
C hildren learn about their en vi ron ment as they
move through it—about peo ple and ob jects, sizes,
shapes, and dis tances. For typ i cally de vel op ing

chil dren the senses of sight and hear ing pro vide the
great est mo ti va tion for ex plo ra tion.  These chil dren
will use their vi sion and hear ing to gather in for ma tion 
about their sur round ings while grow ing in un der -
stand ing of their own bod ies and their own ca pa bil i -
ties of move ment. The sight of toys or peo ple and the
sounds of voices or ob jects en cour age them to move
and dis cover. As they do so, they gather, rec og nize,
and in ter pret an amaz ing ar ray of sen sory in for ma -
tion. 

A child who is deafblind must learn to un der stand his
or her en vi ron ment with min i mal or dis torted vi sual
and au di tory in for ma tion. Lim ited sight and/or hear -
ing may in hibit nat u ral cu ri os ity and the mo ti va tion
to move about. As a group, learn ers who are
deaf-blind are quite di verse and may in clude chil dren
with phys i cal, cog ni tive, or health prob lems in ad di -
tion to com bined hear ing and vi sion losses. Some may 
feel in se cure or fright ened when mov ing about in an
en vi ron ment they can nei ther see nor hear clearly.
Oth ers may run on the track team or use mo tor ized
wheel chairs. Some com mu ni cate with speech or sign
lan guage, while oth ers may not have had enough ex -
pe ri ences in the en vi ron ment to un der stand even ba -
sic con cepts about that en vi ron ment or about ob jects
found in it. It is es sen tial that chil dren who are
deaf-blind re ceive learn ing op por tu ni ties and in struc -
tion that fa cil i tate pur pose ful move ment.

Ori en ta tion and Mo bil ity (O&M) in struc tion pro vides 
stu dents who are deafblind with a set of foun da tional
skills to use re sid ual vi sual, au di tory and other sen -
sory in for ma tion to un der stand his or her en vi ron -
ment.   For the child who is deaf-blind, move ment is
an op por tu nity to gather sen sory in for ma tion, to com -
mu ni cate, and to make choices. O&M in struc tion pro -
vides op por tu ni ties and skills that can broaden the
stu dent’s aware ness of the en vi ron ment, re sult ing in
in creased mo ti va tion, in de pend ence and safety.

                                         

Con sider the fol low ing ex am ple: Alex, a sighted and
hear ing child, is play ing with Ja son, his brother who is 
deaf-blind, in their bed room. When Alex hears the
front door open ing, he as sumes his mother has come

home from work. This in ter pre ta tion is re in forced
when he hears the fam ily dog bark ing ex cit edly.
Wish ing to greet his mother at the door, he quickly
walks from his bed room, safely avoid ing the many
toys scat tered on the floor, con tin ues trav el ing down
the hall, mov ing through the kitchen and around the
din ing ta ble. While run ning to greet his mother, he
sees that she is car ry ing a large square card board box.
Im me di ately rec og niz ing the logo from his fa vor ite
pizza res tau rant, he knows she has brought home his
fa vor ite din ner, a pep per oni pizza. Ex cit edly, he of fers 
to carry the box back to the kitchen and com pletes this 
task suc cess fully and proudly. 

In this rather rou tine event, span ning only a few min -
utes, Alex has gath ered and in ter preted much vi sual
and au di tory in for ma tion. Not only does he un der -
stand that his mother is home, but also that he can
greet her at the front door if he hur ries, and that they
are about to eat his fa vor ite meal. In mo ments, the
sen sory in for ma tion he gath ered and pro cessed pro -
vided him easy ac cess to his en vi ron ment, al low ing
him safe move ment through the house. See ing the
pizza box also pro vided him with clues about im me -
di ate fu ture ac tiv ity.

For Ja son, how ever, the sce nario is a bit dif fer ent. He
knows some one has en tered the house be cause he
was play ing with the dog when the an i mal sud denly 
be came ex cited, be gan to bark, and then ran out of the
room. Ja son may sense or hear some of this ac tiv ity by
par tially see ing or feel ing the dog alert ing him. As the
re sult of his O&M in struc tion, he now trav els down
the hall us ing a pro tec tive tech nique to move safely
around the toys. He moves through the kitchen and
around the din ing ta ble. By now, he can smell the
pizza and be comes ex cited be cause pizza is one of his
fa vor ite foods. His O&M train ing has taught him how 
to move safely through his en vi ron ment, de ter min ing 
where his mother might be. His mother greets him, al -
lows him to feel the warm box, and com mu ni cates
that she has brought home pizza. The mother and son
use guided travel to walk to the kitchen.

