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What is Cerebral Palsy? 

 

Cerebral palsy (pronounced sir-ree-

brul palls-ee) is the diagnosis doctors 

give to a permanent disorder that 

affects a person’s brain and their 

ability to move. It is caused when a 

baby’s brain is damaged before or 

after they are born. This can happen 

in a lot of ways and cause a lot of 

changes in the baby as they grow. 

These changes don’t mean that 

people with cerebral palsy can’t do 

what other people can do – they 

may just do things a little 

differently than usual! Someone 

who is born with cerebral palsy will 

grow up and become an adult with 

cerebral palsy. 

 

Cerebral palsy (we can call it CP for 

short) is a disability. Many people 

with CP can live on their own with 

some equipment and support. Others 

with CP may struggle with not being 

able to walk or use objects 

themselves, not being able to speak, 

blindness, deafness, problems 

with pain and sleep, and many 

other issues, so they need more 

help to do their daily activities like 

moving around, telling people what 

they need, eating, drinking, and more. 

Where does the name come 

from? “Cerebral” means brain, and 

“palsy” means difficulty moving. 

 

DIAGNOSIS: (pronounced 

die-ag-no-sis) the way that doctors 

describe a medical condition based 

on a person’s symptoms.  

 

DISORDER: a medical 

condition that changes the way a 

person’s brain or body works. 

 

SYMPTOM: (pronounced 

simp-tum) a sign in a person’s brain 

or body that they have an illness or 

condition. For example, if your 

“symptoms” are a cough, a runny 

nose, and a sore throat, your doctor 

may “diagnose” you with the flu. 

 

DISABILITY: a condition in 

someone’s brain or body that limits 

their movements, senses, or activity. 

There are many types of disabilities 

and knowing about them can help 

you understand people better! 

 

 FACT: Cerebral palsy is very 

common. 1 in every 500 children in 

Canada is born with CP. And 17 

million people worldwide have CP! 
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Types of Cerebral Palsy 
 

There are different types of cerebral palsy that have different symptoms. The type 

of cerebral palsy someone has depends on which part of their brain was injured. 

The types are spastic, ataxic, dyskinetic, and mixed type cerebral palsy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

SPASTIC CEREBRAL PALSY (pronounced spass-tick) 

Spastic CP is the most common form of CP. 70-80% of people 

who have CP have spastic CP. “Spasticity” = stiff muscles.  

Caused by: damage to the motor cortex, which is the part 

of the brain that helps you move.  

Symptoms: stiff muscles in some places that make it hard 

for them to move. Their arms and legs might be affected on 

both sides of the body or just one side. They might have a scissor-gait 

(meaning their knees are bent inward) and might have trouble walking, sitting, 

using objects, speaking, and so on.  

 

ATAXIC CEREBRAL PALSY (pronounced ay-tax-ick) 

Ataxic CP is much less common than spastic. Only 6% of people 

with CP have ataxic CP. “Ataxia” = movement with no order. 

Caused by: damage to the cerebellum, which is the part of the 

brain that helps you balance.  

Symptoms: unstable movements which may be confusing or 

jerky. They may have tremors (shakes), problems with seeing 

how far away things are, and a wide-base gait (feet are further apart than hips) 

which could make them fall. They might have trouble walking, sitting, using 

objects, speaking, swallowing, and moving their eyes.  
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DYSKINETIC CEREBRAL PALSY (pronounced dis-kin-et-ick) 

Like ataxic CP, dyskinetic CP is uncommon, with only 6% of 

people with CP having it. “Dyskinetic” = abnormal movement. 

Caused by: damage to the basal ganglia, which is the part of 

the brain that sends messages to your spine.  

Symptoms: uncontrolled movements that get worse with 

stress and make it hard for the person to walk, sit, use objects, 

speak, and so on.  

 

These diagrams from cerebralpalsy.org.au show ways that cerebral palsy can affect 

someone’s body. When someone’s arms, legs, or other body parts are affected 

by CP, they might have no control over them, or difficulty moving them.  

 

Quadriplegia 

(pronounced quad-

ruh-plee-juh) 

 

Diplegia (pronounced 

die-plee-juh) 

 

 

 

Hemiplegia 

(pronounced hem-ee- 

plee-juh) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All four limbs are 

affected, and possibly 

the torso and face.

Both legs are affected. One arm and one leg 

on the same side of 

the body are affected.

