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Abstract
The aim of this review was to evaluate the evidence for nonpharmacological rehabilitation interventions for motor and cognitive
impairment following pediatric stroke. A literature search was conducted using multiple scientific databases. Studies were included if
(1) the study population was > 50% pediatric (< 18 years) stroke, (2) a diagnosis of stroke was explicitly stated, (3) there were >3
pediatric stroke participants included in the study sample, and (4) motor or cognitive outcome measures were used to assess effect of
treatment. Levels of evidence were assigned to each study to determine the strength of the evidence for each intervention. A total of 18
articles met inclusion criteria. Most studies (N = 14) examined rehabilitation of the upper limb, with constraint-induced movement
therapy (CIMT) as the most common intervention. Overall, the evidence supports the use of CIMT, forced use therapy, repetitive
transcranial magnetic stimulation, functional electrical stimulation, and robotics, but suggests no beneficial effect of transcranial direct
current stimulation. Very few studies assessed interventions for the lower limb (N = 1) or cognitive impairment (N = 3).
Conclusion: Effective rehabilitation approaches are important for optimizing outcomes in children who have had a stroke. Although
the number of published clinical trials has increased in recent years, little evidence-based guidance exists for this clinical population.

What is Known:

* Pediatric stroke is a significant cause of disability in children that is often associated with long-term motor and cognitive sequelae.

* There is a need to establish a knowledge base regarding available evidence-based rehabilitation therapies for this clinical population.

What is New:

* Most studies examining interventions for motor function focus on upper limb rehabilitation, whereas few studies have investigated interventions for
improving lower limb or cognitive impairment.

* An important gap exists regarding evidence-based rehabilitative treatment approaches for pediatric stroke.
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Abbreviations

AHA Assisting Hand Assessment

BBT Box and Blocks Test

CIMT Constraint-induced movement therapy

COPM Canadian Occupational Performance Measure

FES Functional electrical stimulation

MA Melbourne Assessment

PAFT Pediatric Arm Function Test

PCT Prospective controlled trial

PDMS Peabody Developmental Motor Scale

PEDro Physiotherapy evidence database

PMAL Pediatric Motor Activity Log

PRISMA Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses

RCT Randomized controlled trial

rTMS Repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation

tDCS Transcranial direct current stimulation

W M T B -Working Memory Test Battery for Children
C

Introduction

Globally, the prevalence of pediatric stroke has increased
by approximately 35% between 1990 and 2013 [29] and
has been observed to occur at a rate as high as 1.6 per
100,000 children [32], placing it among the top ten causes
of childhood mortality [33]. Although there are several
distinct forms of pediatric stroke depending on mechanism
and timing of injury, they can be broadly categorized into
ischemic and hemorrhagic types [2]. While these same
types of strokes are observed in the adult population, their
underlying etiologies differ in the pediatric population.
Traditional risk factors associated with adult stroke are
related to lifestyle (e.g., atherosclerosis, hypertension, obe-
sity) [3, 12], whereas congenital illnesses and cerebrovas-
cular malformations, such as heart diseases and sickle cell
disease, are the primary causes of pediatric stroke [3, 12,
30, 33].

Pediatric stroke often results in complications that lead
to physical, cognitive, and psychosocial disability [19] and
is associated with significant morbidity [44]. The clinical
presentation of pediatric stroke varies based on the age of
the child, with younger children typically presenting with
motor deficits, while older children often demonstrate a
combination of language and motor deficits [20].
Hemiparesis is one of the most common impairments
post-stroke, being present in 50 to 80% of cases [8].
Cognitive impairment is also observed frequently follow-
ing pediatric stroke, with long-term deficits occurring in up
to half of child stroke survivors [18]. Of the various cog-
nitive domains affected, such as intellectual functioning
and memory, executive function (including attention and
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processing speed skills) is particularly vulnerable to im-
pairment [18]. Importantly, deficits experienced post-
stroke significantly impact children’s independence, activ-
ities of daily living, and quality of life [31].