From O&M in struc tion, Ja son has learned to in ter pret
and uti lize avail able sen sory in for ma tion.

He knows how to move safely through the en vi ron -
ment and he is re warded with suc cess in find ing out
what he wanted to know.
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What is O&M for the Child Who
Is Deaf-Blind?

Ori en ta tion skills al low us to know where we are,
where we are go ing, and how to think about and plan
strat e gies for get ting to a des ti na tion. Mo bil ity in -
volves the ac tual move ment from place to place.
Along with com mu ni ca tion skills and daily liv ing
skills, O&M skills are es sen tial for all chil dren who are 
deaf-blind. The abil ity to un der stand the en vi ron ment 
and to move safely within it is an im por tant com po -
nent of fu ture de vel op ment, suc cess, and in de pend -
ence.

O&M in struc tion for in di vid u als who are deaf-blind
is de signed to teach them to move as in de pend ently
and as pur pose fully as they are able. For some chil -
dren who are deaf-blind, it is rea son able and de sir able 
to ex pect that they will move about in de pend ently in
both in door and out door en vi ron ments. This in de -
pend ence may mean us ing a long white cane  to cross
streets suc cess fully and learn ing to use city trans por -
ta tion sys tems. For oth ers, O&M in struc tion will pro -
vide the skills nec es sary to al low in de pend ent
move ment within the class room or within the home.
At a more ba sic level, and for chil dren with lim ited
motoric ca pa bil i ties, in creased in de pend ence will
mean that they have better de vel oped re sid ual senses
and can more fully un der stand and in ter pret in for ma -
tion from their en vi ron ments. They may come to un -
der stand where an ob ject is lo cated and where the
ob ject is in re la tion to their own bod ies. They will have 
the abil ity to move with pur pose, per haps to ex tend
an arm or roll to ob tain that ob ject.

While out comes and ex pec ta tions may be dif fer ent for 
the stu dent who is deaf-blind, the in struc tion is sim i -
lar to that for a child with only vi sual im pair ment or
blind ness. The most im por tant ad ap ta tions are those
re lated to com mu ni ca tion. The O&M in struc tor will
need to en sure that in struc tions are given to the stu -
dent in his or her pri mary lan guage. This may re quire
the use of an in ter preter and the de vel op ment of touch 
cues or ob ject cues.  Cer tain ac com mo da tions that en -
able the stu dent to in ter act with the pub lic also need to 
be de vel oped. For some chil dren, the lack of au di tory
and vi sual in put may have se verely lim ited op por tu -
ni ties to learn about his/her en vi ron ment and to de -
velop the lan guage to talk about it. O&M in struc tion
must of ten be aug mented by hands-on learn ing to
make up for the child’s lack of prior ex pe ri ence. Lan -
guage in struc tion is an in te gral part of any O&M
train ing ex pe ri ence.

A Team Approach

Orig i nally de signed to as sist vet er ans blinded in war,
O&M tech niques and in struc tion have broad ened
over the past few de cades to in clude chil dren who are
blind or vi su ally im paired and, more re cently, chil -
dren who are deafblind, chil dren with mul ti ple dis -

abil i ties, and in fants and tod dlers who are vi su ally
im paired. The 1997 reauthorization of the In di vid u als
with Dis abil i ties Ed u ca tion Act (IDEA), Pub lic Law
105-17, iden ti fies ori en ta tion and mo bil ity as a re lated
ser vice that teams may con sider in the de vel op ment
of the IEP. Early fo cus on O&M in struc tion is es sen tial
for the child who is deaf-blind to de velop the skills
needed to travel and move in de pend ently about the
en vi ron ment.

