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The Power of Connection

When Marney Smithies was 16 years old, she survived a

suicide attempt that resulted in a spinal cord injury. What

followed was a long period of rehabilitation and adjustment,

but also the beginning of a journey that would shape the

rest of her life.

One of the most important moments came when a peer

mentor named Lucy visited her in rehab and invited her to

watch a wheelchair basketball practice.

"That invitation changed everything," Marney recalled.

"If it wasn't for sports, I don't know if I'd be alive or not. It was

that impactful when I look back," she said.

Beyond competition, sport introduced her to lifelong

friendships, mentors, travel opportunities, and a strong sense

of community. It also introduced her to Jeff, whom she met

through wheelchair basketball. This summer, the couple

celebrates 32 years of marriage.

That same sense of connection inspired a lifelong

commitment to helping others discover the opportunities and

support that had such a profound impact on her own life.

What started as a trip to a local gym opened the door to a

community of people who understood her experiences and

showed her what was possible after injury. She soon

began playing wheelchair basketball herself and eventually

earned a place on Canada's Women's Wheelchair

Basketball Team. Marney represented Canada at two

Paralympic Games, including Atlanta 1996, where her team

won a gold medal.

Looking back, she credits sport with giving her much more

than athletic opportunities.

Meet Marney Smithies, Tetra Society's
New Surrey Chapter Coordinator

Marney, her husband Jeff, and their dog, Dude, at the Colours of Wheels exhibit.



The Power of Connection

"I went there to make a picture frame," she said with a laugh.

"Then once you're in there, it's like, what else could I make?"

The woodworking shop eventually introduced her to Tetra's

broader mission of creating customized solutions for people

with disabilities. 

Later, through adaptive curling, she experienced firsthand

how Tetra volunteers help develop equipment and

adaptations that allow people to participate more fully in the

activities they love.

Today, Marney serves as Tetra Society's Surrey Chapter

Coordinator.

She believes her lived experience helps her understand the

challenges people face and the importance of finding

practical solutions.

"Tetra is about coming up with creative solutions for people

with disabilities," she said. "Sometimes changing one small

thing can make a huge difference in someone's life."

Outside of Tetra, Marney remains deeply involved in her

community. She is a co-founder of South Fraser Active Living,

a peer-led group that connects people with disabilities

through social activities, recreation, advocacy, and mutual

support. She also continues to volunteer with adaptive sports

programs and leads online exercise and dance sessions that

began during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Marney also participates in research studies through ICORD

and UBC. While she hopes the research may provide personal

benefits, she says her primary motivation is helping improve

outcomes for future generations of people living with spinal

cord injuries.

Throughout her life, one lesson has remained constant: the

power of community.

From the peer mentor who first invited her to basketball to the

volunteers, coaches, friends, and organizations that

supported her along the way, Marney has experienced

firsthand how meaningful connections can change lives.

Despite living with significant daily nerve pain, she continues

to stay active, volunteer, mentor others, and build community

wherever she can.

Now, as Surrey's new Tetra coordinator, she hopes to help

others discover those same possibilities.

"If you're struggling," she said, "reach out. Say something to

someone. There are people who care, and there are

communities ready to support you."

After moving to British Columbia, Marney continued her

career with the federal government while remaining active

through sports, volunteering, and community involvement.

Over the years, she became involved with many Disability

Foundation programs, including Tetra Society's

woodworking shop, where she discovered a creative and

welcoming community.

Marney with a representative from the Sochi Paralympics in Whistler.



Mobility for the Young

Many toddlers and young children with disabilities are ready

to explore and engage with their environment but may not yet

have the physical strength or coordination to crawl or walk

independently. At the same time, mobility devices such as

wheelchairs are often not suitable for children between six

months and three years of age.

The Toddler Mobility Trainer (TMT), developed by Tikkun

Olam Makers (TOM), helps address this gap. Designed

specifically for young children with mobility challenges, the

TMT allows them to move independently, explore their

surroundings, and interact with other children during an

important stage of development.

