
Innovative Partnership Bridges STL CAPS and SSD 

View this story on the SSD website. 

In a unique collaboration between Special 

School District (SSD) and the St. Louis 

Centers for Advanced Professional Studies 

(STL CAPS), students Zach Buck, a senior at 

Seckman High School, and Nathan Seyer, a 

senior at Oakville High School, had the 

opportunity to learn firsthand from Chris 

Beardsley, a one-of-a-kind craftsman whose 

work serves occupational and physical 

therapists across the District. This 

partnership provided the students with 

invaluable engineering and design 

experience and reinforced SSD's 

commitment to fostering an inclusive 

learning environment.  

For 25 years, Chris Beardsley has served SSD, first as an early childhood special education 

occupational therapist for 14 years before transitioning into his current role— designing 

and building adaptive equipment to support the District’s students through their 

occupational and physical therapists. “I like to think I am lightening every therapist’s 

caseload,” he shared. With an annual workload of 300 to 400 orders and an output of 

approximately 700 customized items, Beardsley builds solutions that range from chair 

modifications for postural stability to adaptive music instrument holders. 

At first, Zach and Nathan had little knowledge of the intricacies of Chris’s work. “Before 

we met Chris, we just knew he had a great shop and solved problems,” Nathan recalled. 

But delving deeper, they quickly realized the complexity and impact of his role. Zach noted 

that even seemingly simple modifications, like seating adjustments, had to be tailored for 

individual needs. “Each case is different depending on the disability. Every solution is 

customized,” he explained. While the cost of materials for many adaptations is low, their 

impact on students is immeasurable. 
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Zach and Nathan's journey with Chris 

began with hands-on tool training before 

progressing to larger projects. Initially 

assisting with chair modifications, they 

soon tackled a more ambitious endeavor: 

building an adaptive ball kicker and 

thrower Beardsley had designed for an 

adaptive PE teacher. Over six weeks, 

they worked from Chris’s dimensions to 

construct their own devices. “I never 

even thought a ball kicker would be 

something someone needed,” Nathan 

admitted. 

Zach was struck by Beardsley's designs' 

careful balance of complexity and 

simplicity. “Chris makes them as simple as possible so they are operable for anyone. He 

also ensures they are fixable and cost-effective so he can make more,” he said. Beardsley’s 

background as an OT informs his approach. Task analysis guides his designs, allowing him 

to pinpoint exactly where support is needed.  

Now, as a capstone project, the students are attempting to make the adaptive 

kicker/thrower cordless, researching motors that provide the right torque while running 

on batteries. “They are chomping at the bit to get started,” Beardsley notes as he 

continues serving as their project advisor. "They email me technical questions and sent a 

survey for our therapists to complete as they finish the project's research phase," he said. 

Tim Leuke, St. Louis CAPS director, and Kevin Andert, chief of career and technical 

education and operations, initiated the partnership that allowed Zack and Nathan to 

shadow and assist Chris one day a week during the 2024 fall semester. “We are truly 

grateful for what they’ve been allowed to do,” Leuke said. “What these students were able 

to experience is a total departure from the norm and embodied all the goals of the CAPS 

program.”This partnership exemplifies the best of both worlds—CAPS students gaining 

hands-on experience with problem-solving in engineering and SSD, broadening their 

understanding of the unique needs of our students. “We are not aware of any other 

district in the nation where someone on staff is doing what Chris does,” said Andert, “and 

his willingness to work with the students was amazing.” Leuke hopes to expand this 



initiative, envisioning more students participating in similar projects, including remote 

opportunities. 

With Zach and Nathan set to continue their engineering studies at Missouri S&T, their 

time with Beardsley has left a lasting impression. “It was a really cool experience,” Nathan 

reflected. Zach agreed, adding, “Trying to explain to others what Chris does—it's just so 

unique. We were incredibly lucky to be a part of it.” 
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