Compared to the adult stroke population, there is con-
flicting evidence regarding whether or not outcomes in
children are more favorable and whether or not children
recover better than adults after stroke [15, 23]. However,
it has been suggested that recovery patterns and trajectories
differ between children and adults [23]. Despite this differ-
ence, in addition to differing risk factors underlying stroke,
current therapeutic management for children who have had
a stroke continues to be mostly guided by extrapolation
from the adult stroke literature [44]. Since appropriate
treatment approaches and intervention protocols are in-
formed by the combination of mechanisms underlying
stroke as well as recovery trajectories [7, 25], there is a
need for knowledge regarding pediatric-specific evi-
dence-based interventions. Furthermore, current reviews
and guidelines for pediatric stroke rehabilitation are often
underpinned by studies that include mixed clinical popula-
tions (e.g., stroke, cerebral palsy, acquired brain injury)
[19, 38]. Thus, greater and more accurate insight into pe-
diatric stroke rehabilitation can be gained by limiting stud-
ies and reviews to stroke populations only.

To date, there has been no systematic review which com-
prehensively summarizes the state of the evidence regarding
rehabilitation therapies for children post-stroke; much of the
literature at present pertains to acute management, etiology,
and outcomes. Therefore, the objective of this systematic re-
view was to provide an overview of the evidence regarding
effectiveness of nonpharmacological rehabilitation interven-
tions for motor and cognitive impairment following pediatric
stroke.

Methods
Literature search strategy

In accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) [34], a
comprehensive literature search was conducted for articles
published from January 1, 1980, to December 8, 2017, using
the following scientific databases: PubMed, MEDLINE,
CINAHL, and EMBASE. Pediatric stroke-related population
key words were searched in combination with complication
and intervention key words. Medical Subject Headings were
used as available in each database. Variations of key words
were used and were individualized for each database. The
detailed search strategy is presented in Online Resource 1.
Searches were limited to journal articles published in the
English language.
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Selection criteria

Articles which investigated nonpharmacological rehabilita-
tion interventions for cognitive or motor outcomes post-
pediatric stroke were included if they met the following four
a priori inclusion criteria:

(1) The study population was composed of >50% individ-
uals who sustained a pediatric (28 weeks gestation to
18 years) stroke;

(2) A diagnosis of stroke was explicitly stated;

(3) There were >3 human pediatric (< 18 years) stroke par-
ticipants included in the study sample;

(4) Motor or cognitive outcome measures were used to as-
sess effect of treatment.

Stroke-induced conditions (i.e., cerebral palsy) were in-
cluded if there was clear and explicit mention of stroke etiol-
ogy. Articles were excluded if they were case studies/reports,
study protocols, reviews, or used a qualitative research design.

Study selection

After removing duplicates, articles were screened for eligibil-
ity based on title and abstract by two independent reviewers
(MM, AMc), according to inclusion criteria. The full text was
retrieved if uncertainty remained or when more information
was required to make a decision. Any discrepancies were re-
solved by a third reviewer (NS). Additionally, the reference
lists of included articles as well as relevant published guide-
lines [19, 38] were screened for other articles which may have
been missed by the computer search.

Methodological quality assessment

The methodological quality of randomized controlled trials
(RCTs) was assessed by two independent reviewers (NS,
MM) using the physiotherapy evidence database (PEDro) tool
[35]. The PEDro tool assesses study quality and consists of 11
criteria that are answered with a “yes” (score=1) or “no”
(score =0). The first item is not used in calculating the final
score; thus, a maximum score of 10 can be achieved. PEDro
scores were then used to categorize RCTs as poor (<4), fair
(4-5), good (6-8), or excellent (9—10) quality [11]. Levels of
evidence were assigned to each study using a modified
Sackett scale [40] (Table 1).

Data extraction and synthesis

The following data were extracted from each study by two
independent reviewers (NS, MM): participant characteristics
(age, gender, % stroke in study sample, stroke diagnosis, time
post-stroke, stroke site, stroke side of pathology (as per
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Table 1  Modified Sackett scale
Level Description
la More than one RCT (PEDro score > 6)
1b One RCT (PEDro score > 6)
2 RCT (PEDro score < 6), prospective controlled trial, cohort
3 Case-control
4 Case series, pre-post test, post-test
5 Observational, case report, clinical consensus

PEDro Physiotherapy evidence database, RCT randomized controlled
trial

reported hemispheric side or affected body side), and clinical
presentation), study characteristics (author name, year and
country of publication, article title, study design, sample size),
treatment characteristics (intervention, comparator, concurrent
therapy), outcome measures, assessment time points, and re-
sults. Extracted information from each study was organized
into two tables whereby similar interventions for motor or
cognitive outcomes, respectively, were grouped together.
Levels of evidence assigned to each study were used to deter-
mine the strength of the evidence for each intervention.

