






SCHOOLWORK: (RIGHT) TETRA VOLUNTEER MARVIN PFLUG 
WITH THE DESK HE BUILT FOR EMMA. (ABOVE) RILEY, USING 

RANDY SCHELLENBERG’S ADAPTED DRUM SEAT.

BC CHAPTERS: Requests for Tetra projects 
come from a variety of sources but, increas-
ingly, schools and occupational therapists are 
contacting the non-profit directly.

School is an important part of a young per-
son’s life, and teachers and staff understand-
ably want to give pupils with disabilities as 
much scope to learn as possible. Tetra is just 
one part of the mix, but brings something 
unique – the ability to create custom adaptive 
devices that otherwise would not exist.

Vancouver chapter volunteer Marvin Pflug 
is currently working on his second adaptive 
school desk for a school board. In both 
instances he has worked with occupational 
therapists and school staff, along with the 
parents of the children involved.

The first, completed July 2007 ready for the 
start of the current school year, was for a girl 
called Emma, a pupil of Our Lady of Good 
Counsel School, in Surrey, B.C.

“It was for quite a severely disabled little girl, 
of Grade 3 age,” said Pflug. “Emma cannot 
talk and has no mobility.

“ They wanted a desk Emma could work at, 
with a half moon cut out, so they could push 
her right into it and she could put her arms 
down. I built it over the summer, to be ready 
for the start of the school year.

“In late July, I took it to her house to try it. For 
a little girl that could not talk, I could see a 
different expression on her face. Her face lit 
up and her eyes sparkled.”

Pflug welded and spray-painted a sturdy 
steel desk that can be raised as Emma grows. 
Emma is doing very well at school, learning a 
great deal and enjoys working at her desk.

His current project is for St. Catherine’s 
School, in Langley, BC. At the request of a 
learning assistant there, Pflug is creating an 
L-shaped sit/stand desk for a Grade 2 boy.

“ The boy has a small wheelchair they wanted 
to roll under part of the desk,” explained 
Pflug. “He has braces, and stands on these for 

part of the day. They wanted one part of the 
desk five or six inches higher than the other 
part, and he stands at that.”

Fellow Vancouver volunteer Jay Drew helped 
Pflug with the welding on this project, which 
should be ready for the summer term. It also 
has telescoping legs to grow with the client.

When asked why he gives his time in this 
way to help others in his community, Pflug 
replies: “I’ve always done volunteer work. I 
grew up in a small town in Saskatchewan. It 
ran on volunteerism, from looking after the 
skating rink to running the band.” 

A similar school project has recently been 
completed by Vernon, BC, volunteer Randy 
Schellenberg, who was asked to create a chair 
for a child with a rare congenital disorder.

The child, Riley, has arthrogryposis, which 
causes joint contractures – a shortening of 
muscle and tendon – and means he needs to 
sit with his arms and legs straight. A school 

board occupational therapist asked Schellen-
berg to devise a chair and footrests for Riley.

“She suggested a modified drummer’s stool, 
and we picked one out from a music store,” 
recounted Schellenberg. “It was too high. It 
needed to be adjustable, and to swivel. He 
also needed an adjustable backrest. 

“ The backrest didn’t come far enough for-
ward, as he sits on the front part of the seat so 
his legs can be straight.”

This was completed in September 2006, ready 
for the start of that school year. Schellenberg 
found adjustable footrests that did not require 
modification at a local office supplies store. 

By the start of the following school year, 
September 2007, Schellenberg was asked to 
make a modification to increase the height 
of the backrest to allow for the boy’s growth. 
Then, within weeks he was asked to make 
a third modification, as the stool seat had 
a raised seam that created a pressure point 
against the back of Riley’s legs. 

“I was thinking of taking the stool in to an 
upholstery shop, but he needed it every day 
at school,” said Schellenberg. “But I found 
that the music store had a higher end drum 
stool with fancier upholstery.”

This was completed Oct. 31. Schellenberg 
says it’s fairly common to be asked back to 
do modifications and repairs, especially on 
projects that are used every day.

His engineering philosophy is to always 
look for the simplest solution, then come up 
with a quick prototype “to test the concept 
before you are too far along” and not get too 
attached to original ideas. 

His latest project is to create soccer bumpers 
for a Vernon power wheelchair soccer team 
that plays in one of the town’s elementary 
schools. The first involved working until 
midnight because the child involved needed 
the wheelchair for school the next morning.  
Schellenberg says he expects subsequent 
requests to be as urgent.

Working for schoolchildren: there are some 
Tetra projects set to grow and grow

BACK TO SCHOOL
EDMONTON: Not all school projects involve 
desks, or even formal learning. A school in 
Florenceville, NB, contacted the Frederic-
ton chapter around six years ago, requesting 
help to enable a Grade 1 pupil with cerebral 
palsy, Lauren, play with her friends at recess 
and lunch. Her parents had bought a plastic 
sled, but this lacked a back support.

Husband-and-wife volunteer team Melanie 
and Jean-Frédéric Lalonde created a wooden 
backrest, complete with (donated) five-point 
harness safety straps from a child’s car seat. 

“ They had no way of bringing her out into 
the playground in the snow,” recalled Jean-
Frédéric Lalonde. “ They loved the sled so 
much that another child at the school, who 
also had cerebral palsy, wanted one.

“ We did a pull-behind wagon with a 
backboard, also with safety straps. It gave 
them the chance to be in a more inclusive 
environment. The children got to take turns 
pulling the wagon around.”
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