Small Bite #8

Thumbs Down for iPod Ailment

By Fergus Sheppard
Are you one of the millions who own an iPod or other MP3 personal music player? Do you play handheld electronic games? Do you frequently use a Blackberry, electronic organizer, or other handheld electronic devices? If so, and you use them a great deal, you will want to read about an unintended effect they can have. 

1     Tennis players have their elbows. Housemaids have their knees. Athletes have their feet. Now users of the world's most popular digital music player may have their own affliction—iPod thumb. The condition is reportedly caused by the repetitive hand movements listeners make using a “wheel” to navigate through lists of songs and artists.

2      Music fans may enjoy the ability to spool through 10,000 songs on their iPods. However, medical experts warn that jumping from tune to tune has its risks. Carl Irwin, from the British Chiropractic Association, said: "This is a really serious problem. The action needed to move the wheel on an iPod is totally unnatural. It separates the joint in the thumb every time you use it. This causes inflammation in the thumb or fingers, and can be very painful. We have also seen cases of iPod users where the problem has spread to their elbow and neck."

3     Mr. Irwin said he expected to see a rise over the next six months of patients complaining of symptoms typical of repetitive stress injury (RSI). Children using their players for extended periods could be storing up problems for adulthood. The reason is that children’s joints are still growing.

4     Apple, the maker of the iPod, has refused to comment on the warning. The company also faces pressure from American health experts. They share the same concern over potential RSI risks. Donna Stanton, of the US Society of Hand Therapists, said: "Hand-held electronics may require prolonged gripping, repetitive motion on small buttons, and awkward wrist movements. This combination can lead to hand, wrist and arm ailments such as carpal tunnel syndrome and tendonitis. These devices are getting smaller with even more features. This encourages heavy, extended use. More of the population could suffer hand ailments unless they learn to take preventative measures."

5     Warnings of potential health risks are unlikely to dent the iconic status of the iPod. It dominates the digital music player market with an estimated 75 percent share. Apple has sold more than 27 million of the devices worldwide, 6.5 million alone in the three months to October. The manufacturer now produces a variety of players in different colors, sizes and hard drives.

6     The medical advice for iPod devotees who cannot resist the temptation to chop and change their music is simple. Chiropractors say listeners should not use their thumbs to scroll. Instead, they should take the player in one hand and use the finger of the other to move the navigation wheel. In addition, commuters wearing the familiar white headphones are urged to keep their wrist straight when changing songs. Fans of the iPod are also urged to use the machine's ability to set up long playlists of songs. They can also use its "random shuffle" as a way of avoiding excessive thumb use.

7     The iPod joins a growing list of hi-tech gadgets linked to possible health problems. Most recent is "Blackberry thumb," an RSI-like complaint linked to obsessive use of the portable email and phone computer. There is also PlayStation thumb, said to afflict those who spend too much time on games consoles.

Source: Adapted from Fergus Sheppard, “Thumbs Down for iPod Ailment.” news.scotsman.com/health.cfm?id=2230532005, The Scotsman, Nov. 12, 2005. 
VOCABULARY CHECK

Use the context clues from both sentences to reason out the meaning of the italicized words. The answer you choose should make sense in both sentences.
____1. This causes inflammation in the thumb or fingers, and can be very painful. 

Doctors recommend aspirin for the inflammation caused by sprains and strains.

Inflammation (2n.flM-m"ZshMn) is a noun that means 

 
(paragraph 2)

a. the feeling of heat or warmth.


b. stiffness.

c. pain, redness, and swelling due to injury.

d. bruising and discoloration.

____2. Hand-held electronics may require prolonged gripping, repetitive motion on small buttons, and awkward wrist movements. 

Because of the prolonged rain, the river overflowed its banks and flooded the town.

Prolonged (prM-lôngZd) is an adjective that means 


 (paragraph 4)

a. brief.


b. lasting longer than expected or normal.

c. tending to start and stop.

d. unanticipated; unexpected.

____3. Warnings of potential health risks are unlikely to dent the iconic status of the iPod. 

Losing a game can dent a team’s confidence, but not destroy it.

Dent (d+nt) is a verb that means 




 (paragraph 5)

a. decrease.


b. ruin.

c. increase.

d. destroy.

____4. It dominates the digital music player market with an estimated 75 per cent share.

There are many excellent golfers, but Tiger Woods dominates the sport.

Dominates (d8mZM-n"ts.) is a verb that means 

(paragraph 5)

 

a. overlooks from a height.


b. wins by cleverness.

c. is disliked by.

d. has a controlling influence or position in.

____5. The medical advice for iPod devotees who cannot resist the temptation to chop and change their music is simple. 

My brothers are sports devotees who both play sports and go to events.

Devotees (d+v.M-t*zZ, -t"zZ) is a noun that means 

 
(paragraph 6)

a. those who have no self-discipline.


b. those who love music.

c. those who are enthusiastic about or devoted to something.

d. those who spend money freely.

COMPREHENSION CHECK

Read each of the following questions. Then select the correct answer choice. Base your answers on information in the selection. You may refer to the selection as you answer the questions.

True or False

____ 1. “iPod thumb” is a condition caused by pressing the buttons on an iPod. 

____ 2. Although excessive iPod use causes mainly thumb problems, it sometimes causes elbow and neck problems as well. 

____ 3. Warnings of possible health risks have cased iPod sales to decline. 

Multiple-choice

____ 4. Hand-held electronics can cause hand, wrist, and arm problems because they require

  a. prolonged gripping.

  b. repetitive motion on small buttons.

  c. awkward wrist movements.

  d. all of the above  

____ 5. Which of the following is not a way to reduce the risk of iPod thumb? 

  
 a. using the “random shuffle” feature


 b. using a small, wireless remote control device


 c. moving the navigation button with a finger instead of the thumb   

 
 d. setting up long playlists of songs

WRITING PROMPTS

Give your responses to the following items.

1. Have you or anyone you know experienced hand, wrist, or arm problems from the extensive use of computers or handheld electronic devices? Describe the problems.

2. Most children start using handheld electronic devices in early childhood. What do you think can be done to protect them from long-term injuries that may not show up until they have used these devices for several years?

3. What could be done to educate users about the potential health risks posed by handheld electronic devices? What role should schools play? Parents? Manufacturers?

