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Physical Education and the chid with Developmental Trauma By Jane Mitchell  

There are many reasons why our children may have difficulties with PE lessons.  These 
include: 

 Body issues 
 Social issues – teams, exclusion by peers 
 Sensory issues – sensory integration, Dyspraxia, sensory processing disorder 
 Processing – not taking in instructions or rules 
 Overstimulation - Tantrums – inability to cope with demands  
 Under stimulation – refusal to comply 

It is interesting to note that a huge 20% of school age young people have sensory 
processing difficulties that directly impact on their ability to manage their environment.  
This may affect their ability to move and acquire co-ordination skills, their ability to manage 
physical contact, their understanding of where they are in space (proprioception) their 
ability to handle noise.  This is hard to manage in the classroom but can be much harder 
during PE when a degree of physical skill is assumed in direct relation to the age of the child. 

 

What might we see, and how can this be managed? 

 
If you see this….. 

 
Try this….. 

 
Body issues  

 
children or YP may 
find that undressing 
in public feels 
threatening.  There 
may be issues due to 
over or under 
development or 
scarring. 

 
 Try to help the child find a private 

space to change 
 

 
Dislikes being in bare 
feet for PE 

 
Allow child to wear soft shoes or 
plimsolls 

 
 

 

 
Social issues – Causing difficulty with team 
work, joining in, getting selected for a team 
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 Ensure that teams are selected 
beforehand so that there is no 
issue. 

 Identify and provide appropriate 
support – team member or 
friend, mentor or support worker 

 
 
Processing – Impaired processing and poor 
working memory make it hard for lists and 
complicated instructions to be followed 
 

 Keep instructions short and 
simple 

 Give one instruction at a time 
 Check for understanding 

especially if there is a lot of noise 
or other distraction 

 
Over or Under stimulation 

 
See vestibular system below 
 

Sensory Issues Getting changed - 
Lack of balance and 
issues with where 
your arms and legs 
are make it hard to 
change.   

 Allow extra time and do not rush  
 Allow additional transition time 

between lessons. 

 
Dislike physical 
touching 

 
 Be aware of this as a trigger.  Find 

appropriate support or 
alternative activity 

 Avoid contact sports 
 Gradually challenge and extend 

comfort zone if possible. 
 

 
Visual processing – 
inability to judge 
distance 

 
 Find a role in the team where this 

is less of an issue 
 Use exercises to allow child to 

focus on and practise skills 
 

 
Over sensitivity to 
sound 

 
 May need to use ear defenders 

to enable them to manage 
 Prepare them for additional noise 

– eg if PE is in the gym where 
noise bounces around. 
 

 
Under responsive to 
sound 

 
Check understanding of instructions 
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Sensory seeking 
behaviour (to try and 
get additional 
information from 
their body parts) or 
lack of co-ordination 

 
 Incorporate specific movement 

breaks incorporating heavy work 
activities to help relax the child 
between more challenging 
exercises such as pushing and 
pulling games, Wheelbarrow 
games, Jumping or trampoline, 
pushing against a wall. 

 Help to set up heavy equipment 
in preparation for class. 
 

 
 
Vestibular difficulties 
–  Oversensitive 

 
causing dizziness and 
nausea.  Avoidance 
of activities that 
make this worse such 
as jumping, singing, 
somersaults 
 

 Limit team size and space to 
increase security 

 Allow child to find their own pace 
on challenging activities 

 Take a gradual step by step 
approach to enable them to 
succeed 

 
Vestibular difficulties 
– Undersensitive 

 
causing lack of 
enjoyment, lack of 
co-ordination, 
clumsinesss 

 Allow them to proceed at their 
own pace. 

 Use firm touch to help child 
develop awareness of their body 
if they can tolerate this 

 Break activities into smaller 
chunks to help develop skills 
 

 
Primary PE Strategies – 
(www.leicspart.nhs.uk/Library/SensoryProcessingresourcepackforschoolsKS14August201
6.pdf) 
 
Limit the number of young people and space to increase sense of security. Allow the 
young person to increase their ability to work on moveable or suspended equipment at 
their own pace. The idea is to grade your approach very gently and allow the young 
person to lead exploration of the activities.  Start with line on the floor to balance on, 
raise height as young person becomes more confident.   
 
Consider starting off by using mats, soft play wedges and textured materials (bubble 
wrap, fur, car mats etc.) to create uneven surfaces for the young person to negotiate 
around.   
 
When the young person is ready, move onto equipment such as smaller therapy balls, 
rolls, large wedges etc., balance beams, steps, boxes, apparatus    
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Eventually the young person may be able to access more challenging equipment such as 
climbing frames, swings, benches etc.   
 
 
 
 
Secondary PE Activities 
(www.leicspart.nhs.uk/Library/SensoryProcessingresourcepackforschoolsKS14August201
6.pdf) 
 
Rolling on the floor or down a grassy hill. 
 
On a tyre, swing or a merry go round, a swivel chair can also be used. Alternatively sit the 
child on the floor and allow them to spin.  
 
Trikes, bikes and scooters, these help children improve their balance, motor planning and 
motor coordination.  
 
A sandy beach, a grassy meadow, a cushion surface are good things to use because they 
require the child to adjust their bodies as they move.  
 
A rocking horse, chair or gym (therapy) ball or space hopper provide a calming activity as 
well as an aid to organisation skills.  
 
 
Riding, balancing and walking on a see-saw helps them to organise their body when they 
move 
 

 

For more information visit 
www.leicspart.nhs.uk/Library/SensoryProcessingresourcepackforschoolsKS14August2016.p
df  