Tetra volunteers coordinated the sourcing of materials and

preparation of components, while members of the University

of Ottawa Tetra Student Club organized a build day to

assemble all eight trainers. Once completed, the units were

delivered to CHEO, where therapists added the customized

seating, padding, and harness systems required for each

child.

According to Paul, the impact of these devices extends

beyond mobility alone.

"They gain coordination. They gain the ability to explore their

environment and get around," he said. "They are getting

included in life."

One family borrowed a trainer during a visit to Ottawa's

Canada Science and Technology Museum, allowing their

child to move alongside the rest of the family rather than

being pushed in a wheelchair.

The project also highlights the value of collaboration

between healthcare professionals, volunteers, and students.

Through the build process, University of Ottawa students

gained practical experience in accessibility-focused design

while contributing to a project that directly benefits children

and families in their community. 

Paul noted that student involvement helps future engineers

and designers better understand accessibility and the needs

of people with disabilities, knowledge they can carry into

their future careers.

Personnel involved in the project included Abigail DeWolfe,

Sandy Schafer, and Emma Novak from CHEO; Paul Marriage

and Kathryn Slater from Tetra Society; and Kingsley Chidera

Okafor, Ava Baker, and Dania Zannerni from the University of

Ottawa Tetra Student Club.

According to Ottawa Chapter Coordinator Paul Marriage, early

mobility helps children become more engaged in everyday

activities. For many children, the TMT provides opportunities

that might otherwise be delayed until they are old enough for

a wheelchair. 

Recognizing the potential benefits for its clients, staff at the

Children's Hospital of Eastern Ontario (CHEO) approached

Tetra Society's Ottawa Chapter about building several TMTs.

CHEO therapists had already seen the positive impact these

devices could have and identified a growing number of

families who could benefit from them.

As a result, eight Requests for Assistance were submitted

through Tetra. The devices included both large and small

versions, along with adaptations to meet individual needs.

An Interview with Paul Marriage,
Ottawa Chapter Coordinator 

PROJECT SPOTLIGHT

https://tetrasociety.org/assistance/


Dalhousie Tetra Student Club:
Learning Through Real-World
Projects
The Dalhousie Tetra Student Club began with just three

students and has grown into a committed group of about 15

members. The chapter gives students an opportunity to work

directly with people with disabilities, designing custom

solutions that address everyday challenges.

For Ispeeta Ahmed, who recently completed her electrical

engineering degree at Dalhousie and will begin medical

school this fall, Tetra became one of the most meaningful

parts of her university experience.

The chapter was originally started by Tasha Scriven, who first

volunteered with Tetra and began recruiting students. Ispeeta

joined during those early days and later stepped into a

leadership role as the club continued to grow.

Along the way, Tetra helped shape her future plans.

“Tetra was one of the main reasons why I actually switched

from engineering to medicine,” she said.

One of the aspects that drew Ispeeta to Tetra was the

opportunity to work on projects that would have a direct

impact on people's daily lives. Rather than building

prototypes for competitions, students work closely with

clients to understand their needs and develop personalized

solutions.

One early project that stayed with her involved creating

window safety sliders for a mother whose young son was at

risk of climbing out of windows. The solution was simple, but

it made a significant difference for the family.

“I could see how much relief she had afterwards,” Ispeeta

said.

Over the past few years, the club has worked on a variety of

projects, including adaptive sport devices, custom

accessibility solutions, and sensory water tables for children

with disabilities.

The water table project left a lasting impression on Ispeeta.

Through conversations with a physiotherapist involved in the

adapted equipment loan program at the IWK, she learned

how sensory play helps children explore their environment

and develop important neurological pathways.

“Playing is not only playing,” she said. “That is how we learn

— touching, feeling, and experiencing things.”

COMMUNITY SPOTLIGHT 

https://tetrasociety.org/assistance/


As Ispeeta prepares to graduate, leadership of the chapter is

being passed to Gabby Ouellette, a third-year electrical

engineering student who joined Tetra because of her interest in

biomedical engineering and the opportunity to work on

projects with a direct impact.

One project that stood out to Gabby involved a Paralympic

sailor who was beginning to explore boccia. The athlete had

developed an idea for a mouthguard attached to a

telescopic pointer that would help him release the ball more

accurately. Working alongside the client, Gabby's team

helped refine and build the device.

