
Juvenile Arthritis
Physical and Occupational Therapy 

Arthritis pain and stiffness can limit movement and 
cause muscles to become tight and weak. This makes 
it hard to do normal daily tasks such as walk, climb 
stairs and balance. 

School-age children may have pain and stiffness or 
feel very tired when sitting for long periods of time. 
Very young children may take longer to develop 
certain skills due to joint pain or stiffness.

Physical and occupational therapists are part of your 
care team. Our goals are to help children:

• Maintain or restore motion in the joints

• Strengthen the muscles around the joints 

• Make joints more stable so they can work better

• Learn the skills needed to be as independent as 
possible.

We work with children, parents, teachers and others 
to help make therapy a part of daily life. Both the 
child and family will help make choices about 
the treatment plan. Treatment includes exercise, 
recreation, skills for daily living, and sometimes 
splints or other special equipment to help support 
the joints. 

We will create a program for each child based 
on their level of development and degree of 
involvement. We urge you to make the treatment 
and exercise plans part of your family routine.

For more information about juvenile arthritis, 
contact the Arthritis Foundation at 800-283-7800. 
Or go to www.arthritis.org and click the link to 
juvenile arthritis.
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• Ask teachers to let you pass out or collect papers. 
This way you can get up and move around more 
often.

• Use wide pens, pencils, crayons, pencil grips or 
handle enlargers. This eases the stress on your 
hands and fingers when you write or draw.

• Do homework on a computer—or verbally—if 
writing is too hard. Most schools have computers 
on site.

• Avoid activity that only stresses the arms and 
shoulders. This includes gymnastics, chin-ups 
and rope climbing.

• Carry items in a backpack worn over both 
shoulders. Do not use a book bag over one 
shoulder. Backpacks aren’t just for school—you 
can use them to help carry things anywhere, even 
at home. 

• Ask your school for two sets of books—one to 
keep at school and one to keep at home. Instead 
of using a locker, ask your teacher for a safe place 
to keep your books in the classroom.

• Try not to carry heavy objects. Ask for help. 
Put down items you’re carrying if you have to 
stop and wait for something. Push or slide heavy 
objects rather than lift or carry them. 

• Ask for help carrying lunch trays. Or carry trays 
with both forearms underneath the tray.

• Use items that help with daily tasks. 

– Ask your parents to install grab bars near the 
toilet and bathtub. 

– A non-slip bath mat makes it easier and safer 
to get in and out of the tub. 

– Use a long-handled brush or sponge to wash 
hard-to-reach places. 

– Bath mitts make bathing easier on the hands.

– Use a bath bench to sit while showering. 

– A hand-held showerhead makes it easier to 
rinse yourself off, especially when using a 
bath bench.

• Choose clothes the night before and put them all 
in the same place each time. Loose-fitting clothes 
with no front closures are easiest to put on. Use 
low bars and shelves for storing clothes, toys, 
books and other items.

• Look for slip-on shoes, Velcro straps and elastic 
shoelaces. Good high-top athletic shoes will 
support the ankles and decrease stress on the legs. 
Avoid shoes with heels—these put extra stress on 
the feet, legs and back.

• Use a long, flexible straw if it’s too hard to hold 
a cup.

If you are having trouble with daily tasks, you, your 
family or your teachers can call us at 612-273-8499. 
We will work with you to solve the problem. 

Tips for Children and Teens
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People with arthritis need to stay active so they can 
keep doing their daily tasks. At the same time, they 
need to protect the joints from overuse and abuse.  

Overuse and abuse of your joints can lead to:

• More pain, swelling and joint damage

• Loss of function and independence.

To protect your joints, follow these guidelines:

1. Respect pain. 

– Placing joints under harmful stress will 
cause pain. Harmful stress includes running, 
jumping, carrying heavy weights and making 
twisting motions with the fingers or wrists. 

– Don’t try to “tough it out.” If you feel pain, you 
are doing too much and may be harming your 
joints. This can cause more pain in the long run.

