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Babies and children who have SMA are generally bright, alert and eager to engage with 

people. They want to play but their reduced muscle strength and movement may make this 

challenging for them. We hope that the suggestions in this booklet will give you some ideas 

that you can use and enjoy with your child.     

 

 

 

Toys and Safety

 

 

SMA UK provides free 

multisensory toy packs for 

infants up to 12 months of age 

who have been newly 

diagnosed with SMA. If your 

child is older, we may be able 

to help you access other 

suitable toys. For more 

information, please go to: 

smauk.org.uk/9nxt 

Please always: 

× read any instructions that 

come with the toy or 

activity 

 

× mŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ƛǘΩs safe and 

suitable for your child 

 

× supervise your child when 

ǘƘŜȅΩre playing 

 

× check toys regularly to 

ƳŀƪŜ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

broken or unusable 

Look out for small, lightweight toys or ones that need 

minimal pressure to get them to work. You can also 

provide your child with a fun sensory experience with 

household objects such as wooden spoons, pots, 

containers and cardboard boxes ς just check and throw 

away any with sharp edges, splinters or staples.  

You might find that some toys designed for older 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀǊŜ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƭƛƎƘǘΣ 

but please satisfy yourself of the safety and suitability of 

any toy you give your child. There are some links to more 

information about safety at the end of the booklet. 

 

https://smauk.org.uk/support-information/support/multisensory-toypacks/


 

 

¸ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ comfort and safety 

The great variation in how children are individually impacted by SMA, and also in how they 

respond to drug treatments, makes it difficult to give general advice about safe and 

comfortable positions. Your physiotherapist (physio) or Occupational Therapist (OT) will 

advise you on the best options for your child. These general points may be helpful:  

 

¶ All babies begin by lying flat. Progressing to supported sitting or lying in a semi-reclined 

position will depend on how easy your baby is finding it to breathe and how their muscle 

strength and head control are developing.  

 

¶ LŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǘǳƳƳȅ ōǊŜŀǘƘŜǊΩ όǎŜŜ our Looking After guide: smauk.org.uk/7h1h), 

being in some positions may make breathing harder work. Please follow the advice 

provided by your physio. 

 

As your child gets older, your OT ƻǊ ǇƘȅǎƛƻ Ŏŀƴ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

advice. If your child can sit comfortably and safely, supportive seating and other equipment 

may help them play and join in with activities. 

 

If your child is using specialist seating or a 

wheelchair, you may want to use a table with a 

rim to stop toys sliding off or a non-slip mat to 

help keep toys in place.  

 

A height-adjustable table, or a table on blocks 

can be useful. Your OT or physio will be able to 

help you with best positioning and different 

options.  

 

Your physio or OT will also have ideas about how you can use play as a way to help your child 

exercise, stretch and move their muscles as much as possible. They may also be able to 

suggest suitable toys and play opportunities such as playgroups, parks or toy libraries in your 

area. 

 

https://smauk.org.uk/support-information/recently-diagnosed-with-sma/recent-diagnosis-sma-type-1/


 

 

Noise and Colours 
 
Before babies learn how to grasp objects, they respond to 
things they can look at and listen to. Bright colours or high 
contrast colours like black and white are easiest to see. Babies 
particularly like objects that make a noise when moved.  
 
 
 

Some ideas 

× Brightly coloured musical mobiles and baby play 

gyms 

× Unbreakable mirrors 

× Helium balloons which can be attached to your 

ōŀōȅΩǎ ǿǊƛǎǘ 

× Wind chimes, coloured ribbons, balloons, 

windsocks and sensory scarves in the garden  

× Tinsel and fairy lights (securely out of reach) 

× Sensory toys, fibre optic lights, lava lamps, disco 

balls, bubble tubes 

× Space blanket - these are often shiny and make a 

sound when scrunched up; they can also be used 

ŦƻǊ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ΨǇŜŜƪ-a-ōƻƻΩ 

× Blowing bubbles                     
× Music ς YouTube and nursery rhymes 

× Talking and singing with your baby 

× Lullaby projector lightshows  

× Bath time fun with music and toys that make a 

noise or light up 

 

άBubbles are great. We 

blow them over our 

daughter when she is 

lying on the floor and 

ǎƘŜ ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŎƘ ǘƘŜƳέ 

Mum of 3-month-old  

 



 

 

Exploring Using Mouth and Hands 
 
 
As babies get older, they learn to explore using their mouth and 
by grasping at their toys. If your baby finds it tiring to use their 
arms and hands, you can follow your ǇƘȅǎƛƻ κ h¢Ωǎ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ǘƻ 
support your child in a comfortable and safe sitting or lying 
position. Lying your baby on their side with support may help 
them to use both their hands together.  
 