Results
Study selection

The literature search yielded a total of 4602 citations, 16 of
which met inclusion criteria and were suitable for qualitative
analysis. Two additional articles were added after reviewing
the reference lists of the included studies and relevant guide-
lines (Fig. 1).

Participant and study characteristics

Studies examining interventions for motor outcomes Fifteen
studies investigated nonpharmacological rehabilitation inter-
ventions for motor outcomes. Participant and study character-
istics are summarized in Table 3. Seven studies [13, 14,
26-28, 43, 45] were RCTs, two of which included a crossover
component. Methodological quality of RCTs was fair for two
studies [43, 45], good for four studies [13, 14, 26, 27], and
excellent for one study [28] (Table 2). Two studies were con-
ducted as secondary analyses in follow-up to RCTs, with qual-
ity ratings of fair [36] and good [4]. Six studies [10, 16, 21, 22,
37, 47] were pre-post studies. Individual total sample sizes
ranged from 4 to 45 participants, generating a pooled sample
of 200 participants among all studies. Mean ages ranged from
1.5 to 16.9 years, with a pooled mean age of 9.8 years. Most
studies recruited pediatric stroke participants who were still
pediatric (< 18 years) patients at the time of enrollment; the
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remaining seven studies [4, 14, 21, 26-28, 36] recruited pedi-
atric stroke participants of which a subset had become adults
(> 18 years) by the time of enrollment. There were 91 male
and 84 female participants overall across studies with the ex-
ception of one study [45] which did not report on gender. The
majority of study populations were all stroke; the remaining
studies [10, 13, 45] ranged from 52 to 95% stroke overall, and
the percentage of stroke in one study [36] could only be iden-
tified as > 50%. Stroke diagnoses included arterial ischemic
stroke, periventricular venous infarction, childhood, prenatal,
perinatal, or very early antenatal stroke, or stroke without fur-
ther description. Six studies [10, 16, 22, 26, 45, 47] reported
on time post-stroke, which ranged from > 0.5 years to a mean
of 8.1 years; the remaining studies did not report on time post-
stroke. The location of stroke varied and included regions of
the cerebral cortex, middle cerebral artery territory, basal gan-
glia, internal capsule, corona radiata, periventricular area, and
other undefined subcortical areas; however, this information
was not reported by the majority of studies. There were 63
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o Intervention development &
design only (n=1)

o Full article unavailable in
English (n=1)

e Review (n=1)

right-sided and 100 left-sided strokes across the majority of
studies; two studies [10, 45] did not report on stroke side. All
but one study focused on exclusively upper extremity motor
impairment; the majority of participants (N =140) had
hemiparesis, and smaller subsets of participants had
hemiparesis with spasticity or dystonia, hemiparetic cerebral
palsy, or hemiplegia. The remaining study [47] targeted lower
extremity motor impairment in the form of hemiparesis
(Table 3).

Studies examining interventions for cognitive outcomes
Three studies investigated nonpharmacological rehabilitation
interventions for cognitive outcomes. Participant and study
characteristics are summarized in Table 4. One study [24]
was a RCT of poor quality (Table 2). One study was a pro-
spective controlled trial (PCT) [48], and one was a pre-post
study [9]. Individual total sample sizes ranged from 6 to 9
participants, generating a pooled sample of 22 of which there
were 10 males and 12 females. Mean ages ranged from 11.3 to
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Table 2 Methodological quality

assessment of included Study ct €2 C3 ¢4 C5 C6 C7 C8 C9 Cl10 C11  Total

randomized controlled trials using

the physiotherapy evidence Carlson et al. 2018 Y Y Y N Y Y Y N N Y Y 7

database tool Gillicketal. 2014 Y Y N Y Y N Y Y N Y Y 7
Gillick et al. 2015 Y Y Y Y Y N Y N Y N Y 7
King et al. 2007 Y Y N N N N N N N Y N 2
Kirton et al. 2008 Y Y N Y Y N Y N N Y Y 6
Kirton et al. 2016 Y Y Y Y N N Y Y Y Y Y 8
Kirton et al. 2017 Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y Y 10
Rich et al. 2016 Y Y N Y Y N Y N N N N 4
Taub et al. 2011 Y Y N Y N N N Y N Y Y 5
Willis et al. 2002 Y Y N N N N N Y N Y Y 4