– Avoid or change activities that cause pain that 
lasts for more than two hours.

– Don’t do things that put stress on inflamed 
joints. They already hurt, and you may cause 
more damage.

2. Be aware of your body position. Use good 
posture.

3. If you have arthritis in the hands or wrists:

– Avoid activities that involve a tight grip.

– Do not put too much direct pressure on the 
fingers and thumbs.

– Avoid tight pinching, squeezing or twisting 
motions.

4. Control your weight. Extra pounds put stress on 
the hips, knees, back and feet.

5. Avoid staying in one position for a long time. 

– Relax and stretch often.

– Get up and move.

6. Reduce stress on any one joint. Use your 
strongest joints and muscles. Spread the weight of 
an object over many joints.

– Carry things in your arms, close to the body.

– Use your whole palm, not just your fingers.

– Use two hands.

7. Balance rest and activity.

– Take rest breaks during long activities.

– Switch between heavy and light tasks.

– Give yourself plenty of time to finish a task. 

– Rest more during flare-ups.

8. Plan ahead.

– Plan your schedule for the next day. Don’t 
forget to balance activity with rest.

– Do the most important things first.

– Get everything out ahead of time. Sit if you 
can, keeping the things you need in one area.

9. Organize your work and storage areas.

– Keep the things you need for each task together 
in the same place.

– Put out the things you use most often so you 
can get to them easily.

– Try to keep things at waist-height or a little 
higher. This way you won’t have to squat, bend 
over or reach too far.

10. Use labor-saving items. There are many gadgets 
to help with dressing, eating and self-care. Ask 
your therapist for ideas, catalogs and stores.

11. Ask for help.

Joint Protection
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Exercise is very important for people with arthritis. 
To stay motivated, try keeping an exercise calendar 
or chart. Note the exercises you do or place a sticker 
on each day you do your exercises. 

We suggest two kinds of exercise: specific joint 
exercises and recreational activities.

Specific joint exercises target problem areas. The 
goal is to make normal activities (such as playing, 
walking or dressing) easier. It may include:

• Stretching to help the joints and muscles bend 
and move 

• Strength-building for the muscles around the 
joints. 

We may ask you to do these exercises one or two 
times a day. Using heat or cold treatments first can 
make exercise easier. 

Recreation includes sports and activities that work 
many joints and muscles. This kind of exercise will: 

• Increase fitness

• Control weight

• Help you develop social skills and self-confidence.

Low-impact sports put less stress on the joints. So, try 
swimming or biking instead of jogging. Be sure to use 
helmets, knees pads and elbow pads as needed. 

Parents should let children choose their activities, as 
long as they are safe for the joints. 

Will exercise cause pain?

Exercise should not cause joint swelling or severe 
pain. But it may cause muscle stiffness and soreness. 
These should improve in a day or two. It’s important 
to know the difference between a flare-up and the 
soreness that comes with increased exercise. 

Avoid or change activities that:

• Cause pain for more than two hours

• Make you feel tired the next day, even after a good 
night’s sleep. 

What should I do during flare-ups?

During flare-ups, follow these guidelines:

• Don’t do stretching exercises.

• Avoid activities that cause or increase pain.

• Keep your joints moving. You can bend and 
straighten each joint in your arms and legs as far 
as it will go, as long as it doesn’t cause pain. If this 
is hard to do, you may need help with exercise at 
this time.

• Use heat, cold and rest to relieve pain.

These steps will help limit loss of motion and muscle 
wasting. They will also help you stay as independent 
as possible.

Exercise 

Page 4 of 7



Applying heat often helps decrease joint stiffness 
and pain. But during flare-ups, heat may increase 
blood flow to the area, causing more swelling in the 
inflamed joint. Try to limit the use of heat during 
flare-ups.

Some tips:

• Stay warm at night. You will be less stiff in the 
morning if you keep your muscles warm. For 
example, you can: 

– Use a sleeping bag to keep heat close to the 
body.

– Sleep in sweats or pajamas with long pants and 
sleeves. Wear socks to bed.

