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Household Safety

With all of the new toys this holiday
season it is important to remember
some key safety tips for children.

Many toys can be dangerous and even
fatal to our children. The tiny batteries
used to power watches, remote control
cars, portable games and a wide
variety of other items can find their way
into little mouths. Magnets are also a
hazard as they can easily be mistaken
for candy.

Please remember:
Only adults should handle
batteries.
Children should not take battery
powered toys to bed.
Check all toys for loose battery
compartments or pieces that are
loose or detached.
Keep anything with small parts out
of the reach of young children.
Please seek immediate medical
attention if a child swallows, or is
suspected of swallowing, a magnet
or battery.
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Toys are a child's natural form of pla y, their first way to express
themselves. Long before they begin communicating, children are
playing. Educators have long known the importance of play in a child's
life and have used that play to teach many things. Computer games
and video games can open u p a whole new world for all children, but
especially those with special needs.

Elaine Wood of Valley Springs, Calif., found that these kinds of games
were a way to connect with her autistic son. Her son has been
diagnosed with high -functioning autism and is very bright, but his
people and life skills are very low. One day, in her son's school office,
she observed the principal teasing a boy playing his Gameboy, and she
saw herself reflected in his attitude toward the child.

"Frequently, | am asking Michae |to cross a bridge to a destination he
cannot perceive 0 our world that we take for granted,” Wood says. "My
son loves computer games, online and any games like the Nintendo,
Playstation, GameCube, etc., and he is intensely passionate about
playing them H e is in a zone during the play and can spend hours, if
allowed, without verbalization, food, drinks or bathroom breaks,
rocking or manipulating his body like a contortionist. | did not see the
value in the gaming or understand it, but standing in the schoo

that day | decided that | needed to examine my generational judgment
of gaming and cross the bridge into Michael's world."

| office

Wood asked her son if she could play with him that very evening.

Though she found it incredibly frustrating at first, the b enefits were
worth it. "I realized that by playing games, | was developing a social
interactive

" | decided that | needed ®@Xamine my
generational judgmentof gamingand cross
the bridge-
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opportunity for Michael," she says. "The

days of game time evolved i nto a share time
with Michael pulling up a chair to the
computer with me, and we would play
together several online games. He easily
converses with me now during the gaming,
although not during his turn, and | can
understand that!"

The Benefits

Video games and computer games are fairly
new, and their educational and
developmental benefits for special needs
children are just now being explored. Brock
Dubbles is the media specialist and
instructional designer for Minneapolis Public
Schools, as well as a gradu ate research
associate for the Center for Cognitive
Sciences at the University of Minnesota. He
says that many people discount the positive
aspects of video and computer games.

"I would like to share that although games
have been vilified, for just reason s in some
cases, games suffer from the same kind of
criticism most new media experience in their
infancy, i.e. movies, television, books o all
were demonized as corrupting forces, and
were considered vulgar and low forms of

éSometimes meeting a person ha
withan open mind and the experience to  help them make sense of

the experience O
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expression," he says. "Research has shown that acting is a
much more powerful way of learning than reading,

hearing, seeing and collaborating. Incidentally, all of these
learning methods are present in games, but also include
acting, or applying t hat knowledge that was made
available."

Dubbles says that games are a social practice that are
created for entertainment, as well as developing skills in a
safe space where practice and development are acceptable
without the high stakes we are often expos ed to in the
world. "Just consider this from an evolutionary
perspective," he says. "An individual can develop a skill for
a dangerous situation in a game space, without facing the
potential consequence while they are developing skills and
confidence."

For some special needs children, video and computer
games can actually mean getting to know other people in a
safe and controlled manner. For others, they can teach life
skills in a way that is interactive and fun. Dubbles says

that games can be useful inth  at they provide a quality
experience, and if the child's support system can help
deconstruct the game and connect the experience to larger
real -world issues, parents can go far in turning computer
and game time into quality learning time.

Picking the Right Game

Dubbles says that parents can pick out appropriate games
for their special needs children by being aware of their
interests and developmental levels, as well as milestones
that parents would like to help children achieve. "Although
provocative games get the lion's share of press, there are
many family -friendly games that are fun, as well as deep

in potential learning," he says. "The key is being open to
learning about the games your child is interested in. At

the very least, you acknowledge the value of your child's
interests, as well as open yourself to experience where you
can reflect and share your values and appreciation for

your child. Sometimes meeting a person halfway me ans

[fway means trying what they like