C criterion, C/ eligibility criteria, C2 random allocation, C3 concealed allocation, C4 group similarity at baseline,
C5 blinding of subjects, C6 blinding of therapists, C7 blinding of assessors, C8 measures of key outcome(s)
obtained from > 85% of subjects, C9 intention to treat analysis, C/0 between-group statistical comparisons, C//
point measures and measures of variability, N no, Y yes

14.3 years, with a pooled mean age of 12.7 years. All three
studies recruited pediatric stroke participants who were still
pediatric (< 18 years) patients at the time of enrollment, and all
had study populations that were 100% stroke, comprising var-
ious stroke diagnoses including silent and/or overt infarcts,
sickle cell disease-related infarcts, and childhood arterial is-
chemic stroke. Only one study [9] reported on time post-
stroke, with a mean of 7.3 years. Stroke site or side was not
reported by one study [24]; the location of stroke across the
remaining two studies was not described in detail, but includ-
ed the frontal lobe and related areas, as well as subcortical
involvement or lack thereof. There were two right-sided, four
left-sided, and seven bilateral strokes. The cognitive clinical
presentation of participants differed and included memory im-
pairment, learning disabilities, dysarthria, attention deficits, or
unremarkable deficits.

Interventions for motor outcomes

Constraint-induced movement therapy, forced use therapy
Five studies examined the effect of constraint-induced move-
ment therapy (CIMT), and one study examined the effect of
forced use therapy, on upper limb motor impairment, includ-
ing three RCTs and three pre-post studies.

One RCT [27] compared CIMT combined with motor
learning therapy to motor learning therapy alone in a subset
of 23 children with hemiparesis due to stroke. Treatment was
delivered over 10 consecutive weekdays. Children receiving
CIMT improved on the Assisting Hand Assessment (AHA) at
1 week (p=0.0003) and 2 months (p =0.0004) following
treatment compared to the control group, but this effect was
not maintained at 6-month follow-up. Improvement was also
noted for the Melbourne Assessment (MA) at 1-week follow-
up; however, this did not reach statistical significance com-
pared to the control group and was unchanged at 6-month

follow-up. ABILHAND-Kids scores did not change follow-
ing treatment.

One RCT [43] examined the effect of CIMT compared to
usual care (occupational and physical therapy) in 20 children
with hemiparesis due to stroke over 15 consecutive weekdays.
Immediately following treatment and at 6-month follow-up,
children who received CIMT demonstrated significant im-
provement on the Pediatric Motor Activity Log (PMAL),
Inventory of New Motor Activities and Patterns, and Pediatric
Arm Function Test (PAFT) and showed significantly improved
active range of motion, compared to the control group (p < 0.05
for all). Nine children who were randomized to the control
group initially were treated with CIMT after a period of
6 months and performed significantly better on all measures
(p <0.005 for all) after crossover compared to baseline.

Three studies utilized a pre-post design [16, 21, 37]. Among
these studies, the effect of CIMT was examined in children with
hemiparetic cerebral palsy, or hemiparesis with or without spas-
ticity or dystonia, due to stroke. CIMT duration ranged from
12 days to 4 weeks. Assessment scores before and after inter-
vention demonstrated improved upper limb function as per the
PMAL (p <0.001), PAFT (» <0.001) [37], and Wolf Motor
Function Test time (p =0.052) and quality (p =0.005) scores
[21]. The remaining study [16] reported improved motor func-
tion in one of six participants and no improvement in quality of
movement among any participants following intervention, al-
though the results of statistical analyses were not provided.

