PLASTER CAST OFF?

Let's get playing
again!
Exercises to help your child recover
after their leg fracture.

This booklet provides exercises to help get your
child back up and walking after their leg fracture
has healed. Some children find standing after their
cast has been removed to be challenging.
This could be due to:
Feeling scared that it might hurt
They have lost their confidence
They do not understand their leg has healed
Their leg feels different when they stand
(changed sensation)
Their leg feels like it won't support their weight
when they stand.
It is important to talk to your child about how their leg has healed. This is a
good time for them to share their thought and you can answer any questions
they might have. You can also check that they understand what they can and
cannot do.

These exercises have been designed to be done after your child's plaster
cast has been removed from their leg and they are starting to stand.
Before starting these exercises check with your child's orthopaedic
consultant (bone doctor) that they can practice standing and
walking with no restrictions. This is often said as "weight-bear as
tolerated", or "full-weight bearing".
If you are unsure please contact the outpatient nurse at the clinic they
were treated at or call us at Auckland Children's Physiotherapy.
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What changes to their leg might you notice after their plaster cast has been
removed?
The leg is smaller in size
It’s more sensitive to touch, wearing clothes and being washed
It’s not as strong as their other leg
The skin is likely to be dry and flaky
The hair on their legs is longer and darker
If they have had surgery-the scar might look pinkish to purple in its colour and could
be raised
All these things are normal when a cast has been on for 4 to 6 weeks. These will improve over
the next few weeks.
How have the muscles been affected by the leg being in a plaster cast?
There are three main changes to the muscles from being held (immobilised) in a plaster
cast.
Motor endplate changes - each muscle in the body is sent a message from the brain
along nerves to the motor endplate on the muscle to tell it to move. When a muscle
has not been able to move, the motor end plate shrinks. This means the first few
times they try to move after their plaster cast has been removed, the muscle has
fewer messages getting through, making the muscle feel weak. With practice, the
motor end plate grows and the muscle can work properly again.
Muscle stiffness - when muscles are held still the fibers that make up the muscle get
stuck and cannot slide past each other easily. To start moving stiff muscles, more
force is needed making the movement feel harder.
Smaller muscles - Just as muscles get bigger when we exercise, when we don't use
them they get smaller. The smaller size means the muscle is not able to be as strong
as it was when it was bigger. We can change this, but it takes four to six weeks to build
up our muscle strength again.
What activities should my child avoid?
Your Child's Orthopaedic Consultant (bone doctor) or Emergency Doctor will give you
information on what activities or play they can and can't do. Normally they recommend
no jumping, running, or activities that might cause them to fall over for a few months. It is
important to talk to your child
and those who will be looking after them about the importance of these restrictions. Do
make sure that you reassure them that it won’t be long till they are back being their busy
selves.

Warm up stretches
Gentle stretches will help the muscles and joints prepare for standing. If
you have a bath this can be a great place to start encouraging movement.
if not a warm pack (wheat bag) can help the muscle prepare for stretching.
Have your child lie down with their leg relaxed. Using a rolled up towel
under their knee can help start to bend their knee. If they are feeling
anxious you can start with moving their knee and ankle first. Encourage
your child to do the movement with you. Each time you move the joint in
one direction, hold it at the end position before moving in the other
direction to give the muscle a stretch.
Ankle stretch - hold the sole of their foot, gently move their foot upwards
toward their shin. Then bring it down to a pointed position. They may find
bringing their toes towards their shin challenging as the calf muscles can
get tight from the position it has been in the cast.
Knee stretch- with their thigh and calf supported in your hand, or resting
over the rolled towel, straighten their leg. Next bend it down, this might
be more uncomfortable so take your time. Continue bending and
straightening their leg until you are able to bend their knee to 90 degrees
(the knee sitting position).
Whole leg stretch- this stretch combines all the joints used in the leg when
walking. Start with their leg straight and bend their hip up, bringing their
knee up towards their chest. When their knee is above their hip, stop and
straighten their leg again. Repeat a few in a row until your child is happy
with this movement.

Exercises
Examples are shown with a child in a moon boot, this is to represent
your child's fractured leg that has now healed. Practice these exercises
a few times over the first few days aiming for 10 minutes each session.

Standing Confidence
This exercise is easier to do with two people.
Sit with your child standing between your legs
facing away from you. Let them rest against
your legs. Give them support around their
waste if they need more reassurance or give
them a standing cuddle. Some children find
resting their foot on the floor scary so take
your time with this step. They may prefer to
stand with their sore leg off the floor (holding
it up). If they won’t stand, have them perched
on your leg so you can easily lower them
down into standing when they are distracted
playing.

Have the other person stand a meter away with bubbles or a balloon.
Have them blow the bubbles or thrown the balloon to your child.
Encourage your child to catch them. If they are sitting on your lap lower
to standing, or if you have been helping hold their leg up, lower it to the
floor.
Progress the exercise, by getting them to reach higher in front of them
for the balloon or ball. This will encourage them to stand tall, taking
weight through both legs. Make sure you celebrate this milestone of
standing, lots of clapping and letting them know how well they have
done.

Standing confidence using a stool
If they are finding it hard to place
their foot on the floor, you can try
placing it on a stool. This puts all
the weight through their good leg
(non-fractured). If you have done
the warm up stretches they will be
happy to bend their knee.

Leg strengthening exercise
Set yourself up in front of a table or couch. Have a stool or box on the
floor beside their healed leg. Place some toys (e.g. puzzle, board game,
duplo bricks) on the stool and the rest of the toy on the table.
Encourage them to reach down to the stool to get the toy. Progress
this by placing the toy parts on the floor and further away from their
side. This will be similar to doing a lunge.

Stork balance using a stool
Balance is an important part of standing and
walking. We need to be able to keep our
balance when standing on one leg. It stops us
falling over when we walk, run, step over
curbs and climb stairs. To practice this, place
your healed foot whilst the other is on a
stool. Place your hands around their waist to
help them keep their balance whilst playing.
As they get better at their balance try and let
go.

Playing a game such as throw and catch or standing at a table drawing or
doing a puzzle are different ways of building up ankle muscles and
working on their balance.

Stork balance using a ball
Using a ball to rest their good foot on makes it harder for their balance
but is easier than standing on one leg only. To start, hold their hands
and place their good foot on a ball. To progress the exercise, let go of
their hands. See if you can get them to tap the ball with their good foot
5 times, practice rolling it forward and back. Practice SMALL kicks, as we
don’t want them to fall over! There are lots of different ways of doing
stork balance, so get creative.

Fantastic, on completing these beginner exercises.
Practice these exercises two to three times per day
until your child is happy standing and is starting to
walk.

We are here at Auckland Children's Physiotherapy to
help progress your child further.
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