with your work.” Use signs and reading activities to support all speech work.
Repeat individually any instructions given to the class as a whole. Check the child has
understood by asking them to repeat back what you said.

Unit 3:

Give the child with Down syndrome opportunities to practice their language in situations that are
meaningful for them. Wherever possible, encourage them to take the lead e.g. giving
instructions to their peers as teacher’s helper.
To improve short term auditory memory: Play memory games such as “I went to market and I
bought...” Teach rehearsal techniques e.g. repeating sub vocally an instruction as they
complete a task or take a message. Give verbal instructions such as give me the book and the
pencil from a choice of three objects. Play barrier games. Kim’s Game – lay out a few objects
then remove one and ask the child what is missing. Play pairs using picture or word matching
or picture/word matching.
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c) Using sign to facilitate language development
Children who cannot say what they want or how they are feeling may develop inappropriate
behaviours. Visual prompt cards or cards showing feelings may empower the child to
communicate their needs visually before they can do it verbally.
Children with Down syndrome are particularly skilled in learning to use gestures long
before they can talk. First words are typically delayed even when early vocabulary is
understood. Being able to sign means children are able to communicate more effectively and
thus frustration is reduced.
Ideally, signing systems such as Makaton or Signalong should be introduced before the
child starts school. However, it is important that parents and school staff are familiar with the
child’s signing system and can back it up both at home and in school.
Signs help children to use new words while their speech is still difficult to understand. Signs
are a bridge to speaking and will be needed less as speech develops. As long as adults
talk as they sign, signing will not delay speech development.
Example of communication book – using symbols to describe emotions and feelings:
Children who sign have been found to acquire larger spoken vocabularies than those who
don’t.

d) Teaching reading to teach talking
Printed words, unlike speech and signing, are permanent and remain present for as long is
necessary to process them for meaning.
Print can be used from as early as two years of age to support language learning. Many
children with Down syndrome begin to read at an early age and can remember printed
words with ease.
Reading to children with Down syndrome and teaching them to read may be the most
effective way to develop speech and language skills from infancy right through the school
years.
Reading can help develop sound awareness for example words such as sun and fun can
be more easily differentiated visually than by the auditory route. Additionally, we can teach
the concept of the initial sound or the sound at the beginning of a words speech at the level
of sounds, whole words or sentence production.
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Every area of the curriculum should be viewed as an opportunity to develop new vocabulary and
use that to teach and practice sentence structure and grammar.

Unit 4: Accessing the
Curriculum
a)

An introduction

Differentiation calls for the modification of curriculum objectives and learning outcomes, of activities,
resources and forms of assessment. Each needs to be matched to the pupil’s individual abilities
and needs, strengths and weaknesses, learning styles and developmental stage. A basic
knowledge and awareness of the learning profile of pupils with Down syndrome therefore also is
important.
This all requires good planning and liaison between teachers and support staff to help prepare and
differentiate materials.
For the pupil to feel valued as an equal member of the class, the teacher should be involved in the
differentiation: or at the very least there needs to be effective communication in place between the
teacher and the TA, so the TA is aware of the content of the lesson and appropriate objectives in
order to prepare differentiated materials and resources.
If neither the pupil or the TA know what to expect, and with the TA differentiating “on the hoof”, then
the TA’s role becomes compensatory rather than complementary, and ultimately it is the pupil who
misses out.
Attitudes to work can be affected, which can then result in behaviour issues. The blame
consequently tends to fall on the pupil, who is judged to be “difficult”, when in fact; they are reacting
to an unrealistic situation placed upon them.
In addition, if the work has been suitably differentiated, then the pupil should be able to complete it
with relatively little 1 – 1 support from the TA which frees him/her up to support other pupils in the
room or to prepare further differentiated resources for future lessons whilst also providing an
opportunity for the pupil to work in a more independent way.
Differentiation is thus an integral part of effective teaching practice for all pupils, enabling them to
work at their own level and pace, make progress and achieve.

b)

Planning for differentiation

Pupils with Down syndrome develop, progress and learn new skills at a slower pace than their
peers. The gap therefore, between their levels of attainment and development and those of their
peers therefore widens with age, and accessing the curriculum can become more problematic as
pupils travel through the key stages.
Handing the TA the schemes of work and planning at the beginning of each half term will mean that
the TA will have a fair idea of what is going to be coming up over the course of the next block of
lessons. In this way, too, the teachers demonstrate that they consider the TA’s as colleagues.
Teaching Assistants are there to support the teacher after all, not just the pupil, and so the teachers
need to value that support.
Basically, teachers need to ask themselves the question: What one thing do I want the pupil to get
out of this lesson? And have that as the learning objective for the pupil.
The fact that a pupil with Down syndrome may be working at a very different level from their peers
does not mean that the subject or topic they are working on has to be different.
For example, in Key Stage 2 Science Life processes, a pupil with Down syndrome may simply be
learning that people & pets need food and plants need water to stay alive, whilst the class are
learning that plants/animals need air and food to make energy to live and excrete waste.
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Generally speaking, for a pupil with Down syndrome, to access activities and lessons, learn new
skills, develop their knowledge and be (and feel) included in the class, the curriculum will need to
be adapted or modified.
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KEY PRINCIPLES FOR DIFFERENTIATION