One RCT [45] compared forced use therapy to no interven-
tion in 25 children with hemiparesis over the course of
1 month. Of the total study sample, 13 of 25 (52%) children
had a stroke, while the other participants had cerebral
malformations, trauma, or unknown diagnoses. All children
continued to receive routine occupational and physical thera-
py throughout the duration of the study. Compared to the
control group, the children receiving forced use therapy
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improved significantly on the Peabody Developmental Motor
Scale (PDMS) following 1 month of treatment (p < 0.0001),
and this effect was maintained 6 months later. Ten children
who were randomized to the control group initially were treat-
ed with forced use therapy 6 months after the initial treatment
course and demonstrated improved PDMS scores following
treatment compared to baseline (p = 0.005).

Levels of Evidence:

There is level 1b evidence that CIMT in combination with motor learning
therapy may improve upper limb function compared to motor learning
therapy alone in children with hemiparesis following pediatric stroke.

There is level 2 evidence that CIMT improves upper limb function
compared to usual care in children with hemiparesis following
pediatric stroke.

There is level 2 evidence that forced use therapy improves upper limb
function compared to no intervention in children with hemiparesis
following pediatric stroke.

Transcranial direct current stimulation One RCT [14] exam-
ined the effect of 1 session of transcranial direct current stim-
ulation (tDCS) compared to sham tDCS in 11 children with
upper limb hemiparesis due to stroke. Participants in both
groups demonstrated stability or slight improvement on the
Box and Blocks Test (BBT) for the affected hand following
treatment, although there were no significant differences be-
tween groups for any outcomes.

One RCT [28] compared the combined effect of tDCS and
motor learning therapy to sham tDCS combined with motor
learning therapy for 2 weeks in 23 children with hemiparetic
cerebral palsy due to stroke. Motor learning therapy included
both CIMT and bimanual training. Although there was a sig-
nificant increase in AHA scores (p =0.002) across all partic-
ipants at 1 week following intervention, there were no
between-group differences at 2-month follow-up. No treat-
ment effects were found for other motor outcome measures,
including the MA, BBT, ABILHAND-Kids, or for grip or
pinch strength. A follow-up study [4] was conducted using a
subset of 15 children primarily to investigate metabolic chang-
es in the motor cortex associated with the intervention.
Clinical outcomes were also reported, although between-
group analyses were not performed. All children improved
in terms of motor function, but there was no effect of tDCS
treatment on AHA scores.

Levels of Evidence:

There is level 1b evidence that tDCS does not improve upper limb
function compared to sham tDCS in children with hemiparesis
following pediatric stroke.

There is level 1b evidence that tDCS in combination with motor learning
therapy does not improve upper limb function compared to sham tDCS
in combination with motor learning therapy in children with
hemiparetic cerebral palsy following pediatric stroke.

Repetitive transcranial magnetic stimulation One RCT [26]
examined the effect of repetitive transcranial magnetic stimu-
lation (rTMS) compared to sham rTMS over the course of
8 days in 10 children with hand weakness due to stroke.
Children who received rTMS demonstrated significant im-
provements in MA scores 24 h following treatment comple-
tion (p = 0.002) compared to those receiving sham rTMS, but
the difference was not maintained at 1-week follow-up.
Significant between-group differences were noted for grip
strength for both time points in favor of rTMS (p =0.009
and p=0.01, respectively).

Three studies examined the effect of rTMS in combina-
tion with a form of motor learning therapy. One RCT [27]
assessed multiple treatment pairings, comparing rTMS
plus motor learning therapy, or rTMS plus CIMT and mo-
tor learning therapy, to sham rTMS in combination with
motor learning therapy without CIMT. Subsets of 22 and
24 children, respectively, who had upper limb hemiparesis
due to stroke, were studied. Treatment was delivered over
10 consecutive weekdays. The former treatment compari-
son resulted in improvement on the AHA at 1 week (p =
0.005) but not at 6 months (p = 0.09) post-intervention for
children receiving rTMS with motor learning therapy.
Improvement was also noted for the MA at 1-week fol-
low-up compared to the control group (p =0.003). The lat-
ter treatment comparison resulted in improvement on the
AHA at 1 week (p=0.02), 2 months (p=0.0002), and
6 months (p =0.0004) following intervention for children
receiving rTMS with CIMT and motor learning therapy.
Improvement was also noted for the MA at 1-week fol-
low-up; however, this did not reach statistical significance
when compared to the control group. For both treatment
comparisons, there were no changes in ABILHAND-Kids
scores, and both treatment groups had unchanged AHA
scores from baseline to 6-month follow-up.