A team ap proach is vi tal in the de vel op ment and im -
ple men ta tion of O&M in struc tion. A team may be
com posed of a par ent, reg u lar and spe cial ed u ca tion
teach ers, other re lated ser vices per son nel, a rep re sen -
ta tive of the lo cal ed u ca tion agency, other in di vid u als
who may have spe cial knowl edge re gard ing the child
and, where ap pro pri ate, the child. Each team mem ber 
brings a unique per spec tive to the de vel op ment of an
ap pro pri ate ed u ca tional pro gram. The O&M spe cial -
ist will par tic i pate in team-based as sess ments of the
child and works col labor atively with all team mem -
bers, in clud ing the par ents, to ad dress the unique
O&M needs of the child. The O&M spe cial ist also pro -
vides the team with ac tiv i ties that re in force move -
ment skills and pro mote un der stand ing of the
en vi ron ment. He or she as sists in an a lyz ing the home
and school en vi ron ments and makes rec om men da -
tions for strat e gies that may im prove a child’s abil ity
to travel within, and better un der stand, these en vi -
ron ments. The O&M spe cial ist may be in volved in di -
rectly teach ing the child spe cific skills he or she needs
to travel safely and will share these with other team
mem bers so each can re in force them with the child.
The O&M spe cial ist may also work with other team
mem bers to en sure that each un der stands and shares
in the re spon si bil ity of sup port ing an ap pro pri ate, in -
di vid u ally de vel oped O&M in struc tion pro gram that
re in forces move ment, pro motes ori en ta tion, and en -
cour ages in de pend ent travel and pur pose ful move -
ment.

Instructional Strategies

It is best to view O&M in struc tion, as iden ti fied in the
stu dent’s IEP or IFSP, as a pro cess that be gins with as -
sess ment. The pro cess is cy cli cal and on go ing.

Once a pro gram is de vel oped and im ple mented, the
eval u a tion is on go ing, with data used to in form de ci -
sions about changes that may be nec es sary for in struc -
tion. All in struc tional com po nents of each child’s
pro gram must be con tin u ously eval u ated for ef fec -
tive ness, with mod i fi ca tions made as nec es sary.

Assessment

Ini tial as sess ment of O&M skills pro vide the foun da -
tion for fu ture pro gram plan ning. The O&M spe cial ist 
will work closely with other team mem bers to iden tify 
and im ple ment ap pro pri ate as sess ment tech niques.
As sess ment may in clude the fol low ing:

t In for mal stu dent ob ser va tion, con ducted in nat -
u ral en vi ron ments in which the stu dent in ter acts 
(home, school, etc.).
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t As sess ment of com mu ni ca tion skills and nec es -
sary ad ap ta tions.

t Par ent/care taker in ter views.

t For mal as sess ment of ori en ta tion and mo bil ity
skills.

t As sess ment of learn ing mo dal i ties.

t As sess ment of likes and dis likes

t De vel op men tal as sess ment of:

Sen sory skills.

Cog ni tion.

Mo tor skills (gross and fine).

t En vi ron men tal anal y sis. En vi ron ment anal y sis is 
a key com po nent of the as sess ment pro cess. The
var i ous en vi ron ments in which the stu dent is in -
volved should be as sessed for safety. The need
for any mod i fi ca tions that may en hance a child’s
abil ity to travel in and un der stand the en vi ron -
ment should also be as sessed.

Program Development and Implementation

Com mu ni ca tion. De vel op ing ways to com mu ni cate
pres ents the most sig nif i cant chal lenge for chil dren
who are deaf-blind. Com mu ni ca tion is sues must be
ad dressed in ev ery as pect of in struc tion. For ex am ple,
plan ning for in struc tion in ar eas such as con cept de -
vel op ment must take into ac count that al though the
child may be able to per ceive the shape or con fig u ra -
tion of a hall way in ter sec tion, he or she may need to be 
taught the spe cific lan guage (“tri an gle” or “cor ner”)
for that per cep tion.

Chil dren who are deaf-blind use a va ri ety of com mu -
ni ca tion meth ods in clud ing tac tile sign lan guage or
Amer i can Sign Lan guage (ASL), speech, ges tures,
fingerspelling, augmentative de vices, pic tures, ob -
jects, body move ments, be hav ior, and fa cial ex pres -
sions. In struc tion strat e gies must in cor po rate the
child’s pri mary com mu ni ca tion meth ods.

Mo tor de vel op ment in cludes both gross and fine mo -
tor skills and fo cuses on de vel op ing and/or en hanc ing 
a stu dent’s mo tor abil i ties. These skills in volve large
mus cle move ments such as walk ing or run ning, as
well as the finer skills as so ci ated with hand and wrist
move ments.

Con cept de vel op ment is closely linked to gen eral
cog ni tive de vel op ment. It in volves the un der stand ing
of sizes, shapes, and func tions of ob jects, as well as
spa tial and po si tional re la tion ships. It in cludes the
aware ness and knowl edge of one’s own and an other’s
body, an un der stand ing of the body parts, of their
move ment ca pa bil i ties, and of body part re la tion -
ships.

