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Kris Humphrey has three little boys eagerly waiting to see what presents will be under the 

tree this Christmas, and in her role as mom and Santa's helper she is charged with finding 

gifts that not only meet their needs and wants but also their abilities. 

Picking out perfect presents can be stressful enough. But for the Downers Grove mother, 

identifying the right gifts for people with special needs like her sons is even more 

challenging. It's a challenge shared this time of year by others who are seeking gifts for 

friends and family members with physical limitations. 

Humphrey's 5-year-old twins, Michael and Nathan, were born 15 weeks premature and have 

cerebral palsy. Michael is a quadriplegic and in a wheelchair. Nathan has limited strength 

and motor abilities on the left side of his body. Their little brother, Colin, 2, was born 7 

weeks premature and has developmental delays. 

"Part of play is being able to play by yourself," said Humphrey about Michael. "When I'm 

considering things for him, I am always asking myself, 'Is this going to be something that his 

mind is going to love, but his body is not going to let him do alone?'" 

Linda Merry, the director of occupational therapy at Easter Seals in Villa Park, provides 

therapy for the boys and assists Humphrey in creatively adapting items to make them useful 

for the boys. It may be as simple as putting a different handle on a paint brush or as 

complicated as their dad, Matt Humphrey, adding a bar to the front of Michael's wheelchair 

so he can "kick" the soccer ball. 

Beyond the usual considerations of safety, age appropriateness and durability, Merry 

suggested that shoppers for special-needs children should ask themselves if the child will 

have success with the toy. Can the speed or volume be adjusted? Can the toy be used on the 

floor or on a table where the child plays? Will the child be able to operate the controls or 

hold the pieces? Will noises or lights be upsetting? 

At a recent therapy session, Nathan and Michael giggled while playing the board game 

"Splat" with Merry. Michael would touch his hand to a "switch" to activate the battery-
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operated device that tossed the dice for him. The switch (available at ablenetinc.com) 

allows people with physical impairments to use battery-operated items. 

Humphrey said she assists relatives in finding gifts for her sons, but specially made items 

are often so expensive that she ends up suggesting something small like a video or book 

accompanied by the gift of time. 

"Michael would love for somebody to take him, just him, to lunch or a concert or to church," 

she said. "Each of the boys is limited by what their brothers' needs are, so to have time out 

alone is special." 

She often shops online and also uses the Toys R Us Toy Guide For Differently-Abled Kids, 

available in stores and online. 

Toys R Us spokeswoman Adrienne O'Hara said this annual catalog for children with special 

needs has been around for almost 20 years and is consistently popular. 

The company works with the Chicago-based nonprofit National Lekotek Center to help 

identify toys for a child with special needs. 

"People want to give a child a toy, but they also want to make sure the child is not going to 

be frustrated by the gift," O'Hara said. "This catalog takes the age range out of the equation 

and focuses more on the skills each product helps children develop." 

Special-needs children are the models in the 60-page booklet, and O'Hara said one woman 

wrote to say her daughter slept with the guide under her pillow, not only because it 

showcased toys she loved but also because the kids in it looked just like her. 

At the National Lekotek Center, 2001 N. Clybourn Ave., a team of eight provides research, 

ratings and reviews on toys and useful items for people with special needs, said Ahren 

Hoffman, manager of industry relations and partnerships. They assist families in choosing 

items and provide feedback to companies that make the toys. 

The Chicago center is one of 20 in the country with a mission to work with toy 

manufacturers to review and rate toys. They also list "great finds," useful and recreational 

items for people of all ages, through their ableplay.org website. 



Hoffman said it is important to remember that special-needs children still want the cool and 

trendy items that everyone else is getting. They may just need modifications made to them. 

For adults on your list 

It's not just children who like to play games or need to address physical limitations. Jenny 

Fleishman, of Chicago, invented a large-print card game, A to 3, in hopes of having 

something to play with her father, Seymour Fleishman, who had limited vision due to 

macular degeneration. 

Seymour Fleishman, who died this year at age 94, was a commercial artist who illustrated 

children's books, including "Gus Was a Friendly Ghost" and "The Blueberry Pie Elf." 

Over a year's time, Jenny Fleishman developed the A to 3 card game, a spelling game for 

ages 8 to the elderly, where each player has a hand of 10 cards that they try to arrange into 

one to three words of three letters or more. 

"He liked it, and he was able to play it," said Fleishman of her father. "It's a good 

multigenerational game. My goal is to reach a broad audience … providing a fun activity that 

people from children to seniors, including those with low vision, can play and enjoy." 

A to 3 is available through Amazon, on Fleishman's website, talbareegames.com, and at 

Becky & Me Toys in Glenview and Evanston. 

Amy Liss, 29, of Downers Grove, has spastic quadriplegic cerebral palsy and has been in a 

wheelchair all of her life. One of her favorite childhood toys was a headset that let her 

pretend she was working in the drive-up window at McDonald's, she said. 

Now she enjoys books on tape, room decorations, music, vibrating massage pads that relax 

her muscles, warm socks and soft things that ease the hardness of the wheelchair. 

"People might say I am hard to shop for, but I appreciate the little things. A nice gift is the 

gift of time." Liss said. "Being taken to fun places, getting to talk to people, having people 

get to know me as a person, that's nice. I personally like sporting events. If somebody gave 

me Bulls tickets, I'd be a pretty happy camper." 



Liss said, "It's nice that people are becoming more aware of creating things for people with 

disabilities. When I was little, my options were more limited. Mom used to borrow adapted 

toys from Easter Seals or Lekotek." 

"You see the world differently when you have kids like this," Humphrey said. "You also see 

that these are challenges the kids are going to have every day of their life. How they meet up 

to the challenges in play is going to help with the challenges they have down the road. Then 

again, they're kids. You don't want to take the fun out of it." 

Copyright © 2012, Chicago Tribune 

http://www.chicagotribune.com/