CONTENT
• Decide upon the main focus – concept/key word – you wish the pupil to learn.
• Look at the pupil’s level of language to help you decide.
• Look at level descriptors below the standard key stage and at programmes of study from earlier key
stages to give you ideas.
• Check content relates to previously acquired knowledge & skills.
• Try to reflect points from the pupil’s IEP.
• Ensure you provide opportunities for pupil’s personal skills, such as independence & cooperation with
peers, to be developed.

APPROACH & CONTEXT
• Ensure learning objectives are broken down into small steps.
• Ensure they are clearly focused & short.
• Use familiar & meaningful material.
• Build in additional repetition & reinforcement.
• Choose appropriate contexts – whole class, small group or partner.
• Choose appropriate level of support – TA, peer or teacher.
• Consider learning outcomes at the same time as planning tasks.

PRESENTATION
• Remember pupils learn best through a multi-sensory approach – seeing, copying, doing, feeling.
• Present all work visually – print, diagrams, pictures, photos, symbols.
• Ensure oral instructions are reinforced visually.
• Use concrete & practical materials whenever possible.
• Use simple & familiar language. Keep instructions short & concise.
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• Teach key words & subject specific vocabulary.

RESPONSE & ASSESSMENT
• Ensure that the methods of response expected are realistic & appropriate.
• Provide alternative means of recording – ICT, pictures, digital camera, flash cards, sentence strips or stickers.
• Provide lists of words within the pupil’s sight vocabulary, including key words, to aid free writing.
• Decide how progress will be monitored and recorded.
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a) Introduction
For most children with Down syndrome, reading is a strength. Reading not only provides an
area of the curriculum where many children with Down syndrome can excel in school, but it is
also a skill that many children continue to develop to a useful and practical level, enabling
them to become more independent and more able to integrate into the community as they
grow up.
Print can be looked at for as long as needed to help with processing and retention,
overcoming difficulties with auditory short term memory. It can:

b) Learning to read
In the early stages of reading, most typically developing children learn to read initially
through a logographic approach; learning whole words by sight or their visual pattern. They
then progress to an alphabetic or phonological approach – learning by listening to sounds
and beginning to use letter/sound correspondences to decode or break words into separate
sounds in order to read and spell them. As good visual learners, children with Down
syndrome make considerable progress in the sight recognition or logographic stage and
are often able to build up an impressive sight vocabulary of words, but they can struggle
with the transfer to the alphabetic or phonological stage, often relying on logographic visual
memory strategies to maintain their progress in reading.
Difficulties with learning from listening generally, as well as possible hearing problems,
auditory discrimination, processing and problem solving skills, make learning to read
through a phonological route harder for many children with Down syndrome, but unless they
acquire these additional strategies, their reading progress will eventually slow down or even
stop.

c) Getting started
Matching pictures
In the early years teaching reading should begin when the child can understand 50 or
more spoken words and involves matching, selecting and naming skills. It is therefore important
to ensure first of all that your child can match objects and then pictures together
successfully. Photos or pictures of familiar everyday objects and family members are ideal.
Matching words
Once they can match pictures, proceed to matching words together. These first words must be
familiar and within the child’s understanding. Many of the high frequency words from given
lists will have little meaning for the young child with Down syndrome, especially if used in
isolation. This is because children with Down syndrome have delayed speech and
language and their vocabulary will be smaller than their typically developing peers.
Choose a small number of words e.g. 2 to 4, which are familiar and important to the child,
e.g. family names and familiar objects. Put the words onto a Lotto board and make an identical
set of separate flash cards. Initially, you could provide photographs to accompany the flash
cards, to ensure the child understands their meaning. The picture can be placed on the
Lotto board above the word. Ask the child to match an identical flashcard to the words on
the Lotto board. Proceed to removing the picture and ask the child to match the words only.
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Many children with Down syndrome however, can and do learn to apply some level of
phonic knowledge to their reading and spelling, but they usually learn these skills later and
at a slower rate than their typically developing peers. For many pupils, it is often around
year 4 that they begin to apply their phonological skills to their reading although this does
vary from child to child.
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Match, Select, Name
• Child matches words together. You say “This says mummy, can you find one the same “Put
mummy with mummy”.
• Child selects words on request – i.e. you say “Give me Mummy”. The child selects the correct
word, (Mummy) and gives it to you.
• Child names the words – i.e. you point to or hold up a word and ask “What does this word say?”
The child says or signs the word.
Have handy a post box or wicker basket into which the child can “post” the flash card – or even use
the toy lorry in the sand tray if more motivation is needed! Make it fun!
Make individual home made books based on the child’s interests and experiences. Ask parents to
provide photos of any weekend or holiday activities, building up the words into short phrases as
appropriate.
Gradually include some of the more abstract high frequency words such as “I”, “to”, “and”, “my”
etc. Make books based around the child’s interests – e.g. “I like.” “I go”.
Continue to teach and reinforce the words through Word Lotto boards.
As well as home made books, create topic books which can be used to teach category words e.g.
furniture, animals or transport. Extend them to include whole class topics differentiated to the child’s
level. Practising proper sentences in reading, helps the child learn to use function words and
increasingly correct grammar in speech.

d) Summary of progression
•

Single word.

