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Physical Education (PE) Staff Responsibilities 

 
Important Points 
 
 

 
Physical education staff 
members have a major 
responsibility in working 
with students who have 
asthma and allergies and 
encouraging their full 
participation. 

 
 
 

Students with asthma and 
allergies should be 
identified at the start of the 
school year. 
 
 
 
Warm- up and cool-down 
activities are important for 
all students, especially 
those with asthma. 
 
 
 
If prescribed, appropriate 
medications must be used 
before exercise. 
 
 
 
Remember to use the 
school nurse as a resource 
to learn more about asthma 
and its management, 
especially the school’s 
asthma emergency plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Members of the physical education staff have a unique responsibility in 
working with students who have asthma.  Physical activity is important 
for these students and they should be encouraged to participate as fully 
as possible.  Because asthma may be exercise induced, physical 
education staff should be watchful and alert.  Furthermore, exercise 
induced asthma can occur without having a chronic asthma diagnosis.    
 
Each school year as physical education classes begin, it is essential that 
teachers, coaches, trainers, and athletic directors meet with the school 
nurse to identify students with asthma.  Like all other faculty members, 
PE staff members need to be knowledgeable about asthma, onset 
symptoms, potential triggers, and management plans.  Additionally, they 
need to be knowledgeable about the medications used in conjunction 
with physical activity (especially inhalers), peak flow rates, and asthma 
emergency plans.  Access to emergency medications is essential.  
These special responsibilities occur because physical activity is often 
where asthma symptoms first present and asthma episodes are likely to 
happen. Assistance of the school nurse should be sought in identifying 
students with asthma and in determining how to best help them manage 
their symptoms.  There should be an awareness of exercise induced 
asthma (EIA).  
 
Special responsibilities of all members of the physical education staff 
include: 

• monitoring of warm up and cool down exercises 
• encouraging good hydration for physical exercise  
• knowledge and recognition of the symptoms of respiratory 

distress 
• awareness of symptoms indicating  the onset of an asthma 

episode 
• insistence upon appropriate use of inhalers BEFORE 

exercise begins if prescribed 
• training in the use of emergency drugs such as inhalers and 

Epi-Pens 
• being certain that students with asthma have an assigned 

"buddy." 
 
Physical education staff members need to be quick to recognize when a 
student is having an asthma episode.  If coughing, wheezing, chest 
tightness, shortness of breath, or paleness begin, it is time for the 
student with asthma to cease physical activity.  Medications to treat an 
acute asthma episode must be available to the student.  Notifying the 
school nurse at the onset of the asthma episode is highly 
recommended. These episodes can be life threatening if left untreated.   
 
PE staff members need to be especially alert for symptoms indicating an 
emergency and requiring immediate medical attention: 
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Asthma symptoms need to 
be recognized and 
appropriate steps taken. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Untreated asthma can 
result in death. 
 

• tightened neck muscles 
• sucked in skin around the chest 
• blue or gray lips or fingernails 
• flared nostrils. 

 
 
The physical education staff members need to be sensitive to the needs 
of students with asthma.  Students should be encouraged to exercise 
and participate; yet their limits must be recognized and respected.  This 
may require some modification in activities.  Moderate intensity activities 
such as walking may need to be substituted for higher intensity activities 
such as running.  Warm ups before and cool downs after exercise, plus 
good hydration are important for all students and especially important for 
students with asthma.  Consideration should be given to temperature, 
wind, and high pollen counts when exercising out of doors, as these are 
definitely triggers for asthma.  Helpful information about environmental 
conditions can be found at www.pollen.com. 
 
Physical education teachers may be the first staff members to identify 
students whose asthma symptoms are increasing or who have 
undiagnosed asthma.  Extended bouts of coughing should always be 
noted.  Coughing after physical exercise is a significant asthma 
indicator. Reporting symptoms of respiratory distress to the school nurse 
and parents is extremely important.    
 
Should a student appear to be using asthma as an excuse to decrease 
participation, determine that an avoidance pattern is occurring before 
taking action.  A student should not be encouraged to "tough it out" as 
this may increase stress and lead to an increase of symptoms.  
Managing the need for physical activity and the need for appropriate 
asthma care is a delicate balance and requires sensitivity and 
understanding.  Again, the assistance of the school nurse should be 
sought for guidance in these difficult situations.  The importance of 
keeping the students with asthma involved and active should not be 
underestimated. The physical education staff has an extremely 
important role in effective asthma management. 
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STUDENT PARTICIPATION IN PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 

 
 

Ways To Help Students with Asthma Participate 
 
 
Identify Students with Asthma  

• Ask your school nurse to identify students with asthma 
• Obtain a copy of each student’s asthma management plan 
• Identify students who have demonstrated ability to carry and self-administer medications 
• Help insure that medications are available for self-administration 
• Discuss triggers, signs, and symptoms that relate to physical activity with students 
• Inform parents if student frequently experiences asthma symptoms during physical activity. 
 

 
Encourage Students to Prepare for Physical Activity 

• Have students with prescribed medications pre-treat before exercise 
• Encourage warm-up exercises 
• Help students avoid their asthma triggers. 

 
 
Consider Modified Exercise as Needed 

• If a student has obvious breathing difficulty (wheezing, coughing) before exercising have the 
student treat his/her symptoms according to the asthma management plan 

• Consider modifying the intensity, location, or duration of physical activity 
• When environmental conditions are poor (high pollen counts, wind, freshly cut or sprayed 

fields, ozone alerts, or extreme cold) remember that students with asthma may need to avoid 
being physically active outdoors.    
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Resources for Physical Education Staff 
 
 
Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America 

www.aafa.org 
Power Breathing – a variety of instructional modalities for teens 

 
Asthma and Exercise 

www.schoolasthmaallergy.com 
 
Asthma and Physical Activity in Schools:  Making a Difference 
 from National Institute of Health 
 www.NIH.gov 
 
Exercise and Asthma 
 from the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America 
 www.aafa.org 
 
Keeping Healthy at School:  Making Exercise Safe from Allergy and Asthma Network - Mothers of 
Asthmatics 
 www.aanma.org 
 
School Asthma Allergy Information Resource 

www.schoolasthmaallergy.com 
Includes sections just for PE teachers and coaches 

 
 
 
   
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
See General Resources for additional information and resources available in Spanish. 
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