– Sleep in flannel sheets or use an electric 
blanket.

– Sleep on a waterbed.

• Take a warm bath or shower for 15 to 30 
minutes. Do stretches during and after. This 
helps decrease stiffness and increase flexibility. 
Parents of young children can provide tub toys to 
encourage movement through play. 

• Always exercise after using heat to make the 
most of its effects.

• Use hot packs as needed. You can buy reusable 
gel packs to heat in the microwave (found at 
Target, Walmart and most drugstores). Or you 
can use an electric heating pad. But never sleep 
with an electric heating pad—you may burn 
yourself.

To use a hot pack:

1. Skin should be clean and dry.

2. Wrap the hot pack in a towel, then wrap the towel 
around the joint. If it feels too hot, add more 
towel layers. You may need more than one hot 
pack to treat more than one joint at a time.

3. Leave the hot pack on for 15 to 30 minutes. Check 
for dark red or mottled (spotty red and white) 
skin halfway through and again afterward. 

4. It is normal for skin to be pink after heating, but 
if skin turns dark red or mottled, remove the hot 
pack. Do not use it again until you speak with 
your physical therapist.

5. Follow heat with movement and stretching.

Heat
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Ice can help relieve pain, swelling and inflammation. 
It is very helpful during arthritis flare-ups. Not 
everyone likes ice, but it’s good to try it once or twice 
before you decide. You may be surprised by the 
results you get!

When you put ice on a joint, you will first feel cold, 
then burning, then aching and finally numbness. 
Numbness is the goal. It usually takes 5 to 10 
minutes for the joint to feel numb. 

Do not use any type of cold treatment on:

• Damaged skin (cuts or sores, for example) 

• Areas that already feel numb

• Areas that have trouble sensing hot or cold.

You can buy reusable gel packs to put in the freezer 
(found at Target, Walmart and most drugstores). You 
can also use damp towels or plastic bags filled with 
ice cubes or ice chips. A pack of frozen vegetables 
works, too.

To use an ice pack:

1. Wrap it in damp towels. This lets the cold get 
through easier.

2. Place it on clean, dry skin. Cover the joint on all 
sides.

3. Leave it on for 20 minutes, then off for 20 
minutes. Repeat as needed.

4. Check for gray or mottled (spotty red and white) 
skin after 10 minutes. It is normal for the skin to 
become pink. If the skin looks gray or mottled, 
stop using the ice. Do not use it again until you 
speak with your physical therapist. 

5. Check the skin again when you are done. If it 
looks gray or mottled, note how long it takes to go 
back to normal. 

– If your skin was fine after the 10-minute check, 
but was gray or mottled after the 20-minute 
check, reduce your ice time to 15 minutes or less.

– If the skin is gray or mottled for more than 10 
to 15 minutes after you remove the ice, you 
may have frostbite. Stop using the ice packs 
until you have spoken with your doctor.

For ice massage:

1. Freeze a small paper cup full of water.

2. Peel all or part of the paper cup away. 

3. Move the ice around the joint using small circles. 
You may want to wrap one end of the ice in a 
washcloth to make it easier to hold.

4. Your joint may get cold faster with ice massage 
than with an ice pack. Stop ice massage after the 
joint feels numb. If you don’t, you could end up 
with frostbite.

5. Check your skin color during and after ice 
treatment and follow the guidelines in steps 4 and 
5 of “to use an ice pack.”

Cold
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There are several types of splints. We will tell you 
when to wear them, how to put them on and take 
them off and how to check the skin for pinching or 
pressure marks.

Resting splints are most often used during flare-
ups. They allow the joints and muscles to rest. These 
splints will:

• Provide support 

• Hold the joints in a safe position

• Prevent the muscles from getting too tight or short.

Corrective splints are only used when joints are not 
inflamed. A corrective splint holds a joint at the end 
of its movement, so the joint can stretch out. After 
the joint has been stretched, it will move more easily.

Functional splints support and protect joints from 
stress during daily activities.

Splints
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