As your baby grows, your OT and physio will discuss and review 

their seating and positioning with you. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ά²Ŝ Ǉƭŀȅ ŎŀǘŎƘ ƛƴŘƻƻǊǎ 

with a balloon as this is 

much lighter than a 

ballέ 

Dad of 5-month-old  

 

Some ideas:  

× Activity centre, play mat or vibrating mat for when 

your baby is lying down  

× Lightweight rattles and bells  

× Squeaky rubber toys 

× Colourful teething rings 

× Bangles and pegs which are brightly coloured and 

light to hold 

× Reading to your child using colourful boards or 

fabric books with textured pages 

× !Ŏǘƛƻƴ ǎƻƴƎǎΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ΨRound and Round the 

DŀǊŘŜƴΩ (see below) ŀƴŘ Ψ¢Ƙƛǎ [ƛǘǘƭŜ tƛƎƎȅΩ 

× Finger puppets that are lightweight and colourful 

× Small soft toys which can be held easily 

άwƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀǊŘŜƴΣ 

like a teddy bear. 

hƴŜ ǎǘŜǇΧ 

¢ǿƻ ǎǘŜǇΧ 

¢ƛŎƪƭŜ ȅƻǳ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜΗέ 



 

 

Holding Objects 

 
Over time, your child may start to pull objects towards them and 

pass them from one hand to the other. They may also begin to 

pick up small objects between their forefinger and thumb (using 

a ΨpincerΩ grasp).  

They might enjoy having their toys in front of them on a tray with 

ŀ ǊƛƳ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ǎƭƛŘŜ ƻff.  

You can also use non-slip mats to help keep toys in place. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Movement and Interaction 

 

Your child may enjoy movement and interactive games such 

as tickling and peek-a-boo. As they get older, they may begin 

to imitate what they see around them, start to recognise 

words and the names of familiar objects.  

 

 

 

 

άhǳǊ ǎƻƴ ŜƴƧƻȅǎ 

playing with small 

blocks and animals 

on a trayέ 

Dad of 8-month-old  

άOur daughter loves to 

move shapes along a 

string. It encourages her 

to stretch and makes 

ƘŜǊ ƭŀǳƎƘέ 

Mum of 1-year-old  

 

Some ideas:  

× Building blocks made of cloth or lightweight plastic 

e.g. Duplo. These are light and encourage reaching 

and stretching. You can also get magnetic blocks 

which make building easier 

× Books with different textures to touch and feel 

× Soft toys with bells inside 

× Lightweight shape sorters 

× Stacking cups or rings 

× Ψ¢ǊŜŀǎǳǊŜ .ŀǎƪŜǘǎΩ - fill a tray or basket with things 

for your baby to explore 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some ideas:  

× Gentle baby massage 

× Gentle swinging in a hammock  

× Movement to music and acting out nursery rhymes                 

× Toys that move. If needed, some battery or switch operated 

toys can be adapted so that they can be worked by a large 

button or flat pad which requires minimal pressure 

× Toy telephones with buttons that need little pressure to 

work          

× !ƴ ŀǊƳ ǎƭƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ōŀōȅ ƎȅƳ Ŏŀƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

ŀǊƳ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎΦ !ǎƪ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƘȅǎƛƻ ŦƻǊ ŀŘǾƛŎŜ ς you 

might be able to make your own 

× Look in your local library for storytelling or rhyme sessions  

× Lightweight plastic musical instruments which need minimal 

pressure to work 

× CƛƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨLƴŎȅ ²ƛƴŎȅ {ǇƛŘŜǊΩ ŀƴŘ Ψ¢ƘŜ 

²ƘŜŜƭǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ .ǳǎΩ 

× A sand box to feel the texture with hands and feet 

× Perhaps introduce a computer or tablet and games that 

encourage play and learning. Your phone is very likely to 

have been noticed and be of interest! You might want to try 

different ways of positioning the screen so that your child 

can use it comfortably. 

More ideas:  

× Going to a local music group, sometimes held at your local 

library 

× Visiting a local wildlife centre, zoo, or aquarium to see the 

animals     

× Joining a baby sign language class or baby sensory class 
(either in person or online) 

× Going to the park and feeding the ducks 

× Take a bucket and collect leaves, pinecones and other 

interesting items for your child to see and feel 

× A trip to the seaside and making sandcastles - look for small 

lightweight buckets and spades or plastic sandcastle moulds  

× Swimming or, if you have one, hydrotherapy pool activities. 

The buoyancy and warmth of the water makes it easier to 

move. There are various floatation aids available if you need 

thŜƳΦ !ǎƪ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǘŜŀƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

what might be suitable for your child. 



 

 

Cause and Effect 

As your child becomes interested in what happens when they 

do something, you can introduce new toys and ideas to 

provide fun and learning.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ά²Ŝ ǎŀǾŜŘ ŜƳǇǘȅ 

yoghurt pots to build 

into towers. We also 

made it into a 

competition to guess 

which way up they 

would land before they 

ǿŜǊŜ ƪƴƻŎƪŜŘ ƻǾŜǊέ 

Dad of 18-month-old  

 

Some ideas:  

× Magnetic books, jigsaws or games 

× Building towers with blocks, cubes, or plastic cups 

× Playmobil and Duplo figures are lightweight and 

washable 

× Messy play using sand, water or jelly. Your child 

may be able to sit in a wooden sand pit or try a 

corner seat. Some standing frames have a bowl 

within the tray for messy play.  

× Games of hide and seek like hiding under the 

towel at bath time  

× Toys controlled using a joystick can be fun and 

develop skills that will be useful later on if your 

child uses a powered wheelchair 

× Drawing or painting. It can help to stick paper 

down with blue tack to hold it still. Try light-touch 

thicker pencils, felt tip pens or Crayola Twistables 

which glide on easily. Pencil grips can also help 

make the pencil easier to hold. Finger painting or 

printing using shapes is also fun  

× Stickers to make cards and pictures 

× Magnetic drawing boards are easy to use and 

wipeable too 

× Helping with baking, mixing, and decorating 

cakes and biscuits 




