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T'inkering with toys
so every Kid can play

Volunteers are making oft-the-shelf toys more friendly to
kids with special needs, for instance by fitting bigger parts

Yeo Sam Jo

From dancing penguins and mov-
ing Minions to dinosaurs that blow
bubbles, children can be spoilt for
choicewhenit comestotoys.

Those with special needs, howeyv-
er, struggle to use them. Regular toy
switches, for instance, can provefoo
smalland difficult to manceuvre.

But recent “toy-hacking” work-
shops are changing this. During
these sessions, volunteers tinker
with off-the-shelf toys and make
them more user-friendly by connect-
ing them to bigger switches and but-
tons. This might require taking the
toysapartand rewiring them.

Non-profit organisation Engi-
neering Good conducted at least 20
such sessions this year with compa-
nies, the public and other benefici-
ary organisations.

Whilethe group, which helps dis-
advantaged communities through
engineering projects, did not run
workshops last vear, interest in foy
hacking grew “organically” this
year, according to its executive di-
rector Hannah Leong, 30.

“The most meaningful workshops
are the ones we do with parents. [t
gives them a sense of ownership and
the skills to make more toys ontheir
own fortheir children,” she said.

Modified toys sometimes have fur-
ry button surfacesthat are moretac-
tileand inviting. They can also be fit-

ted with switches made out of
clothes pegstotraina child’s grip.

Such toys not only bringjoy tochil-
dren with limited mobility, they can
also frain their muscles and interac-
tive skills, accordingto Ms Tan Peng
Chian, assistant director at AWWA
Early Intervention Centre {EIC).

“We take it so much for granted
that a child can blow a balloon and
see 1t grow bigger, hit a hammer
and see something bounce up,”
sald the 44-year-old. “But some
kids have never done it. Such toys
can be very mofivating to them and
returna sense of control.”

Housewife Norsuhaidah Muham-
mad, 35, whose two-year-old Moha-
mad Zidane Mohamad Zaihirn has
global developmental delay and at-
tends AWWA EIC, said the toys help
him move independently.

“He still crawls and has problems
reaching out. [ try to put the toy
somewhere higher so he will reach
out. He used to only crawl, but now
he canwalk with some help.”

Some firms are adopting toy hack-
ing as part of their corporate social
responsibility projects.

Volunteers fromthe Building and
Construction Authority {BCA) and
the built environment sector, for in-
stance, took part in two toy hacking
workshops organised by Engineer-
ing Goodin July.

The 30 modified toys were pre-
sented to AWWA EIC and 25 of its
children last Friday.

Engineers from DSO National
Laboratories alse ran their own
workshops for their colleagues and
students over five months this
year. Last month, they donated 118
modified toys and switches to the
SPL, formerly known as the Socie-
ty for the Physically Disabled.

“Welearntalotabout the challeng-
esthe children face,” said defence re-
search engineer Leow Hua Sheng,
27, wholedthe DSOproject.

“The biggest motivation was see-
ingthemlaugh”

Mayor for Central Singapore Lhs-
trict Denise Phua, who attended last
month’s toy presentation ceremo-
ny, suggested an online repository
of toy hacking ideas for others to
learn from, so more children with
special needs can benefit.

She said: “Play is a very integral
part of one’s formative years. It's
part of education. All children, re-
gardless of their backgrounds,
whatever they can or cannot do,
should have access tothese play op-
portunities so they can develop
theirpotential to the maximum.”

Housewlife Nur Hidayah Shahru-
din, 23, hopes for the same for her
son Rizq Nawfal Hambril. The
three-vear-old has cerebral palsy
and attends the SPI¥s Early Inter-
vention Programme for Infants and
Children {Eipic) centre in Jurong.

“His hands are not that strong
yvet and he needs help to play with
normal foys. [ don’t really see toys
that cater fo special needs kids in
stores. Hopetully we can find
more infuture.”
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Two-year-old Mohamad Zidane Mohamad Zaihiri and his parents Ms Norsuhaidah Muhammad, 35, and Mr
Mohamad Zaihiri Mohamed 5alleh, 38, with a bubble maker which has an attachable remote that allows
the boy, who has global developmental delay, to operate it. PHOTO: TIFFANY GOH FOR THE STRAITS TIMES




