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In the Community

llie was 6 years old with 
muscular dystrophy and could 
only get around school with 
the help of an aide pushing her 
wheelchair.

Reva Reid, OTR/L, Ellie’s occupational 
therapist, wondered whether there might be 
a better option. Ellie had strong legs. What if 

there was some kind of tricycle?
Turns out there was. That 

year, Reid met Joe Copeland, 
who was manning an exhibitor’s 
table at AOTA’s Annual Confer-
ence & Expo. Copeland is the 
executive director of AMBUCS, 
a nonprofit that, among other 
projects, specializes in fitting 
adapted tricycles to people in 
need. (The program began with 
a pediatric focus, but it has 
since expanded to geriatric and 
veteran populations.)

Copeland explained to Reid 
that the best way to get a tricy-
cle was to connect with a local 
AMBUCS chapter. Local chap-
ters hold fundraisers and bike 
days and often help offset the 
costs of tricycles for families. 

“So I said, ‘Well, that’s easy, 
I live in New York. Where is 
the closest chapter?’” Reid 
said. “And he said, ‘There are 
no chapters.’ I said, ‘Joe, I live 
in New York.’ He said, ‘Yeah, I 
heard you, Reva, and there are 
no chapters.’”

Most people might have 
stopped there. But not Reid. 
And she’s not alone. Recently, 
occupational therapists across 
the country, from New Jersey 
to California, have started 
AMBUCS chapters with sup-
port from the national, North 
Carolina–based organization. 

This article is not meant to suggest that 
occupational therapy practitioners who are 
interested in connecting with AMBUCS 
must pioneer their own chapter. (For a 
complete list of chapters, visit www.ambucs.
org and find look for the directory in the 
“Who Are We?” section.) But the therapists 
who have connected with AMBUCS say the 
collaboration has been a rewarding expe-
rience that has allowed them to help both 
clients and an organization that has been 
supporting the profession for more than half 
a century.

Scholarships
Since 1955, AMBUCS has been awarding 
tuition scholarships to students in their 
junior or senior year of a bachelor’s program 
who plan to earn a master’s or doctoral 
degree in a therapy program. To date, more 
than $8.3 million in scholarships has been 
awarded to nearly 15,000 students pursuing 
degrees in physical therapy, occupational 
therapy, speech-language pathology, and 
audiology, according to AMBUCS. More 
than $150,000 is awarded annually, with 
individual awards ranging from $500 to 
$1,500. The scholarships help support 
AMBUCS’ mission of creating mobility and 
independence for people with disabilities. 
For more information, visit www.ambucs.
org/therapists/scholarship-program/.

Although the scholarships don’t come 
with any obligation, the intent is that recip-
ients eventually partner with AMBUCS. 
Cynthia S. Bell, PhD, OTR/L, earned an 
AMBUCS scholarship when she was an 
undergraduate student at Western Michigan 
University. About 10 years later, she saw the 
AMBUCS table at an AOTA conference and 
connected with Copeland. The conversation 
eventually led a position on the Amtryke 
Advisory Board, an interprofessional body 
that oversees the development of new tricy-
cle designs, among other responsibilities.

“It was a wonderful reunion,” Bell says.
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Promoting Independence
AMBUCS chapters are involved with 
many community events and projects 
that promote independence for people 
with disabilities—from ramp building to 
designing accessible playfields. But most 
well-known is the Amtryke program. 
Started in 1994, the Amtryke program 
supplies adapted tricycles to people with 
disabilities. There are currently 16 models 
that can be adjusted to meet an individ-
ual’s body and physical needs. Through 
donations that support a national wish list, 
the national AMBUCS office can provide 
fully funded tricycles. But, with the sup-
port of local chapter fundraising as well as 
contributions from families, tricycles can 
be delivered more quickly. Local chapters 
host demo days, during which community 
members can try and be fitted to a tricycle 
and learn about funding options.