One RCT [13] compared the combined effect of
rTMS and CIMT to sham rTMS in combination with
CIMT over the course of 2 weeks in children with upper
limb hemiparesis. Of the total study sample, 18 of 19
children (95%) had a stroke. Two days following treat-
ment completion, children receiving rTMS demonstrated
significantly better improvement on the AHA compared
to the control group (p =0.008), although there were no
significant between-group differences for finger-
extension force. A follow-up study [36] was conducted
to assess long-term treatment effects using a subset of
14 children. More than half of these children had a
stroke, although the exact percentage could not be de-
termined. Eighty-six percent of the total follow-up study
sample demonstrated improved or maintained treatment
effects on the AHA, including children from both treat-
ment groups, at a median of 47.5 months following
intervention.
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Levels of Evidence:

There is level 1b evidence that :-TMS may improve upper limb function
compared to sham rTMS in children with hand weakness following
pediatric stroke.

There is level 1b evidence that rTMS in combination with either motor
learning therapy or both CIMT and motor learning therapy may
improve upper limb function compared to sham rTMS in combination
with motor learning therapy without CIMT in children with
hemiparesis following pediatric stroke.

There is level 1b evidence that rTMS in combination with CIMT may
improve upper limb function compared to sham rTMS in combination
with CIMT in children with hemiparesis following pediatric stroke.

Functional electrical stimulation One pre-post study [22] ex-
amined the effect of 48 1-h sessions of functional electrical
stimulation (FES) in 4 children with upper limb hemiplegia
due to stroke over the course of 16 weeks and found a
statistically significant improvement (p =0.042) on the
itemized objects subtest of the Rehabilitation Engineering
Laboratory Hand Function Test upon treatment comple-
tion. No other significant improvements were found for
the other subtests or for other outcome measures, although
all participants demonstrated improved motor function fol-
lowing intervention.

Levels of Evidence:

There is level 4 evidence that FES may improve upper limb function in
children with hemiplegia following pediatric stroke.

Robotics One pre-post study [10] examined the effect of
16 1-h sessions of robotic therapy in 12 children with
upper limb hemiplegia and spasticity over the course of
8 weeks. Of the total study sample, 11 children (92%) had
a stroke, and 8 children continued to receive community-
based concurrent occupational therapy. After 8 weeks of
treatment, total scores on the Fugl-Meyer Assessment and
Quality of Upper Extremity Skills Test improved signifi-
cantly (p <0.0005 and p=0.001, respectively) and were
maintained at 1 month post-intervention. Significant im-
provements were also noted on the Modified Ashworth
Scale as well as for isometric elbow strength, although
inconsistently at 8 and 12 weeks.

Levels of Evidence:

There is level 4 evidence that robotics may improve upper limb function
in children with hemiplegia and spasticity following pediatric stroke.

Walking training One pre-post study [47] examined the ef-
fect of an exercise training program on walking ability in
five children with hemiparesis due to stroke over the
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course of 2-3 months. Large effect sizes were demonstrat-
ed by four of five children for the total score (1.09) and two
subscores (0.91 and 1.21, respectively) of the Gross Motor
Function Measure following intervention, although no sta-
tistical analyses were reported. Additionally, during the
course of treatment, step length and weight-bearing asym-
metry improved in all children who showed these impair-
ments at baseline.

Levels of Evidence:

There is level 4 evidence that walking training may improve walking
ability in children with hemiparesis following pediatric stroke.

Interventions for cognitive outcomes

Memory training Three studies examined the effect of mem-
ory training on cognitive outcomes.

One RCT [24] and one PCT [48] compared the combined
effect of memory training with academic tutoring to academic
tutoring alone in children with memory impairment, learning
disabilities, dysarthria, or unremarkable deficits. Children re-
ceiving memory training and tutoring for 2 years demonstrat-
ed significantly improved memory function compared to the
control group in terms of the California Verbal Learning Test
delayed cue recall (p = 0.02) and the Children’s Memory Scale
backward recall digit span subtest (p =0.04). There were no
between-group differences on the forwards test of the digit
span subtest. The PCT [48] reported improved short- and
long-term memory function in children receiving memory
training and tutoring for 6 weeks, compared to little change
in the control group; however, the results of statistical analyses
were not provided.