“Now he is using it every weekend,” she said. “It’s really

lovely to actually see the impact you have on people.”

Both students said Tetra provides a different experience

from many traditional engineering design teams. Along with

technical problem-solving, students learn how to

communicate with clients, understand individual needs, and

adapt their designs when challenges arise.

“We’re not building a rocket or a car,” Ispeeta said. “We’re

actually building advocacy.”

As the chapter transitions to new leadership, Gabby hopes

to continue building awareness of Tetra across campus,

welcome students from a variety of backgrounds, and

continue growing the club's impact in the community.

For students wondering whether they have enough

experience to get involved, Ispeeta believes enthusiasm

matters more than expertise.

“We want the passion,” she said. “We just want the desire to

help people. Everything else can be figured out.”

Dalhousie Tetra Student Club

This year, Tetra is honoured to recognize the
legacy of Mark Allaye-Chan and his parents,
Louis and Clare, whose generosity and
commitment to helping others continue to be
remembered through the Mark Allaye-Chan
and Parents Louis and Clare Workshop at the
Blusson Spinal Cord Centre in Vancouver.
Mark was known for his humility and quiet
dedication, often volunteering behind the
scenes to support people with disabilities and
others in need. Louis and Clare were also
recognized for their generosity, compassion,
and lifelong commitment to their community.
The workshop brings volunteers and
participants together to build practical
projects, learn new skills, and work alongside
experienced volunteers in a supportive
environment.

Interested in Participating?
Location: Blusson Spinal Cord Centre,
Vancouver
When: Tuesdays & Thursdays | 9:30 a.m.–
3:00 p.m.
Contact: tetrawoodshop@gmail.com

M A R K  A L L A Y E - C H A N  A N D
P A R E N T S  L O U I S  A N D
C L A R E  W O R K S H O P



Engineering a Difference

Meet Laurissa Bridgeman, Tetra Society's
Winnipeg Project Coordinator

Engineering a Difference Working with Tetra has also changed the way Laurissa sees

the world around her.

"You really start noticing accessibility," she said. "You look

around and realize there are stairs everywhere."

Meeting clients with different lived experiences has also

broadened her perspective.

"It reminds you to keep an open mind," she said. "Everyone

experiences the world differently, and it's easy to make

assumptions until you hear someone else's story."

For Laurissa, volunteering is about more than applying

technical knowledge.

"I think it's important to give back to your community," she

said. "It's so nice when you're able to help, and you really get

to see that impact one-on-one."

She encourages anyone with practical skills—from

engineering and 3D printing to woodworking, welding, or

shop experience—to consider volunteering with Tetra.

"It's such a rewarding way to use your skills," she said. "You

get to help people while doing something you enjoy." 
When Laurissa Bridgeman graduated from the University of

Manitoba with an engineering degree in 2021, she found

herself entering the workforce during the COVID-19

pandemic. With more free time than expected and a long-

standing interest in assistive technology, she began looking

for a way to use her skills to give back to the community.

That's when she discovered Tetra Society.

"I'd always had an interest in assistive technology," Laurissa

said. "Tetra came up while I was doing some research, so I

filled out the volunteer application. I’ve been working with

them ever since."

Today, Laurissa serves as Tetra Society's Winnipeg Project

Coordinator, supporting Chapter Coordinator Sarah Yanagi by

helping connect clients with volunteers whose skills best

match each request. Her engineering background, combined

with experience in project management, allows her to

coordinate projects and bring together volunteers with

different areas of expertise.

One project that stands out to her involved a collaboration

between Tetra Society and Habitat for Humanity to build a

wheelchair ramp for a client. While the project was beyond

what Tetra could complete on its own, the partnership made

it possible to provide a solution together.

COMMUNITY SPOTLIGHT 

If you or a loved one needs an assistive
device, please submit a request for
assistance on our website. You will be asked
to provide some background information
about yourself, your disability and your
requirements. It helps to have researched
commercial devices to be sure that no
alternative is available. You will NOT be
required to forward additional materials like
medical documents.

tetrasociety.org/assistance

Need Assistance? 

https://tetrasociety.org/assistance/
http://tetrasociety.org/assistance


Students Supporting Tetra

What started as a shared interest in Gundam has become an

opportunity to make a real difference.

