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Taking the Leap
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Working with advanced materials is not unlike a science experiment. You know what you would like to do—you just have to
figure out how to go about making it work. Tony Wickman,
RTPO, owner of Freedom Fabrication, Havana, Florida, advocates for technicians to use advanced materials whenever they
get the chance. He provided the following tips for technicians
who are considering taking the leap:
➡➡ Find someone who knows about the material you would
like to work with and learn from them.
➡➡ Central fab first!
➡➡ Spend some money. Buy some materials, get out an old
mold, and give it a try. Find its flaws.
➡➡ Draw designs. Find the problem with each drawing and
come up with solutions.
➡➡ Work in small batches. It is relatively easy to work with smaller
batches, and if you like the material you are working with and
you are comfortable with it then start with a small investment
and slowly work it into your practice.
➡➡ Have a population of people whom you can help, and with
whom you can work without involving insurance companies.
Make your patient a brace just to see how it works.
➡➡ Remember, everything is a prototype since everything technicians make is a one-of-a-kind device.
➡➡ Understand that there is a potential for failure, but the costs
are nominal if you find success.
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says Bernard Hewey, an instructor in the O&P Technician Program at Spokane Falls Community College in Washington.
Once a material and its associated fabrication procedures have
been established, technicians can expect a learning curve, but
with proper training and practice, using advanced materials
often becomes commonplace, he adds.
There are countless types of advanced materials—too many to
cover in the scope of this article—so we asked industry experts
to discuss a few of the most exciting materials technicians are
working with today.

Prepreg
Prepreg is a general term for one kind of composite which is
typically a combination of carbon, fiberglass, and Kevlar® that is
“pre-impregnated” with resin and cured in an autoclave, an oven,
or at room temperature, explains Jake Godak, RTP, lab manager
at CascadeLabs, Chico, California. “Prepreg can be safer than
wet-lam because you are not working with an excess quantity of
liquid resin to saturate the lay-up,” he says. “The correct amount
of resin is already applied to the material.
“Prepreg fabrication, which is cheaper than wet-lam, is an
effective way to trim the weight of the item by half while making a device that is less noticeable on the patient,” says Godak.
The only limitations to the material that Godak has found is
that it has a textured, matte finish, rather than the glossy finish
to which patients are accustomed. “A beauty coat can be applied
over the top, but since these devices are usually worn under
clothes, this is not really an issue,” he adds.
Godak likens working with prepreg to making clothing. The
material handles similar to double-sided duct tape so it can be
cut and placed exactly where it is needed in the device. It sticks
to itself and to the model. It enables the technician to create a
device specifically designed for the patient in one layup with
areas of rigidity and/or flexibility, he explains.
Godak, who teaches classes on working with prepreg, advises
technicians to get some real hands-on time with someone who
is qualified to teach prepreg fabrication before attempting it
yourself. As with anything new, there is a learning curve associated with prepreg, but the benefits will outweigh the negatives.
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