 

If you put these two types of descriptions together, you can see how people 

describe their cerebral palsy. Someone might say: “My name is Ashley and I have 

spastic diplegic cerebral palsy.” 
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How Does Cerebral Palsy Affect People? 

 

Cerebral palsy causes people who 

have it to move differently, 

because their bodies develop 

differently than those who do not 

have it. Sometimes people with CP 

also sense things, see things, think, 

communicate, and behave 

differently than those without CP, 

since their brains will develop 

differently. 

 

People with CP might have problems 

with their muscles and bones 

which cause them to not be able to 

walk or move on their own. They 

may need a wheelchair, a 

walker, crutches, a 

special bike, or other 

mobility aids. 

 

People with CP might also have 

trouble moving their mouth and 

throat muscles, so they may 

speak slower than others or not 

speak at all. They may need an 

attendant to communicate their 

needs, or they may need a 

computer or another 

communication aid to 

speak for them.

 REMEMBER: not everyone 

with CP looks, moves, or acts the 

same way, because not everyone with 

CP develops the same way. The 

symptoms of CP depend on where 

and how much the brain is injured. 

For example, two people who both 

have spastic CP might control their 

muscles differently than each other. 

 

MOBILITY AID: “mobility” 

means the ability to move. A mobility 

aid is any piece of equipment that 

helps a person to move. 

 

ATTENDANT: a person who 

helps someone with cerebral palsy or 

another disability do the tasks they 

struggle with. This could be a trained 

professional person, a family member, 

or a friend. 

 

COMMUNICATION AID: 

“communication” means telling your 

thoughts to others. Speaking, writing 

and body language are some types of 

communication. A communication aid 

is any equipment that helps a person 

to communicate, like a keyboard or a 

voice synthesizer (talking computer).
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How Does Cerebral Palsy Affect People?

  

People with CP might have issues 

with using everyday objects, such 

as forks and knives, door handles, and 

so on, because they might have 

trouble controlling their body 

movements. They may need to use 

daily living aids to operate things in 

their house, eat, sleep, open doors, 

and so on. 

 

It is important to remember that 

people with CP do not have 

“special” needs. They have the 

same needs as everybody else! 

Everybody needs to go to school, to 

the doctor, and to the store. 

Everybody needs to open doors, eat 

food, and talk to people. The 

problem is that people with 

disabilities sometimes can’t do what 

they need to do, because many places 

are not built to be accessible to 

people with disabilities, which is not 

fair. Luckily, that is beginning to  

change as people 

learn more 

about CP and 

other 

disabilities!

         DAILY LIVING AID: any 

piece of equipment that helps a 

person to do their daily tasks, such as 

automatic door-openers, grab-sticks, 

and utensils with large handles. 

 

 ACCESSIBILITY: how well a 

place or thing can be accessed or 

used by people with disabilities. For 

example, adding a ramp to a building 

improves wheelchair accessibility. 

 

 THINKING EXERCISE: 

Does your school have accessibility 

features? How many wheelchair 

ramps does your school have? Is 

there equipment for people with 

disabilities to learn or do activities in 

different ways? Write down some 

accessibility features you would want 

in your school for yourself or others: 
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More Facts About Cerebral Palsy

 

It is very important to remember 

that CP is not a disease, because 

you cannot catch it, and it does 

not make you sick! You should 

never call it a disease, because that 

will give others the wrong idea about 

CP. There is also no cure for CP. 

Many people with CP do not wish to 

be cured, because they are happy as 

they are. People who have CP just 

need support from doctors, family, 

friends, and their community! 

 

It is also important to remember that 

people without CP are not better 

or worse than people with CP. 

Everybody has differences, and that is 

what makes the world interesting! 

Imagine if you accidentally fell and 

broke your finger. After it heals, it 

might not look or move the same 

way it had. But that’s okay! It’s still 

part of your body, and you can still 

use it, just differently than you did 

before. And would your broken 

finger make you a different person on 

the inside? Certainly not!  

CP is not the same as breaking a 

finger, but the point is that different 

bodies are not better or worse 

bodies. They’re just different!

 FACT: people with CP can do 

anything! Talented celebrities who 

have CP include actors RJ Mitte and 

Geri Jewell, comedians Josh Blue and 

Maysoon Zayid, athlete Bonner 

Paddock, race car driver Nicolas 

Hamilton, authors Christy Brown and 

Jhamak Ghimire, activist Michael 

Kutcher (Ashton Kutcher’s twin 

brother) and so many more! 