This year, members of the SWC Newtypes Club—a student-led

Gundam club founded by four Grade 11 students—launched a

fundraising campaign in support of Tetra Society. Their goal

was to raise $1,000 to help provide custom assistive devices

for children with disabilities.

For co-founder Waylon Shi, the inspiration came from an

unexpected connection between Gundam and Tetra's

mission. 

"In one of the Gundam series, the technology was originally

created to extend the human body and help people," he

explained. "When we learned about Tetra Society, we realized

that's exactly what Tetra does in real life."

How members of the SWC Newtypes Club
turned a shared interest into a fundraising
campaign for Tetra Society.

To kick off their campaign, the students organized donut

fundraisers, spending nearly six hours at each event while

sharing Tetra Society's mission with their school community.

"It takes a lot of teamwork and effort," said Waylon. "The hard

part wasn't actually doing it, it was convincing ourselves to

get started."

"If you want to do something that's important to you and

important to other people," Waylon said, "believe in yourself."

Tetra Society is grateful for the enthusiasm, creativity, and

dedication these students have shown.

O K A N A G A N  C H A P T E R  C O O R D I N A T O R –  M A D E L I N E  L I A O

Hi, I’m Madeline Liao, the new Chapter Coordinator for the Okanagan. I’ve been

working with the Disability Foundation since 2024 as a Communications Assistant,

and I have a background in journalism and graphic design. I greatly value

accessibility, community and storytelling, and Tetra Society is the perfect place to

let those values flourish. In all my work, I strive to amplify inclusive and impactful

messages that resonate with people. I’m excited to bring that intentionality into my

work with the talented folks at Tetra Society as we continue building the Okanagan

Chapter!

Hi, I'm Lauren Morse, and I am excited to be joining as the Halifax Chapter

Coordinator! I am a Certified Genetic Counselor that has worked in healthcare

systems, laboratories, and research programs where I can help educate others

about genetic conditions and advocate for those with disabilities. I am interested in

joining Tetra because we can help connect others and solve real problems for those

who need assistance. There are so many ways to learn, help, and create new

innovations, and I am looking forward to discovering what projects we can achieve

here in Halifax. In my spare time I like to play video games and read, including on

topics related to inclusive design, neurodivergence and allyship.

H A L I F A X  C H A P T E R  C O O R D I N A T O R –  L A U R E N  M O R S E

PEOPLE SPOTLIGHT

https://tetrasociety.org/assistance/


TETRA THANKS

TETRA CHAPTERS

Fraser Valley, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Armstrong, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Cranbrook/East Kootenay, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Creston, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Fort St. John, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Kamloops, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Okanagan, BC
Madeline Liao
okanaganbc@tetrasociety.org
Nanaimo, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Prince George, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
PrinceGeorgeBC@Tetrasociety.org
Salt Spring Island, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
SaltSpringBC@Tetrasociety.org
Surrey/Langley/Delta, BC
Marney Smithies
surreybc@tetrasociety.org
Trail/Castlegar, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Vancouver, BC
Eric Molendyk
eric@tetrasociety.org

Vernon, BC
VernonBC@Tetrasociety.org
Victoria, BC
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
Edmonton, AB
Vien Nicole Destreza
EdmontonAB@tetrasociety.org
Lethbridge, AB
Crystal Loechko Johnston
Crystal@Tetrasociety.org
Medicine Hat, AB
Crystal Leochko Johnston
Crystal@Tetrasociety.org
Red Deer, AB
Crystal Leochko Johnston
Crystal@Tetrasociety.org
Regina, SK
Terri Sleeva
ReginaSK@Tetrasociety.org
Saskatoon, SK
Crystal Loechko Johnston
Crystal@Tetrasociety.org
Winnipeg, MB
Sarah Sae Yanagi
WinnipegMB@Tetrasociety.org
Guelph, ON
Roheed Sahak
GuelphON@Tetrasociety.org
Hamilton-Halton, ON
Nancy Thieme
HamiltonHaltonON@Tetrasociety.org
Kingston, ON
Dryden Chadwick
KingstonON@Tetrasociety.org
London, ON
Chirag Bhanushali
LondonON@Tetrasociety.org