•

Phrases.

•

Sentences.

•

Personalised books for everyday routines.

•

Books with less familiar sequence of stories.

•

Target grammar and syntax.

Start to link reading with early writing skills and sentence construction – ask the child to sequence a
sentence using flashcards from their sight vocabulary by copying a phrase from one of their books.
When the pupil can do this, cover the phrase under the picture and ask them to construct the
sentence with their flash cards using the picture prompt alone.
Introduce commercial reading books alongside personalised books. These should have
uncomplicated stories and ideas with meaningful vocabulary in simple, short phrases and have clear
illustrations.
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It can be helpful to make extension activities and personalised books to simplify a story or
reinforce some of the words and characters used in the commercial reading books.
Continue to target comprehension by asking questions about the story – provision of written
questions with a choice of written answers – cloze procedure – will avoid any difficulties the child
has with expressive language and help overcome memory problems.
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e) Introducing phonics
The teaching of phonics is now a central part of the Government’s approach to the teaching of
reading.
Although children with Down syndrome have more difficulty learning phonological skills, many
young children are motivated and able to learn letter sounds through signing and picture prompt
schemes that use a very visual approach such as Jolly Phonics or Alphabats. They should
therefore, still access the group phonic/letter and sound sessions alongside their peers. This will
not only introduce them to early phonics which will be of use to them at a later stage in their
reading, but it will also provide valuable practice in developing their articulation and speech
sounds and mean they are included into a regular whole class activity.
Use as many visual and kinaesthetic strategies as possible such as pictures, actions and sign,
music, magnetic or plastic letters, Jolly phonics, cued articulation, picture sound cards as well
as computer software such as First Keys Plus, Wordshark etc.
Provide an array of objects that can be sorted into their initial sounds into labelled pots –
e.g. child places a model pig, a pencil and pin into a pot labelled with the Letter P.
Sort words they can read from their sight vocabulary into groups beginning with the same initial
letter; use a posting box to make it fun.
More focused phonic work should be gradually introduced, once the child has a sight
vocabulary of approximately 50 words. Link all phonic work to the child’s sight vocabulary, using
words the child can read.
Teach initial sounds, graduating to CVC words and simple blends.
Teach simple word families with similar beginnings and endings – onset and rime
is particularly good for children with Down syndrome. Don’t lose heart if progress is slow.
Persevere and they will eventually cotton on.
Daily practise both with sight words and phonics is essential.
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Developing reading for pupils with Down syndrome will not only open doors into the world of
print, but it is also a powerful tool for developing speech and language skills and accessing the
curriculum. In addition, it develops self-esteem and opens up more opportunities to live more
independently in the wider community.

Unit 6:
Developing
Writing Skills
The development of fine motor skills in children with Down syndrome usually follows the
same pattern as that of typically developing children but with some delay. They therefore
reach milestones later than their peers but also tend to perform skills less well, although
there is a wide range of variability, with some yr. 7 pupils for example, able to write
homework and a learning objective down accurately in a similar way as their peers whilst
other pupils will need a significant amount of support and a different approach to achieve
this. Difficulties are especially noticeable in the early years and primary age range, but
tend to decrease over time. As the children grow older, most are able to achieve a perfectly
adequate level of dexterity to enable them to participate in everyday life.
All motor skills improve with practice. Every time we perform a particular motor sequence
or movement, the neural pathway (the connections made between the brain and the
muscles involved) is reinforced again and again and we get better at performing the
movement. Also, the more we use our muscles the stronger they become. It is vital
therefore that children are given additional and appropriate practice and encouragement,
from an early age, to develop their skills as much as possible. For some children with
extreme finger and hand weakness, advice from an occupational therapist or specialist
teacher for pupils with physical difficulties may be helpful.
There are several reasons why children with Down syndrome may have delayed motor
development:
Possible causes of delay 1: Cognitive skills
Possible causes of delay 2: Hypotonia
Possible causes of delay 3: Loose joints and ligaments
Possible causes of delay 4: Hand formation

b) How to develop fine motor skills
Improving skills 1: Stability
Good seating and positioning are critical in providing the stability needed to keep one part
of the body still while moving another e.g. writing, tying laces.
Improving skills 2: Hand exercises
Before, during and after activities, encourage the child to do a variety of exercises
to increase awareness of their hands and fingers, stimulate or relax them and restore blood
flow.
Improving skills 3: Strengthening activities for wrists and hands
It can be useful for the younger child to have a collection of items specifically chosen in order
to improve strength in wrists and hands and improve finger dexterity. These can be contained
in a brightly coloured box and offered at times when your child has finished their activity
earlier than their peers or simply needs a change of activity.
Improving skills 4: Activities to develop perceptual skills & hand-eye co-ordination
Improving skills 5: Cutting
Cutting is a higher-level fine motor skill and often popular: There are also many commercial
books with cutting templates which can be photocopied.
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a) Fine motor development
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c)