One pre-post study [9] examined the effect of a comput-
erized working memory training program in seven children
with attention deficits and average or below average work-
ing memory over the course of 5-7 weeks. At 1-2 weeks
following treatment, there was a significant improvement
on the phonological loop subtest of the Working Memory
Test Battery for Children (WMTB-C); however, this effect
was not maintained at 12-month follow-up. No other
WMTB-C or Wide Range Achievement Test-4 subtest
scores changed significantly from baseline at either time
point. Mean scores on attention tasks also did not change
following intervention.

Levels of Evidence:

There is level 2 evidence that memory training in combination with
academic tutoring may improve memory compared to academic
tutoring alone in children following pediatric stroke.

There is level 4 evidence that computerized memory training may

improve working memory but not attention in children following
pediatric stroke.
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Discussion

This systematic review aimed to summarize and assess the
available evidence for nonpharmacological motor and cogni-
tive rehabilitation interventions in the pediatric stroke popula-
tion. This review is unique in that it used a narrowly defined
clinical population such that the evidence statements are spe-
cifically relevant to both clinical and non-clinical settings. The
authors were able to identify just 18 studies that met inclusion
criteria.

It is important to consider the relative dearth of studies in
this field as reflective of the low incidence of pediatric stroke
relative to its occurrence among adults. While there is a large
discrepancy in incidence rates between these populations, it
does not diminish the importance or necessity of conducting
interventional trials specifically within the pediatric popula-
tion. The extrapolation of treatment recommendations from
the adult literature has limitations due to developmental dif-
ferences between coagulation, cerebrovascular, and neurolog-
ical systems in adults and children [7, 33], and potential dif-
ferences in eventual outcomes as well. There are also signifi-
cant differences between the adult and pediatric populations in
terms of the type of stroke sustained, underlying risk factors
[30], and the long-term sequelae experienced. Mortality and
long-term morbidity following pediatric stroke are highly var-
iable and are influenced by many factors, including lesion
location [42], age, developmental level, family environment,
and resource acquisition [17]. It has been reported that chil-
dren will experience a spectrum of difficulties across several
domains of the International Classification of Function [46]
and that the extent and severity of these problems may not
present themselves right away but rather they may “grow
into” their problems as they gain new skills [17] and attempt
new developmental milestones. As was demonstrated by the
current review, few studies are available to guide clinical prac-
tice for the rehabilitation or habilitation of these deficits, de-
spite the high prevalence of disability incurred by children
post-stroke. Although the increase in the number of clinical
trials and published protocols in recent years is encouraging,
there remains an important gap in the literature pertaining to
pediatric stroke rehabilitation.

In terms of motor studies, most have focused on the reha-
bilitation of upper limb motor deficits, with CIMT being the
most commonly investigated intervention, and forced use
therapy, FES, and robotics being the least commonly investi-
gated interventions. CIMT, forced use therapy, rTMS, FES,
and robotics generally demonstrated improvements on all or
some motor outcomes among children with hemiparesis or
hemiplegia post-stroke, supported by varying levels of evi-
dence (Online Resource 2). In contrast, the application of
tDCS was not shown to result in improvements in upper limb
hemiparesis among children post-stroke. Studies investigating
therapies for upper limb motor impairment which utilized the

Canadian Occupational Performance Measure (COPM) [5] in
addition to motor outcomes generally reported improved
COPM scores alongside improved motor function, indicating
self-perceived improvement with performance on everyday
living tasks. Interestingly, although tDCS did not demonstrate
favorable outcomes for motor function, tDCS treatment was
associated with improvement in COPM scores, signifying the
importance of appropriate outcome measure selection and use
to detect improved function. Only walking training has been
studied for lower limb rehabilitation, demonstrating potential
therapeutic benefit for walking ability. Finally, among the cog-
nitive studies, memory training with or without academic
tutoring, as well as computerized memory training, demon-
strated improvements on some memory and attention mea-
sures among study participants, but not all.

