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Motivation to exercise and 
maintain physical fitness is a 
cha l lenge fo r  everyone.  
People with a developmental 
disabi l i ty are no di fferent.  
In  genera l ,  people wi th  
developmental disabilities are 
less likely to engage in regular 
physical activities and have 
higher amounts of body fat 
than people without disabilities.  
Lower levels of physical fitness 
may result  from l i festyle 
choices rather than from the 
developmental disability.  Just 
as in the general population, 
regular adherence to a fitness 
program usually requires life 
style changes.   
 
In this issue, we present 
suggestions for improving 
physical fitness through a 
variety of activities that can be 
fun and contribute to healthy 
lifestyles.   
 
Caution:  A person’s Primary 
Care  Ph ys ic ian  shou ld  
always be consulted before 
beginning a fitness program.   
 

Physical activity is essential to maintaining 
physical and mental health.  When designing 
a fitness program, providers can use several 
strategies to encourage physical activity.     

• Develop a reward system that reinforces 
small accomplishments.   

• Exercise while doing other activities, such 
as watching a favorite TV program.   

• Create a partner system.  It’s more fun to 
exercise with a friend. 

• Keep a record of progress.    

• Develop reinforcement systems built on 
fitness rather than high-fat rewards. Go 
bowling, not for pizza, for reaching goals.   

• Ensure that  convenient ,  safe ,  and 
accessible facilities are available.  

• Participate in activities through fitness 
centers, churches, community parks and 
recreation departments, or senior centers. 

• Involve consumers in planning physical 
activities. Incorporate activities that the 
person enjoys.  

• Prov ide  da i ly  ac t iv i ty  o r  pas s ive  
movement for those with limited mobility.  

• Emphasize the importance of keeping 
physically fit.  Staff must be motivated 
and understand the importance of fitness 
before they can motivate consumers.   

• Always start slowly and gradually increase 
intensity, frequency and duration.  An 
exercise program should not be painful.  
People tend to take on too much too fast in 
hope of seeing quick results. This can 
increase a person’s risk of injury.  

• Break up one long session into two or 
three short sessions. 

• Vary routines to decrease boredom.   

Strength Training 
Lifting weights and sports like 
cycling, hiking and bowling 
will help increase muscle 
mass, strengthen bones, and 
improve metabolism.   
Strength and endurance are 
related to the ability to 
perform daily activities 
including lifting and carrying things, walking, 
maintaining good posture and performing work-
related tasks. Poor strength has been linked to a 
higher incidence of osteoporosis and a greater risk 
of falling.   

(Continue on reverse side) 

Everyone can benefit from physical activity.  
Children and adolescents need weight-bearing 
exercise for normal skeletal development.  
Young adults need exercise to achieve and 
maintain peak bone mass.  Physical activity 
can help slow the aging process by enhancing 
circulation and stimulating the release of 
growth hormones.  When strength and agility 
is maintained with regular activity, the risk of 
falling is reduced and the ability to perform 
activities of daily living is maintained.  
 
Regardless of a person’s present level, fitness 
can be improved with mild to moderate 
increases in physical activity. Regular physical 
activity, such as moderate-intensity physical 
activity for at least 30 minutes on most days, 
improves health in the following ways:   

• Reduces the risk of dying prematurely.  

• Reduces the risk of heart disease, heart 
attack, non-insulin dependent diabetes, 
hypertension, osteoarthritis, osteoporosis, 
obesity, stroke, and colon cancer. Exercise 
can strengthen the heart muscle, help control 
cholesterol levels, and reduce blood 
pressure.  

• Reduces the risk of breast cancer in women. 

• Increases muscle and bone strength.  

• Promotes weight loss and long-term weight 
maintenance and decreases body fat. Being 
overweight is a major preventable cause of 
death.   

• Helps control joint swelling and pain 
associated with arthritis.  

• Improves psychological well being and 
reduces depression, anxiety, and stress. 
People who are overweight may also suffer 
social discrimination and lower self-esteem.   

• Increases energy and stamina and improves sleep.    
 

Aerobic Exercise 
Training for Endurance 

Endurance means getting the heart and arteries 
in shape and reducing risks of heart disease, 
high blood pressure and insulin-dependent 
diabetes.  Gym-based activities, such as 
aerobic classes, treadmill or stair climbing 
machine use are good examples of aerobic 
activities, but many activities can be done in 
the home as well.  Swimming, dancing, and 
jumping rope are good examples of  
inexpensive aerobic activities.  Inexpensive 
videos and audio cassettes may be purchased 
from a number of sources including those 
listed by the National Center on Physical 
Activity and Disability at www.ncpad.org. 



Strength Training 
(Continued from front side) 

Any type of resistance exercise can improve 
strength.  These include using elastic tubing 
(e.g. ther-a-band), lifting dumb-bells, using 
weight machines, doing calisthenics, or 
carrying weighted household items, such as a 
few pounds of sand or sugar or canned goods 
if they can be held safely.   
 
Providers should follow these strength-
training guidelines.    

• Practice using equipment for several 
sessions to ensure that the person you are 
working with understands how to use it 
safely with the proper form. 

• Find a resistance (weight) that a person can 
only lift 8 to 10 times.  If the weight is too 
light, little strengthening or improvement in 
endurance will be shown.   

• The first training sessions will require a 
great deal of supervision.  Provide clear 
feedback.  Emphasize slow movements.  
Breathe out while the weight is being lifted 
and breathe in while the weight is being 
lowered.   