Letter formation

Learning to form letters independently can be a slow process for many children with Down
syndrome. Some children with Down syndrome may be more reluctant to practice. They may also
be aware that their progress is slower than that of their peers
Ensure your child understands “up” and “down” and “round” and can draw a range of different
marks on paper – Beery (1989) and Maeland (1992) found that being able to copy eight shapes was
significant in the child being able to write. These are:
• Horizontal line.
• Vertical line.
• Circle.
• Right angled cross.
• Diagonal lines.
• Square.
• Diagonal cross.
Many children learn to trace over letters well but some then have considerable difficulty transferring
this skill to forming letters independently especially if allowed to trace over letters for a long period.
It is important therefore to encourage them when ready, to move to independent writing as quickly
as possible, even if this is only learning to write a few words from their sight vocabulary such as
family names.
To increase learning experiences and keep the pupil motivated, use a wide range of multisensory
activities and materials as alternatives to pencil and paper:
• Make letters with play dough. (Initially, make the letter on top of a large printed letter).
• Practice letter shapes using shaving foam, gloop, sand, finger paint and sand paper.
• Draw the shape of a letter/number in the air and / or on their backs before writing it on paper.
• Chalk on playground.
• Shine a torch on a wall.
• Offer large plastic letters such as Rol’nWrite where a small ball is placed on the starting point
of the plastic letter – as indicated by the arrow – which then rolls along the groove, tracking
the correct formation. Children can run their finger along the groove in imitation.
• Offer different types and thickness of writing implements.
• Try pencil grips or chunky triangular pencils.
• When writing over/in between letters – keep work large.
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• Encourage the child to draw in between the outlines of large printed letters.
• Trace over or write on top of the letters using a different coloured pencil or crayon.
• Indicate with a green and red dot on each letter where to start and stop.
• Teach child to write short, familiar words from their sight vocabulary.
• Offer a flashcard from which they can copy until they remember to spell the
word(s) independently.
• Complete a dot to dot version of the word (Jardotty is a helpful resource available
from Jarman handwriting).
• Provide widely spaced lines to allow for the child’s larger printing.
• Ensure the lines are bold and dark to help with visual focusing and orientation.
• Squares on paper – the child writes each letter in a box – the boxes help with
consistency of letter size, writing horizontally and word spacing. The size of the
squares can be reduced over time and gradually phased out as skills develop.
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d) Writing phrases
Writing is a highly complex task including many skills in addition to hand-eye co-ordination, and is a
result of motor, sensory, perceptual and cognitive processes working together.
In addition to fine motor delay, children with Down syndrome have a smaller vocabulary, have
difficulties putting words together to sequence a sentence correctly, and more problems
retaining that information for long enough to write it down.
Visual cues and prompts and alternative means of recording are therefore essential to trigger
language, sentence structure and memory as is ensuring pupils are asked to write about topics
within their experience and understanding.
To encourage more independence in the early stages of writing, provide the child with a words for
writing folder. This consists of a folder with Velcro strips, to which flashcards of the words the
child can read can be stuck. The child is given help to form a sentence and then picks the words
needed and places them on to a sentence strip. Any new words which are needed can be
written onto blank flashcards and added to the bank.

e) Developing sentence structure
1. Pupil decides a sentence they wish to write – with liaison with adult who writes it on
sentence strip.
2. Words are cut up and spread out.
3. Words sequenced back into correct order by pupil independently.
4. Pupil helped to correct the sequence. Words which pupil can spell are turned over to
encourage independent writing and spelling but remain in place to prompt memory.
Words which pupil cannot spell are left in place. Pupil writes sentence in book.
Alternatively, the TA helps the pupil to think of a sentence. TA writes the sentence on a white
board asking pupil to help spell familiar words and help with new ones. The pupil copies this in
their book independently or types up on a computer.
•

To encourage independence, provide a picture and ask pupil to write a short phrase
without adult help – assess their progress over the term.

•

Provide mind maps, story boards and writing frames.

