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Relationship between Gross Motor Function and Oral Parafunction Habits
Relevant to Eating in Children with Down's Syndrome
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Children with Down's syndrome generally have specific complications and unique development ; most have some
oral parafunctional habits, including mouth opening, tongue thrusting, and swallowing food without chewing. These
parafunctional activities can be caused by muscle hypotonia and developmental retardation of gross motor function.
However, the relationship between the development of gross motor function and oral parafunctional habits remains
unclear. The purpose of the present study was to investigate the relationship between gross motor function and
oral parafunctional habits in children with Down’s syndrome in order to perform effective dysphagia therapy.

The subjects were children with Down's syndrome receiving dysphagia therapy at the Tama Oral Rehabilitation
Clinic at Nippon Dental University from Octber 18, 2012 to January 11, 2014. Fifty-one children (mean age 3.2 =
1.7 years) who were able to eat orally were enrolled in the study with the consent of their parents. Parents com-
pleted a questionnaire about their child’s gross motor function and oral parafunctional habits relevant to eating at
their initial clinic visit.

Most children had developmental retardation of gross motor function and more than half displayed mouth open-
ing and/or tongue thrusting. The subjects had received prior dysphagia therapy at other clinics, involving many
different teaching contents. Most had received information on appropriate food choices ; few had received instruc-
tion on muscle training. Tongue thrusting was significantly associated with age, development of the gross motor
functions of age and walking, experience of muscle exercises, and the oral habit of sucking on toys. On the other
hand, there was a significant relationship between mouth opening and biting exercises.

We conclude that the development of gross motor function might be an important factor in improving oral para-
functional habits, including mouth opening and tongue thrusting for children with Down’'s syndrome. Muscle exer-
cises and sensible stimuli exercises during a specified period should be initiated as part of dysphagia therapy at an

appropriate developmental stage in children with Down'’s syndrome.