INDEPENDENCE,
FREEDOM & ACCESS

Tetra is a registered charity that
enables people with disabilities to
overcome barriers in the physical
landscape. We recruit technically
skilled and compassionate volunteers
who work oneon-one with individuals
requiring custom engineering
solutions. The completed gizmos
empower people with disabilities to live
independent and active lives. 

Brampton and Caledon Community
Foundation 
Calgary Foundation
Catherine and Maxwell Meighen
Foundation
Community Foundation for Kingston
and Area
Community Links Association
Craig H. Neilsen Foundation 
Davies Charitable Foundation
Employment and Social Development
Canada
Gibson Energy
Guelph Community Foundation
Halton Region Community
Investment Fund
Hamilton Community Foundation
Harold E. Ballard Foundation
Harry P. Ward Foundation
Harrison McCain Foundation
J.P. Bickell Foundation
Jack and Barbara Hay Foundation
Minto Foundation Inc
Mississauga Foundation
New Brunswick Children's Foundation
Ottawa Community Foundation
SurreyCares Community Foundation
TD Bank Financial Group
The Bowie Family Fund
The Georgina Foundation
The Marion Ethel Kamm and
Frederick John Kamm Foundation
The Province of British Columbia
Mark Allaye-Chan and Parents Louis
and Clare Workshop Fund
Calgary Flames Foundation
Affinity Credit Union
Federated Co-operatives

TETRA SOCIETY OF NORTH AMERICA
Dedicated to assisting people with disabilities to achieve an independent and
fulfilling life, one assistive device at a time

Have an idea for a project? Want to know what's possible? Want to overcome a
barrier? 

T: 1-877-688-8762
F: 604-688-6463
E: info@tetrasociety.org
www.TetraSociety.Org

Tetra Society of North America  
Suite 110 – 2285 Clark Drive,
Vancouver, BC, V5N 3G9

Charity #14043 5108 RR0001

National and Central Region Coordinator 
Sylvia Baliko    
SBaliko@Tetrasociety.org   
1-289-208-2315

Pacific Region Coordinator
Sheryl Rose Newman
pacificregion@tetrasociety.org
236-513-6453

Prairie Region Coordinator 
Crystal Leochko Johnston
Crystal@Tetrasociety.org 
204-998-2551

Atlantic Region Coordinator
Steve Trussoni
AtlanticRegion@Tetrasociety.org
902-477-2664

Thunder Bay, ON
Gerdi Islinger
ThunderBayON@tetrasociety.org
Ottawa, ON
Paul Marriage
OttawaON@Tetrasociety.org
Peel Region, ON
Scott Capper
PeelRegionON@Tetrasociety.org
Metro Toronto, ON
Paul Fraser
MetroTorontoON@tetrasociety.org
York Region, ON
Gerdi Islinger
YorkRegionON@tetrasociety.org
Trenton, ON
Sylvia Baliko
SBaliko@Tetrasociety.org
Windsor, ON
Dave Harshaw
WindsorON@Tetrasociety.org
Montréal, QC
Camryn MacDougall
MontrealQC@Tetrasociety.org
Fredericton, NB
Peter McKelvey
FrederictonNB@Tetrasociety.org
Charlottetown, PEI
Dhvani Heda
CharlottetownPE@tetrasociety.org
Halifax, NS
Lauren Morse
HalifaxNS@tetrasociety.org
St. John’s, NL
Dr. Leonard Lye
StJohnsNL@Tetrasociety.org

Here's how to reach us.

For inquires regarding Tetra projects in
the U.S., please contact Program Manager
Eric Molendyk at 1-877-688-6762.

Tetra Program Manager
Eric Molendyk    
eric@Tetrasociety.org   
Toll-Free: 1-877-688-8762

https://tetrasociety.org/assistance/
http://tetrasociety.org/
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