Make use of computer with specialist software such as Clicker which uses whole words.

f)

Spelling

Many pupils with Down syndrome learn to spell words purely by relying on their good visual
memory and learning the shape of the word.
•

Use Look, Say, Cover, Write, Check strategy – if the pupil has difficulty writing – use
plastic letters for them sequence.
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Copying from the board – often hard for pupils with Down syndrome who can lose their place or
forget where they were etc.:

Unit 7: Acquiring
Mathematics and
Numeracy Skills
a) Basis of mathematical learning

Research shows that the main neuro-developmental functions that are required when
children think with numbers are: memory; language; attention; concentration span;
temporal-sequential ordering; higher-order cognition and spatial ordering. These form
the process in which children constantly introduce new concepts and skills as they solve
maths problems.
The learning profile of children with Down syndrome identifies varying degrees of
difficulties in all of these functions. Consequently, it is safe to say that most children are
likely to experience difficulty with numeracy.
Although pupils with Down syndrome experience significant cognitive delay they go
through the same developmental stages as their typically developing peers but at a
slower pace.
The level of cognitive development of children with Down syndrome will have a
considerable impact upon their ability to grasp mathematical concepts and skills and
successfully carry out calculations and tasks.
It is essential that children with Down syndrome spend more time in an environment rich
in opportunities to explore and manipulate objects so as to gain the relevant early premathematical skills.
Mathematics requires almost exclusively higher order abstract thinking and reasoning
skills. This is a critical developmental milestone, which occurs at the developmental age
of seven+. As a result, many children with Down syndrome may need the support of
concrete manipulatives for a significantly longer time in order to carry out basic
mathematical operations before being introduced to formal written activities.
The transition from informal to formal should therefore be very gradual.

b) Developing basic numeracy
Provide practical activities that will develop competency i n :










Classification
Rote counting
One to one correspondence
Stable order principle
Cardinality of number
Conservation of number
Order irrelevance
Movement magnitude
Abstraction principle

However, recent experience suggests that the ‘Numicon’ materials produced at The
University of Brighton, may be of real value to children with Down syndrome. ‘Numicon’ is
concerned with how all children learn about numbers and emphasises the value of using
structured visual representations to teach the relationships between numbers.

Unit 7: Acquiring Mathematics
Numeracy Skills

Most children with Down syndrome encounter difficulties with mathematics and to date
there is very little in the way of research in this area that identifies the reason for this.
However, there is a collection of predictable contributory factors that will affect the maths
attainment results in all children.
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Addition and subtraction
When children can count to ten provide practical experiences grouping items and combining
and separating number shapes to provide the visual images of simple addition facts.

Multiplication and division
Prioritise and select the multiplication tables according to the child’s ability. Work initially on the
tables of 2’s, 5’s and 10’s. Show as repetitive addition of each. Rote counting the stations of
each table makes less demand upon retention, recalling, memory and language skills. Division
can be shown as sharing in 2’s, 5’s and 10’s.

c) Maths skills for everyday living
Time
Skills in telling and using the time are an essential life skill. Analogue recording is extremely difficult
for most children and is especially so for children with Down syndrome. It is extremely
demanding in terms of language and number. Instead, introduce time in digital format that can be
done using an analogue clock depicting hours 1-12 on an inner circle and minutes in 5’s on an
outer circle.
Money
Focus upon coin recognition and call each coin or amount by its full name.
Use visual support to show equivalent values by placing coins on number shapes then
combining the shapes to show the value.
Acquiring basic skills
When planning the maths curriculum for children with Down syndrome, learning outcomes should
be feasible and activities and tasks manageable, within the resources available. They should
be relevant to each individual child’s capabilities and realistic, by providing the appropriate
skills for future needs.
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All skills and concepts will usually need to be revisited and revisited and key mathematical
terminology taught as a specific skill. Use directed practice together with teacher instruction,
followed by independent practice and positive feedback. During the directed and independent
practice, provide many and varied opportunities to manipulate concrete materials to assist
conceptual understanding.

Unit 8: Promoting Positive
Behaviour and Social Skills
a) Behaviour
Behaviour difficulties are not part of the specific learning profile for pupils with DS nor are
there any behaviour problems unique to pupils with Down syndrome. However, much of their
behaviour will be related to their frustration in not being able to communicate their feelings and
needs through well-formed sentences, and to their level of development. Knowledge and
understanding of the specific learning profile for pupils with DS is vital as this impinges on
why behaviour difficulties may occur, how we manage the behaviour, and how we create
strategies for the pupil to enable them to be successful in promoting positive models of
behaviour.

Many pupils with DS will not present with behaviour problems or if they do they will be
around a particular issue. Some pupils with DS will have behaviour which will require an
individual behaviour programme. A few pupils will present with challenging behaviour for
much of the time – these pupils may also have a dual diagnosis e.g. Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) or may have Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD)
or be somewhere along the Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD).
Behaviours generally should not be seen as a problem but instead be understood in relation
to the specific learning profile and, in particular, to the specific language profile for pupils with
DS. Schools can then develop positive strategies for helping pupils to change their
behaviours and staff can be helped to understand the reasons behind any presenting
behaviours.

