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The needs of children with and without disabilities are similar when it comes to promoting health 
and preventing unnecessary disease.  Improving fitness levels in disabled children benefits their 
current and future function.  Physical fitness reduces health risks that may occur in adulthood as 
a result of physical inactivity.   

There are four areas of health related fitness: 

• Cardiovascular/respiratory endurance. 

• Muscle strength & endurance. 

• Flexibility. 

• Body composition. 

The most vital component of life-long health related fitness is cardiovascular and respiratory 
endurance. It is difficult for the child with low levels of cardiovascular and respiratory fitness to 
perform activities of daily living, keep up with their peers at school and to participate in 
recreational activities. Good to high levels of cardiovascular and respiratory fitness have been 
linked to a lower risk of disease and related deaths. 

Muscle strength and endurance are needed for a child with disabilities because activities such as 
walking, transfers or wheeling a wheelchair up a ramp require high amounts of energy. 

Functional benefits of maintaining flexibility are reduced pain levels and spasms, improved 
posture and alignment, greater muscle efficiency, and improved ability to tolerate a variety of 
positions. These benefits assist in the retention of current function.   

Body composition of a disabled child is critical because they are more likely to become obese due 
to a higher level of inactivity.  Obesity limits both health and function, therefore it is important to 
develop activities to assist the child in becoming more active. 

Participating in physical activity consistently will address these four components.     Fitness 
programs should be designed for the individual child and their needs. It is important to use your 
community resources and seek out a professional (i.e. recreational or physical therapist) to help 
design an appropriate fitness program.  It is important to have safety guidelines for exercise.  
When a disabled child has evidence of a cardiac or pulmonary disorder the child should be 
screened by a physician and a specific fitness program may need to be adminsitered under 
appropriate supervision in a clinical setting.  Fitness programs should start off slowly and follow 
certain guidelines to ensure maximal safety. 


