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This issue of TheSafetyNet newsletter features summer safety. While 
summertime is the perfect time to participate in recreation activities 
and to increase physical activity, several factors put people with 
developmental disabilities at greater risk during the summer months.  
In this edition we will look at precautions to help reduce some of these 
summer risk factors while providing you with a few ideas for safely 
increasing leisure activities. Also included are resources for additional 
information about specific sports and activities. 
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Physical ActivityPhysical Activity 
Recent studies have shown that due 
to lack of physical activity many 
persons  with  developmental  
disabilities have heart and lung 
functioning of people 20 to 30 years 
older than their actual chronological 
age.  Encouraging physical activity 
can help improve health and self-
esteem and provide enjoyable 
social outlets.  There are, however 
some things that persons with 
disabilities should consider when 
planning physical activities. See the 
reverse side for special ideas and 
considerations on physical activities.  

 
For people with 
developmental 
disabilities, signs 
of heat stroke or 
dehydration may 
be overlooked or 
confused with 
general mental 

status.  Early signs include:  nausea, 
vomit ing,  headache,  weakness ,  
altered mental state (confusion, 
aggressiveness, rambling incoherently), 
red skin with no sweating, rapid pulse, 
or fever during hot weather.  At the 
first sign of overheating, move the 
person to the shade, and bathe in cool 
water. Seek medical attention 
immediately.   

Goingg on an outing?  
Did you remember: 

• Water 
• First aid kit 
• Sun screen 
• Cell phone 
• Hats 
• Emergency  
   Medications 

 

 
Many people with developmental 
disabilities are at increased risk for 
heat related conditions because of 
medications, inability to control 
hydrat ion,  and lack of  safe ty 
awareness.  To decrease summer 
risks:   

Know what medications cause 
increased sensitivity to the sun 
(photosensitivity).   
Provide sunglasses that block 90-
100 % of ultraviolet rays.  
Know skin cancer risks. Use 
sunscreen (with an SPF of 15 or 
higher).  Reapply every 2 hours or 
after swimming or sweating. Hats 
(with a 3-inch brim or bill facing 
forward) and long-sleeved 
clothing can block the sun’s 
harmful rays.  
Ensure adequate hydration.  Most 
people require about 8 glasses of 
water per day during hot weather. 
Check with your health care 
pract i t ioner  for  any special  
instructions.   

 
Ensu re  tha t  a  phys ica l  
examination is conducted before a 
person begins a new exercise or 
sports program.  
Use insect repellent.  Be aware of 
people with allergies to insects. 
Provide supervision when using 
an outdoor grill, at or near a 
swimming pool, or in a car, bus, 
or van. 
Provide adequate shade and 
ventilation.  
Plan indoor activities during 
periods of high heat and humidity.  
Those most at risk for heat related 
illnesses include the elderly, very 
young people, those who are in 
poor physical condition, take 
medica t ions  tha t  inh ib i t  
perspiration or increase fluid loss, 
or have poor fluid intake. 

 
 

 
It can take as little as 10 minutes for 
the temperature inside the car to rise 
to a level that can kill a person, even 
with a window open.   
 

 
Don’t leave anyone in a car or van!  
Use air conditioning even when 
people are getting in and out of the 
vehicle! 

 

 

GGooiinng  oonn  aann  oouuttiinngg??
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Physical Activity (Continued from front) 
 

 

Project INSPIRE gives the following 
special considerations for physical 
activity for persons with disabilities. 
 
Individuals with Asthma and 
Respiratory conditions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoid potential irritants (grass, 
dust, allergens, smog, ozone, etc.).  
Due to the possibility of high 
ozone pollution in some places in 
California, people who have a 
poor respiratory system should 
watch for advisories and limit 
time outdoors to times when air 
quality is best   
 

Individuals with Cerebral Palsy 
Monitor activities, being cautious 
not to fatigue the person 
Allow extra  space to  
accommodate balance difficulties 
and involuntary muscle spasms 
Provide relaxation activities to 
decrease involuntary muscle 
movements 