Unit 8: Promoting Positive
Behaviour and Social Skills

In particular we need to teach skills to develop language (see Unit on language
development); remember that the listening memory is poor so verbal instructions will not
be remembered or understood; that pupils who can’t hear will miss vital words/ phrases
and meaning will be further impaired; that poor vision also interferes with seeing what a
situation is. We need to always remember to use visual strategies and to understand the
frustrations that can be caused through having a learning and language disability.
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Strategies
• Ensure that all staff are aware of the specific learning profile for children with DS
and that they understand how this relates to the pupil whom they teach.
• Ensure the rules are clear and visually represented.
• Ensure that all teaching and non-teaching staff are aware that the pupil with DS
must be disciplined at all times along with their peers, and are aware of the strategies to
be employed.
• Ensure that all staff are firm and consistent at all times.
• Agree the name of a key person who will act as first point of contact in cases of difficulty.
• Ensure that the pupil, staff and peers know the contact person, what procedure to
follow and where to go if there’s a problem.
• Use short, clear instructions and clear body language for reinforcement: over long
explanations and excessively complex reasoning are not appropriate.
• Distinguish the “can’t” do from the “won’t do”.
• Investigate any inappropriate behaviour, asking yourself why the pupil is acting so.
For example:
• Is the task too hard or too easy?
• Is the task too long?
• Is the work suitably differentiated?
• Does the pupil understand what is expected?
• Ignore attention-seeking behaviour within reasonable limits: it is aimed to distract.
• Reinforce the desired behaviour immediately with visual, oral or tangible rewards.
• Ensure that the TA is not the only adult having to deal with the behaviour. The class
teacher has ultimate responsibility.
• Ensure the pupil is working with peers who are acting as good role models both for
learning and behaviour. This might mean seating the pupil with DS at a table with
more able peers.
• The pupil should be taught the behavioural expectations for all pupils within the
school and consequences for behaviour should fall within this, taking into account the
specific strengths and weaknesses of the learning profile of pupils with DS.
• Consequences should be as immediate as possible so that the pupil understands
why he/she is receiving a consequence and also tailored to the pupils’ level of
ability.
• Any consequence should be run alongside strategies that will promote positive
behaviours. These should always be clear, visual and easily achievable.
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• Rewards should be individual to the pupil and motivating for them.
• Use a visual approach, simple language, social stories and plenty of praise for
success!
• Use small group work to teach appropriate language in different school and home
situations and teach pupils with DS which words staff might use which mean
praise (You’re doing well) or sanctions (You’re not doing well).
• School made board games can be very effective in reinforcing school rules and
appropriate behaviours.

Unit 8:
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c) Strategies for dealing with behavioural
challenges

Unit 8:
To reduce attention seeking behaviours:
 Give the child attention when they are behaving well. Try to ignore attention-seeking
behaviour and encourage peers to do the same.
 Work closely with the parents to ensure that they support the school.
 To reduce frustration: Ensure tasks are appropriately matched to the child’s ability.
 Use teaching strategies that build on the child’s strengths.
Children should spend by far the majority of time in class (85% or more) with some time
in small groups with other members of the class.
The use of social stories can help to reinforce acceptable behaviours and remind children
of what is not acceptable.
To give the child more control over their life:


Make sure they have opportunities to choose, refuse an activity or do it later.



Use workboards as shown below to chunk the amount of work task done balanced
with easier ‘choosing’ work matched to the child’s ability to concentrate and work on a task.



Keep the child in the classroom for special work whenever possible. If withdrawal is really
necessary, allow them to bring a friend.



Give the child the opportunity to interact with their peers without continual adult supervision.

To reduce the effects of inappropriate models:


Keep your expectations as high as possible. Expect the child to
behave age-appropriately.



Try to give them regular opportunities to mix with children
displaying age-appropriate behaviours.



Encourage parents to give them age-appropriate experiences.

d) Promoting social inclusion
To promote social inclusion, make sure the child with Down syndrome has learned how to
behave appropriately in social situations. They need to understand about rules and
routines and be able to co-operate with their peers.

In the classroom, successful participation is promoted by ensuring that the child:
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• Knows the major routines of the day. A visual timetable can help here
• Has learned the class rules.
• Can participate appropriately in a small group.
• Will respond to requests and instructions from the class teacher.
• Can tidy their work and line up appropriately.
• Can sit still on the carpet or at a table during class or group sessions.
• Cares for others in the group and is aware of their feelings.
Making key fob books using photos and text are a great way to reinforce positive behaviour
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e) Case studies
Jamie
Jamie is a bright little boy in Year 1. He is doing well in school but has started testing the
boundaries with his new teacher. After coming in from playtime with no problem last year he has
started running off when the bell goes and refusing to come into class. The school has tried
chasing him (great fun!), ignoring him and telling him off to no avail. So they have made him line
monitor.
As class line monitor he has a special badge and is expected to stand at the front
of the line when the bell goes and lead the class in. To avoid singling him out, all the classes in
the school now have a line monitor. But, while in the other classes there is a weekly rota so
everyone has a turn, in Jamie’s class they have agreed that Jamie will remain line monitor as
long as he obeys the rules. If he fails to line up promptly and set a good example, his badge is
taken off him and given to someone else for the rest of the week. However, he is made line
monitor again the following Monday and given a fresh chance.
So far this term Jamie has only lost his badge once. He was so upset when it was taken off him
that his teacher is convinced that the problem has been solved. Jamie is really proud of his
badge and shows it to everyone who visits the school. He has even written a story about lining
up with photos of him wearing his badge.