 

REMEMBER: We listed a lot 

of facts here about cerebral palsy as a 

diagnosis and how it might affect 

people who have it. However, just 

like people without CP, everyone 

who has CP (or another disability) is 

an individual person who likes and 

dislikes different things, who has 

different dreams and goals, and 

who needs different kinds of love 

and support. Don’t make 

assumptions about anybody with CP 

– ALWAYS ASK! 
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How Can You be a Good CP Ally? 
 

An ally is somebody outside a community who supports that community – it’s 

like being a friend! If you do not have CP and you want to be a good CP ally, here 

are some “dos” and “don’ts” for when you see or talk to somebody who has CP.

 

DO DON’T 

Notice how the person 

communicates. Be sure to give 

them time to answer you and ask 

them to repeat themselves if you 

don’t hear them the first time! Speak 

to them like you would speak to 

anybody else. 

Don’t assume a person with CP 

cannot understand you. When 

someone speaks slowly, it doesn’t 

mean they can’t hear you, and it 

doesn’t mean they are less intelligent. 

Don’t speak very slowly or loudly - 

this may be insulting to the person. 

If it seems like a person with CP or 

another disability needs help, ask 

them first! They will let you know. 

Though it’s always good to offer help, 

don’t start helping a person with CP 

or another disability without asking.  

Ask questions if you are confused 

about CP; but understand that the 

person might not want to answer 

questions about their disability. 

Don’t assume what a person with CP 

or another disability can or cannot do; 

everybody has different abilities.  

 

Make a habit of putting “person” 

first in your sentence! It is okay to 

say “people with disabilities” or 

“person with CP” when you need 

to describe a disability.  

Don’t touch somebody’s wheelchair, 

walker, or other equipment without 

asking. You probably would not like 

it if someone touched your things 

without asking either. 

If you are talking about a specific 

person with CP and not talking 

about their disability, use their 

name (if you know it) like you would 

for everybody else. You probably 

wouldn’t like it if people never used 

your name and called you “person 

with glasses” instead. 

When describing someone with CP, 

don’t only talk about their 

disability. For example, it would be 

rude to only ever call somebody “the 

person in a wheelchair.” What else do 

you know about them? Do they love 

swimming? Do they listen to pop 

music? Do they tell funny jokes? 
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If a person tells you that a word you 

used was hurtful, listen to them, say 

you are sorry, and try to stop using 

that word. It’s okay to make mistakes 

as long as you learn from them and 

apologize. It’s easy to be kind, and 

it makes everyone feel good! 

Don’t describe people with CP or any 

other disability using hurtful words 

like “poor,” “suffering,” or 

“handicapped.” Words like these are 

not nice because they make it sound 

like the person must be unhappy 

because of their disability. 

Use your voice! Sometimes buildings 

are made so that people with 

disabilities can’t use them, or activities 

have rules that cause people with 

disabilities to be left out. When you 

see this happening, don’t be afraid to 

tell your teacher, principal, or another 

adult – they may be able to help! 

Don’t stay silent when you notice 

people with CP or other disabilities 

being treated unfairly. Sometimes 

everybody needs a friend to help 

stand up for them, and you could 

really help make a difference! 

When you notice someone not being 

included, make an effort to invite 

that person along and accommodate 

their needs. For example, if a person 

uses a walker or wheelchair, make 

room for them and their equipment so 

they can join you. 

Don’t exclude others just because 

they have a disability. This can be very 

frustrating to people with CP and 

other disabilities who just want to 

hang out or play with everyone else. 

Besides, you could be missing out on a 

great friend! 

 

 

We hope you learned a lot from our Guide to Cerebral Palsy! If you feel 

like sharing your new knowledge, pass this guide along to a friend outside 

your class, or take it home and show your parents. Everyone should 

know about cerebral palsy! 

 

If you or your parent wants to learn even more about cerebral palsy, visit 

our website https://cerebralpalsynl.wixsite.com/cerebralpalsynl or have your 

parent send us an email at info@cerebralpalsynl.com and ask us a question! 

 

https://cerebralpalsynl.wixsite.com/cerebralpalsynl
mailto:info@cerebralpalsynl.com

