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Down syndrome
The first person to identify the genetic condition we now know as "Down syndrome" was Dr. John Langdon Down in 1866.  "Down syndrome" is the preferred spelling for this condition, rather than "Down's syndrome" or "Down Syndrome." The National Institutes of Health and the American Medical Association, as well as many medical dictionaries and encyclopedias, prefer "Down syndrome."

"People first" language
When members of the media and professionals make the effort to use "people first" language, the public gets the message that individuals should not be defined by their disability.  Children with Down syndrome are children first --- and adults with Down syndrome are adults first. Please refer to "children with Down syndrome" or "adults with Down syndrome" - not "Down's children" or "a Downs." 

General terms

There are a number of terms used to describe the characteristics associated with Down syndrome. 
Following are a few terms that we frequently receive questions about:

Mental Retardation: 

Mental retardation can also be referred to as a cognitive disability or intellectual disability. The Down Syndrome Association of the Mid-South, National Down Syndrome Society and the National Down Syndrome Congress encourage the use of "cognitive disability" or "intellectual disability" instead of "mental retardation" because of perceived negative connotations.  According to the CDC, mental retardation is a clinical term used to describe "a condition characterized both by a significantly below-average score on a test of mental ability or intelligence, and by limitations in the ability to function in areas of daily life, such as communication, self-care, and getting along in social situations and school activities. 

Individuals with cognitive disabilities (mental retardation) can and do learn new skills, but they develop more slowly than children with average intelligence and adaptive skills. There are different degrees of mental retardation, ranging from mild to profound. A person's level of mental retardation can be defined by their intelligence quotient (IQ), or by the types and amount of support they need." Down syndrome is the most common cause of mental retardation. All people with Down syndrome experience some degree of cognitive disability, but the effect is usually mild to moderate and is not indicative of the many strengths and talents that each individual possesses. 

Developmental Disability:

The CDC defines developmental disabilities as "a diverse group of physical, cognitive, psychological, sensory, and speech impairments that begin anytime during development up to 18 years of age. About 17% of U.S. children under 18 years of age have some type of developmental disability." 

Mental retardation (cognitive or intellectual disability) is a type of developmental disability.

In addition to cognitive delays, individuals with Down syndrome may have other developmental delays in the areas of speech, gross motor skills, etc.
Preferred Language
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