Jack
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Jack is at Foundation stage and he made a good start into school. He has limited speech – he
can make sounds but his talking is very unclear. However, he understands about 150 Makaton
signs and uses them to supplement his speaking and singing. The school staff and pupils have
learnt some of the signs so that they can all communicate. Recently there have been some
problems with Jack pushing other children. His TA observed him using an ABC (Antecedents,
Behaviour, Consequences) chart both during a playtime session and in class – see below.
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After discussions with his class teacher and parents, it was agreed that there were probably
several reasons for this behaviour:


Poor clarity of speech meant that a push could mean – "Go away, I don’t want to
play", or "Go away, you’re too close to me".



Other children reacted by laughing at him and thus encouraged him to push more,
sometimes pushing back themselves to start a game. The child with DS was learning
that ‘when I want to play with a child at playtime, all that I need to do is to push
someone!’. This then led to an escalation of the inappropriate behaviour.

The following strategies were developed:
 The class was reminded that pushing was not an acceptable behaviour from any of them.
 If Jack A pushed any of them, the child was asked to say and sign ‘No pushing it hurts me
and makes me feel sad’ and then turn and move away.
 Staff would also intervene where necessary and remind Jack to Stop! No pushing
 see sign card below.
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 Just as importantly, a simple reward chart with smiley and sad faces was made for Jack –
see chart below.

This was targeted at break time and
lunchtime. A smiley face would be given if
no pushing occurred at a break time, and a
sad face if pushing had occurred. 3 smiley
faces, cumulative, resulted in a special
choosing activity of Child A’s choice.
Within a few weeks, the pushing behaviour
had stopped completely

Unit 9: Successful
Transitions
a) Starting school

Ensure that the child’s Statement of Special Educational Need is finalised and that
any learning support hours mentioned in it are ready to be put into place. Encourage
new teaching assistants to meet with the parents and get to know the child before
they start school. Consider having two teaching assistants, rather than one, to avoid
overdependence on one adult.
Most Local Authorities will have an Early Years intervention programme such as
Portage which the child with DS will have been part of. The Portage worker or early
year’s worker will provide the school with up to date information and reports about
the child including a personalised ‘This is Me’ booklet which tells the child’s ‘story’
and ‘needs’ as if written by the child. Probably the most useful piece of information
that the school will have!
In the term before the child starts school a transition meeting at school should be
arranged by support professionals working with the child. This is an opportunity for
information to be shared with staff at school and parents/carers where any anxieties,
however trivial, can be aired so that strategies can be put into place to make for a
successful and inclusive placement.
Parents, key school staff – usually the Headteacher, SENCO, class teacher and TA, and
involved support professionals – Educational Psychologist, Speech and Language
Therapist, Nursery/ Playgroup leader, Portage worker/Early years worker will attend.
A transition plan should then be drawn up to enable the transition into school to be
a smooth and successful one.
Try to arrange a visit from school to the home and to the playgroup or nursery. Seeing
the child in the security of a familiar setting can be very valuable for a class teacher or
teaching assistant who may otherwise underestimate the ability of the child. Remember
children are likely to function at a much higher level in familiar surroundings.
Whole school staff training at a staff meeting either in the term before the child joins or
at the beginning of the term that the child starts is recommended. This should be run
by a support professional who has knowledge of the specific learning profile of
children with DS and issues around support, differentiation etc, and often including the
parent(s) if they feel confident enough. If not, then the trainer should include personal
profile of the child. The trainer could be an Educational Psychologist, an Advisory
Support teacher, a Portage or Early years worker, a Speech and Language Therapist.
There may be several presenters from different disciplines.
A book made using photos of all the areas in the school together with a sentence
underneath each photo will make a lovely aide memoire for the child to have at home
during the holidays before they transfer to familiarise themselves with the school and to
remind them of what to do, who is there etc. Photos of teachers and TAs if available are
also helpful. ‘This is my teacher, she is called …’.
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Start planning early so that there is time for effective liaison. In choosing a school, take
account of where the child’s friends, siblings or playgroup peers are going as these
children will be a support for the child with DS as they start school.
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c) Transition from primary to secondary school
Transition to secondary school can be difficult for many pupils, but particularly so for those with
special needs. In contrast to primary school, pupils have to relate to many teachers and find
their way to and from different classrooms.
The first step is choosing a school. There may be one main school which most of the pupils
from the primary school feed into. Socially this is the most sensible option as the child will be
well supported by familiar friends. However, it might not welcome the child or have inclusive
systems in place. In this case the parents may be better looking elsewhere.
Ensure the annual review in Year 6 is held in the Autumn or early Spring. Planning between Primary
and secondary school with parental involvement is essential. On the next page is an excellent
timeline planner for this taken from the Secondary Transfer Guide.
Help the child draw a plan of the new school and construct a visual timetable showing which
rooms are used for which activities. Practice walking the route from home to school and from
the playground into the correct room for registration, learning where to hang coats or leave
sports kit.
Key fobs for daily timetables can also be useful. The DSA produce a CD to enable schools to make
their own visual time tables. This is also part of the Education Support Disc.
The same symbols and words that are used in the visual timetable can also be placed on
subject classroom doors and on exercise books. This enables the pupil to find his way to
lessons and to pack his pack his school bag independently.
If the pupil is going to a secondary school without current friends, try to arrange some visits to a
primary school that feeds the secondary and let him accompany those children on their visits to
the secondary school.