The evidence identified and presented here is partly in line
with published Canadian Best Practice Guidelines for Stroke
Care [19]. The evidence statements reported by Hebert et al.
[19] indicate strong support (level A) for CIMT or modified
CIMT but not any other type of intervention. It is important to
note that the pediatric guidelines mentioned above were often
based on research studies with heterogeneous stroke popula-
tions inclusive of cerebral palsy or clinical presentations
where diagnosis of stroke was not specified. The advantage
of the current systematic review is that it offers both pediatric-
specific and stroke-specific implications for rehabilitation. It is
possible that combining various aetiologies within a single-
study sample may lead to large variances in results which can
mask the magnitude of the treatment effect, potentially leading
to incorrect conclusions or conclusions that are not generaliz-
able to all diagnoses [43]. Therefore, it is imperative that ef-
fectiveness of interventions for various neurological popula-
tions should be established separately. Future studies should,
at the very least, specifically identify the etiology of stroke-
induced conditions or recruit a homogenous population such
that treatment effectiveness can be comprehensively evaluated
for the pediatric stroke clinical population.

It should be noted that the studies included in this review
varied in terms of reporting on the chronicity of stroke.
Overall, seven studies reported the time post-stroke onset of
their participant sample, which ranged from greater than
6 months to a mean of 8.1 years. Although the remaining
studies did not provide this information, most presumably also
had chronic stroke participant samples based on ages at the
time of study enrollment along with the fact that the strokes
occurred prenatally or perinatally or resulted in congenital
effects (i.e., hemiparesis), or that the study was investigating
long-term outcomes in follow-up to another included study.
Three studies were of unknown stroke chronicity. Taken to-
gether, the majority of studies were conducted during the
chronic phase of pediatric stroke, highlighting the need for
future studies to examine the effect of rehabilitation interven-
tions during the acute phase.
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It is important to recognize the unique situation presented
by pediatric stroke in terms of overall rehabilitation. The term
habilitation is often used in lieu of rehabilitation because chil-
dren must often relearn previously developed skills and abil-
ities, as well as learn to develop new skills and cope with
missing ones. Regardless of the interventions applied, rehabil-
itation as a whole occurs within the context of a family and the
child’s parents and/or caregivers; as such, the needs of not
only the child, but also the child’s family should be prioritized.
The delivery of care in terms of methods of rehabilitation,
intensity, duration, and environment should be individualized
to the child and family and tailored to meet their unique needs
[38] and provided by a multidisciplinary team given the com-
plex and diverse types, and number, of issues a child may
experience [1].

There is substantial heterogeneity in the pediatric stroke
population and the diversity of issues experienced by these
individuals; therefore, identification of the most useful trials
for interventional study is imperative. A recent study by
Steinlin et al. [41] has shown how the use of a Delphi process,
which seeks to obtain consensus among clinicians on a spe-
cific topic of interest in health care [6, 39], can identify critical
areas for interventional study in pediatric stroke. Given the
considerable difficulty in designing and recruiting patients
for pediatric stroke rehabilitation trials, the Delphi method
should be considered as a foundation for the development of
these trials as well. This may assist in designing a highly
feasible study with equally high clinical utility.

Limitations

A limitation of this review is that a number of relevant studies
may have been excluded, such as studies evaluating the effects
of various motor and cognitive treatments on children with
cerebral palsy or congenital hemiparesis/hemiplegia, due to a
lack of explicit description or mention of stroke etiology.
Additionally, as our search criteria were limited to English
publications, this review is not representative of findings from
studies published in other languages.

Conclusion

Pediatric stroke is a significant contributor to childhood mor-
tality, morbidity, and disability. Although effective rehabilita-
tive treatment approaches for pediatric stroke are important,
little evidence-based guidance exists. Of the available studies
to date, most have focused on the rehabilitation of upper limb
motor deficits. There is still a lack of evidence at present for
interventions for improving lower limb or cognitive impair-
ment in children who have had a stroke. Although the increase
in the number of clinical trials and published protocols in

@ Springer

recent years is encouraging, there remains an important gap
in the literature pertaining specifically to pediatric stroke re-
habilitation. There is a need to address this gap in order to
effectively guide rehabilitative management and meet the on-
going needs of the pediatric stroke population.
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