
Growing pains 
 
Active kids love their sport. It’s often harder to get them back inside than it is to get them out again. So when 
they start to complain about sore spots or don’t compete and play the way they usually do, it’s important to find 
out why. 
One of the most common complaints from young athletes is heel pain due to Severs, sometimes referred to as 
calcaneal apophysitis. 
 
Sever’s Disease - What is it? 
Sever’s is a growth related disorder that affects children as their muscle and skeleton system is growing. It 
involves irritation and swelling of the growth plate in the base heel.  
These growth plates are all throughout a young person’s body. They are made up of cartilage located near the 
ends of bones and are where most of the bone’s growth occurs. As a child gets older, these growth plates turn 
to bone and fuse together by the time they are an adult. 
When a child develops Sever’s, it is due to the muscle in the back of their lower leg, the calf muscle, pulling on 
the growth plate. This causes a pulling that stretches and irritates it. The growth plate becomes swollen and 
painful to walk or run. 
 
Signs and Symptoms 

● Complaints of pain on the bottom of the heel 
● Walking/Running with a limp or walking on their toes 
● Their heel may be noticeably swollen or red 
● The heel is often tender to touch pressure 

 
Who does this affect? 
Sever’s can affect any child before their body has fully developed. However, some factors make it more likely 
for a child to get heel pain. 

● Recent growth spurt: Bones tend to grow more rapidly than our muscles, creating extra pull on the 
growth plate. Pain in the heel is often associated with a recent growth spurt. 

● Recent increases in their physical activity: Heel pain is often seen with either the start of new 
sporting activities, increases in amount of sports and/or training or the return to a seasonal sport after a 
restful off-season. 

● Explosive sports: events that demand fast and powerful movements, especially through the toes and 
feet, increase the pressure put through the calf muscle and the heel. This is especially true for events 
done mostly on the toes i.e. sprinting, jumping or dancing. 

● Footwear: Recent introduction to footwear (such as running spikes) encourage toe running. New users 
of spikes often find they put more pressure through their calf and heel. Older, more worn footwear can 
also cause more pressure through the heel due to collapsed support.  

 
What to do if this is you 
If heel pain is affecting your child’s sport and activities it is important to address it as soon as possible. 

● Early First-Aid involves rest and ice packs to help control swelling and relieve pain. Gentle massage 
and foam-rolling through the calf muscles can also help relieve the tension put on the heel and reduce 
pain. Static or passive stretching is not recommended in the painful stages as the pulling tension on the 
tight calf muscle can further aggravate the growth plate. 

● Monitor your child for rapid growth spurts. If you do notice pain develop with rapid growth, consider a 
short period of reduced physical activity to allow the body to settle. 



● Correct warm up and cool down routines as well as the proper strength and conditioning programs are 
extremely important. Not only do they allow your child’s body to prepare and recover properly, it also 
allows them to properly adapt to their changes in height and strength, reducing changes of developing 
pain and injury. 

● If your child is getting heel pain, be sure to tell their coach so their training can be properly managed. In 
the lead up to big events (e.g. School Cross-Country or Zone Little Athletics) try not to introduce new or 
extra training sessions. Progress should be gradual and as a general rule should be increased over 6-8 
weeks. 

● If your child’s pain is lasting more than 2 weeks or has become a recurring pattern, it is important to get 
them assessed by an appropriate practitioner to help determine the cause of their pain as well as 
manage their recovery and return to sport. 
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At Tensegrity, our aim is to work with our clients to restore the highest level of function and eliminate all kinds of 
muscular injuries and pain. We work with athletes of all ages and abilities to provide specialised treatments and 
specific rehabilitation programs as well as regularly being invited to attend Little Athletic events to provide expert 
care and advice. Tensegrity are evidence-based sports and manual therapy clinics that strive to deliver exceptional 
care to the community. With multiple locations across Sydney, you can find us at www.tensegrity.com.au. 
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