Part of any transition plan must involve staff training. New staff are likely to feel anxious
and uncertain as to their role and that of teaching assistants. They need opportunities
to air their concerns and then to receive ongoing support from colleagues and the
school’s Senior Management Team.
 Discuss how support will be managed to build on the child’s independence and ensure the
involvement of subject staff in the child’s learning programme.
 Discuss how time will be found for teaching assistants to liaise with subject staff and be
involved in the planning of teaching programmes.
 Discuss who will prepare differentiated teaching materials and when this will be done.
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d) Using support
Research (Beadman 2009) has shown that at secondary level students with DS are better supported
by a number of TAs, ideally between 4 and 6, who cover all lessons. Where timetabling permits, the
TAs should provide support in the subjects which they feel that they have more expertise in. It is
important that the same TA supports for all the subject lessons so that it is the same TA for example
who supports all Maths lessons, whilst another TA supports all the Science lessons. The same TA
may provide support in several subjects. Within the group of TAs supporting the student one should
be designated lead TA/key worker for the student.
The lead TA has the responsibility to attend training and to cascade down information both to TAs
and to teaching staff. The key worker also supports TAs in all areas to do with the student with DS
alongside the SENCO, and will also be the first contact point for parents if there are any
concerns/issues either from home or school.
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Unit 10: Computers
as an aid to learning
a) Computers and the curriculum
For children who learn most effectively from what they see and do, computers offer a host of
opportunities to help get around their learning difficulties. The main advantage being that
all the information is presented visually. Using a computer can be highly motivating and can
often sustain a child’s attention for longer periods than more traditional verbal presentation
on its own.
Research has proven that children with Down syndrome learn better from a range of stimuli,
including visual, then just from spoken input. Since many have an intermittent hearing loss, the
sound capability of the modern multimedia computer makes it even more appropriate.
Computers offer the child the opportunity to take control of the learning process, which can
be particularly rewarding for a child who is rarely fully in control of their day-to-day life.
There is also a reduced need for the kinds of precision with fine motor skills that traditional
writing and drawing require. Little wonder then that most children with Down syndrome
enjoy working with computers.

b) Using ICT to promote learning
Computers can often sustain a child’s interest for much longer than traditional teaching.
Computers offer a highly organised environment in which children are able to learn at their
own pace and consolidate their work as often as they like.

Computers also offer the opportunity to enhance the appearance and accuracy of a piece
of work thus boosting self-confidence and encouraging learners to undertake new and
different tasks.
Computers can support access to differentiated work that can be presented flexibly in order
to meet individual requirements.
Teachers, children and parents alike have been rewarded by the way in which children have
taken to using the computer and the ease with which they can demonstrate and develop
skills.
Children with Down syndrome learn best from a combination of visual and auditory stimuli
rather than from auditory instruction alone.
When using the computer, the information is presented in a multisensory manner and
presentation can be adapted for individual needs.
Being in control of the computer can be very rewarding for children with Down syndrome
and supports the development of independence.
The computer can help to overcome some of the more specific difficulties such as the fine
motor control required for handwriting and drawing.

Unit 10: Computers
as an aid to learning

Computers can be adapted to meet the access requirements of children with individual
needs.
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c) Computers in school and children with Down syndrome
The importance of using computers is growing for all children. Children with Down syndrome working in
mainstream classrooms or in special provision should have access to tried and tested curriculum
software for use in most subject areas.
The ‘essential’ list gives guidance on the types of software that will be of most value, and should already
be available in any well-resourced SEN department. Where they are not available in school they can
be accessed through the learning support teams in most areas.
Alongside this a well-resourced SEN department will have access to a scanner and digital camera to
personalise work and individualise materials.
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‘ICT’ the essentials list