Individuals with Diabetes 
Keep activities similar in duration 
and intensity 
If activities are longer than usual, 
encourage a snack break  
Be cautious of any skin damage 
(particularly to the foot area) 
Keep a piece of candy or packet of 
sugar handy 

 
Individuals with Down Syndrome 

Be aware that the person may 
have poor balance or fear of 
balance activities 
Check medical records for 
congenital heart conditions and 
atlanto-axial instabili ty (a 
misalignment of the top two 
vertebrae of the neck) 
If the individual has atlanto-axial 
instability, avoid activities that 
hyperextend or put pressure on the 
neck (i.e., gymnastics, diving, 
“heading” in soccer, collision 
sports) 

Individuals with Spina Bifida 
Watch for skin damage and 
pressure sores 
Be aware of a loss of injury 
sensation, particularly in the lower 
extremities 

 
Individuals with Visual Impairment 

Avoid activities that could result in 
blows to the head 
Use sound devices or bright 
multicolored equipment 
If the individual wears glasses, 
wear safety glasses for protection  
For individuals with glaucoma, 
avoid weight lifting activities 

 
 

L  e  t’ s        G  e  t       B  u  s  y 
People with developmental disabilities 
are able to enjoy many outdoor 
summer activities with prior planning 
and a few safety precautions.  Have 
you considered? 

 
Gardening: Both indoor and 
outdoor gardening provide decoration, 
interest, and a unique opportunity to 
control one’s environment.  Many 
plants can be trained to climb or grown 
in window boxes or raised beds by 
people using a wheelchair or who have 
difficulty bending or stooping.   
 
Safety Precautions:  Caution should be 
taken to select plants that are not 
poisonous, particularly in any 
environment where they may be 
ingested.  

WWaatteerr  ssppoorrttss::  Water is one mobile 
environment enjoyed by many people 
with developmental disabilities, 
including those with physical 
involvement.  Limbs that are rigid on 
land can float and move with the 
support of water.  If safety precautions 
are observed, water sports are both 
possible and enjoyable. 
 
Safety Precautions:  Care should be 
taken that swimming aids (buoyancy 
aids) are safe, particularly for people 
who have dif f icul ty turning 
themselves.  Proper instruction and 
supervision are imperative.  Extra 
padding in boats, protection against 
cold, and caution to protect against 
scratches and bruises on paralyzed 
limbs should all be considered.   
 

HHoorrsseebbaacckk  RRiiddiinngg::  Many stables 
have initiated riding opportunities for 
people with disabilities.   Riding offers 
a rare opportunity to develop balance 
and coordination, enjoy leisure 
interests, learn responsibility, and build 
relationships.  Other aspects of care 
(brushing, grooming, and stable care) 
can be incorporated into this activity.   
 
Safety Precautions:  At first it is best to 
have two helpers (one to lead the horse 
and one to assist the rider).  Hard hats 
should be worn and special saddles 
with back supports may be needed by 
some people with developmental 
disabilities.   
 

RReeaadd  OOnnlliinnee!!  
Contact The Columbus Organization, at 916-960-0134 or columbusorg@ddssafety.net to receive future editions of 
TheSafetyNet electronically.  Why not tell a friend, colleague, or family member?  They can sign up too. 
 
TheSafetyNet newsletter, a joint project between the California Department of Developmental Services and The Columbus Organization, provides 
information on a variety of safety issues to supplement pre-existing safety precautions.  It is not intended as a substitute for qualified medical advice from 
a health-care professional.  References to any specific product, process, service, or manufacturer does not constitute endorsement or recommendation by 
either DDS or The Columbus Organization. 
 
Resource information for this newsletter was provided by: Texas Woman’s University (Project INSPIRE), The Wheelchair Child, 1985, (Prentice-Hall), 
Sailability Online,  Wellness Digest, vol. 3 #2, California Department of Developmental Services, American Academy of Pediatrics, American Orthopedic 
Society for Sports Medicine, National Center on Physical Activity and Disability, National Cancer Institute, American Lung Association, and 
ddssafety.net. 

GGaarrddeenniinngg::

 

mailto:columburorg@ddssafety.net
http://www.sailability.org/
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