• Perform 2 – 3 sets using various upper and 
lower body exercises.  

• Provide adequate rest between exercises.  It 
may take 1 to 2 minutes recovery time 
between cycles.   

• Make sure the weights are lifted through the 
entire range of motion in order to obtain full 
muscle development.   

• Teach people to record their own progress.  
Simplified forms can be developed to 
record weight, number of repetitions, 
duration, etc.    

• Always stress the importance of safety.  

 

Balance 
The stronger your legs are, the better your 
balance will be.  For women with bones 
weakened from osteoporosis, balance is 
imperative to ward off falls.  Examples of fun 
activities to increase balance are descried in 
the prior edition of TheSafetyNet newsletter 
on Falls available at www.ddssafety.net. 

Flexibility 
Stretching exercises can reduce the incidences 
and severity of injury.  Flexibility training 
increases range of motion, reduces lower back 
pain, improves posture and muscle symmetry, 
delays muscle fatigue, and promotes mental 
relaxation.  Pointers for developing flexibility 
programs include: 

• Flexibility exercises should be used to 
stretch various muscle groups in the arms, 
legs and back.  Space routines at regular 
intervals throughout the day, especially 
before and after aerobic and strength 
training workouts. 

• Stretching is more effective after muscles 
have been warmed by walking or bending 
for a few minutes first.   

• Each stretch should last 10 to 15 seconds.   

• Each exercise should be performed three times. 

• Stretch to the point of discomfort or tightness 
but never to the point of pain.   

• Breathe normally while stretching.  Teach the 
person not to hold his or her breath.   

• As a person with cerebral palsy may 
experience spasticity and tightness in the 
joints, an extensive flexibility program may 
be needed.   

Walking 
Walking has been shown to 
be one of the most preferred 
activities for developing 
cardiovascular  f i tness .  
Walking is easy to do, does no
clothing or equipment, and can be performed 
almost anywhere.   Mall walking has become 
popular, particularly in areas with inclement 
weather, as the environment is safe and surfaces 
are level and free of bumps, cracks, and debris.   
For people in good condition, the intensity of 
exercise can be increased by walking with light 
weights wrapped around ankles or wrists, or 
walking with weighted objects such as canned 
goods or a sack of sand.    
 

t require special 

Team Sports 
Sports teams  tennis, and , like softball, baseball,
bowling, are good ways to socialize and make 
new friends as well as encourage physical 
activity.  Team members motivate each other to 
perform well while having fun.   
 

Other Physical Activities 
Physical activity need 
not be strenuous to 
achieve health benefits.  
Jogging, s w i m m i n g ,  
h ik in g ,  b i c y c l i n g , 
rowing, and skating are 
all activities that can 
promote fitness and, as desired, can be 
modified for a person’s disability.  Stationary 
cycling can be performed indoor even during 
inc lemen t  wea ther .  Danc ing  i s  an  
exce l l en t  cardiovascular activity.  There 
are many popular dance videos appropriate 
for all fitness levels, including people who 
use wheelchairs. Sports activities such as 
wheelchair tennis or wheelchair basketball 
can all contribute to the exercise needed to 
achieve significant health benefits and can be 
modified to meet individual needs.   
 
Ideas for alternative activities for people 
with physical limitations are available from 
the National Center for Physical Activity and 
Disability at www.ncpad.org.   
 

Lifestyle Activities 
Many lifestyle activities can be used to 
provide health benefits similar to more 
traditional workouts.  Small changes make a 
difference.   
• Never take the elevator for less than 3 

flights.  Take the stairs instead.  
• Park in the furthest space from entrances. 
• Walk the dog. 
• Do stretching while talking on the phone 

or during commercials. 
• At work, don’t use the nearest bathroom or 

nearest vending machine.  
• Hide the remote so you have to get up to 

change channels. 
• Take a 5-minute walk before meals. 
• Sweep the floor, patio, or walkway every 

day. 
• When standing in line, force yourself to 

use good posture.  
• Do housework to dance music.   
• Laughter burns calories.  Find something 

to laugh about every day. 
Caution:  Drink plenty of fluid.  Make sure you 
stay hydrated while you become physically fit.   

 
Read Online! 

Contact The Columbus Organization, at 916-960-0134 with questions a ceive future editions electronically or to access previous editions see bout this newsletter.  To re
www.ddssafety.net.    Why not tell a friend, colleague, or family member?  They can sign up too. 

 
TheSafetyNet newsletter, a joint project between the California Department of Developmental Services and The Columbus Organization, provides information on a variety of safety 

Resource information for this newsletter was provided by:  Wellness is Catching:  A Series of ealth Videos

issues to supplement pre-existing safety precautions.  It is not intended as a substitute for qualified medical advice from a health-care professional.  References to any specific 
product, process, service, or manufacturer does not constitute endorsement or recommendation by either DDS or The Columbus Organization. 
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Initiative;  Healthy People 2010; Teaching Health Care and Self-Care Skills, California State Council on Developmental Disabilities Program Development Fund, Cycle XXI; Achieving a 
neficial Fitness for Persons with Developmental Disabilities, National Center on Physical Activity and Disability; The Wellness GuideBe , University of California, Berkeley, 1999; The Wellnes

Digest, DDS; www.foodfit.com/fitness
s 

. Additional safety related information for people with developmental disabilities is available at www.ddssafety.net. 
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