When Reid hosted her first demo day 
and fitted Ellie with a bike, she saw why 

connecting with AMBUCS was the right 
decision.

“We are at the bike day, and I am stand-
ing next to her mom as Ellie takes the seat 
in the tricycle. And her mom is digging 
her fingernails into my arm saying, “Reva, 
what if this is one more thing I have to tell 
Ellie she can’t do?’”

Reid told Ellie’s mother to keep breath-
ing. And just then, Ellie started pedaling. 

“Half the people in the room were 
crying. So we got Ellie a bike, and now 
instead of being pushed through the halls 
of school in a wheelchair, Ellie rides.”

Though Amtryke was initially created 
to help children, it has since expanded to 
adults.

Reid noted an 87 year old who was 
injured in a bike ride who, thanks to a 
21-speed, reclining Amtryke, was able to 
get back to riding.

Veterans have also become a recent 
AMBUCS priority.

“I didn’t think there was anything that 
could match the tears of a family as a child 
rides a bike for the first time,” says Joyce 
Peet, OTR/L. “But now with the Veteran’s 
Initiative, you see someone who has had 
that skill and it is given back to them. 
And you see that the family is able to ride 
together as a result. It’s just as exciting as 
seeing the kids ride for the first time.”

Occupational therapy practitioners 
know perhaps more than any professional 
why an activity like riding a bike can be so 
important.

“We deal with function. It is not just 
people’s jobs, but it is how people fill their 
lives and have a good quality of life,” says 
Alysia Cole, OTR/L, who recently started 
an AMBUCS chapter in New Jersey. “It is 
such a childhood staple to be able to ride 
a bike, and it hits on so many aspects of 
what therapists do.”

Bell has completed surveys and stud-
ies that have proven the benefit of the 
Amtryke program. 

“There are definitely benefits. Physi-
cal, ranging from increasing strength and 
mobility but also balance and coordina-
tion. The sense of self-esteem,” she says. In 
addition, survey results showed improve-
ment in other activities of daily living 
after being set up with a tricycle. Bell says 
future studies will examine the causality, 
but the initial findings are more than 
encouraging. 

How Practitioners Can Get 
Involved
Occupational therapy practitioners who 
are interested in AMBUCS have a range of 
options. Maybe you are primarily inter-
ested in helping a client or two obtain a 
tricycle. This can be as simple as attending 
a bike day with a client or calling an area 
AMBUCS chapter or, if no local chapter 
is nearby, helping add the client to the 
National Amtryke Wish List.

If you are looking for a more active role 
but are not interested in starting your own 
chapter, you could volunteer at a nearby 
chapter’s bike day as one of the profession-
als who can fit community members to a 
specific tricycle.

Occupational therapists can deter-
mine what model is going to be best for 
a particular person by matching function 
to comfort. Is a rear-steering tricycle best, 
for instance, so a parent can walk behind 
the child and be in control? Or is a hand 
cycle better than one controlled with feet? 
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“That’s where the occupational therapy 
background can come in,” says Peet.

Or if you’re like Reid, Sonserey 
Esquival, OTR/L, or others and want 
to go ahead full bore, talk to Copeland 
about how to start a chapter of your 
own.

“There was a lot of work, but for me 
it was a labor of love,” says Esquival. 
Copeland helped her with a lot of the 
paperwork and logistics, and Esquival 
focused on marketing the new chapter 
in California. The chapter gave away  
22 bikes in the first year with the help of 
fundraising efforts, such as selling Easter 
baskets and organizing a football pool. 
Currently, the chapter is working on 
organizing a golf tournament.

Esquival says her chapter has adopted 
the organization’s “shoulders together” 
motto, a collaborative spirit that could 
speak for AMBUCS in general.

“It means we know you want a bike, 
but we have to work together to get it.” 

Andrew Waite is the associate editor of OT Practice.  
He can be reached at awaite@aota.org.
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