Con cept de vel op ment also in cor po rates an un der -
stand ing of and knowl edge about the en vi ron ment.
For ex am ple, a child who is deaf-blind may not un der -
stand the con cept of a “mul ti story” build ing with out
spe cific in struc tion. He may know that he’s walked up 
a flight of stairs, but does he un der stand that he is

“above” the hall way he just was in? Does he know
that there may be sev eral sto ries still above him?

Sen sory de vel op ment optimizes a stu dent’s abil ity to
uti lize the senses of re sid ual sight and hear ing, as well 
as the tac tile, ol fac tory, and kin es thetic senses. Most
stu dents who are deaf-blind have re sid ual hear ing
and/or sight, and in struc tion can be pro vided to help
them learn to use this sen sory in for ma tion to un der -
stand and in ter pret in for ma tion they are gath er ing
through their senses. It is im por tant to teach the child
to in ter pret sen sory in for ma tion, as sist ing him or her
to use this in for ma tion for pur pose ful move ment.

Ori en ta tion skills en able the stu dent to use sen sory
in for ma tion to move pur pose fully in the en vi ron -
ment. Ori en ta tion skills in struc tion is de signed to
teach the stu dent to use en vi ron men tal cues (e.g.,
sounds, smells, and vi sual or tac tile stim uli) to pro -
vide in for ma tion about the pres ent lo ca tion and in for -
ma tion about this lo ca tion rel a tive to other lo cales. For 
ex am ple, a child may learn to rec og nize that she is in
the kitchen from the smell of cof fee brew ing or the liv -
ing room be cause of the sen sa tion of the car pet be -
neath her feet. This in for ma tion en hances her
un der stand ing about the en vi ron ment and how to
move within it. 

Mo bil ity skills in cor po rate those O&M tech niques
that pro mote move ment through the en vi ron ment
with safety and ease. These skills in clude walk ing
with an other per son (guided travel), self-pro tec tion
skills, and cane travel. For some, these also in clude the 
use of dog guides and elec tronic travel aids. For
young chil dren, these mo bil ity skills will in clude early 
pur pose ful move ments such as crawl ing and walk -
ing.

Evaluation

All goals and ob jec tives in the IEP should have stated
cri te ria so team mem bers can eval u ate the child’s
prog ress and the ef fec tive ness of the in struc tional
strat e gies. It is es sen tial that team mem bers un der -
stand IEP goals and ob jec tives and the cri te ria es tab -
lished for each. All strat e gies im ple mented into a
child’s ed u ca tional pro gram must be eval u ated for ef -
fec tive ness and changed as nec es sary.

The Basics of Mobility Skills

Nu mer ous cur ric ula dis cuss mo bil ity skills and tech -
niques that are ap pro pri ate for stu dents who are
deaf-blind (see re source list). These skills and tech -
niques pro vide meth ods of move ment through the
en vi ron ment that make the child feel safe and able to
par tic i pate. Ba sic in for ma tion is pre sented in or der to
pro vide an over view of the dif fer ent types of mo bil ity
skills and a better un der stand ing of the pur pose of
each skill. For ad di tional in for ma tion, it is nec es sary
to con sult with an O&M spe cial ist who can help to re -
fine and in di vid u al ize spe cific mo bil ity skills ap pro -
pri ate for a  par tic u lar child, de velop in di vid u al ized
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in struc tional pro grams, and rec om mend ad di tional
re source in for ma tion.

Guided Travel

Many re fer to the mo bil ity tech nique in volved in
walk ing with an other per son as “Sighted Guide
Travel." How ever, it is not nec es sary to be sighted to
be an ef fec tive guide, and, there fore, the terms
“Guided Travel” and “Hu man Guide” are also used.
Us ing this tech nique, the deaf-blind child main tains a
con stant grip on the guide’s arm (fig ure 1) while fol -
low ing the guide around ob sta cles as they travel
through the en vi ron ment. To main tain a grip that al -
lows ac tive par tic i pa tion in travel, the child must
grasp the guide’s arm so the thumb is placed on the
out side, with the re main ing fin gers grip ping the in -
side of the arm (fig ure 2). The child is half a step be -
hind and to the side of the guide, al low ing the guide
to give “cues” about the en vi ron ment through arm
move ments, such as cues to in di cate they are ap -
proach ing stairs, doors, or nar row spaces. The guide
can move the guid ing arm be hind his or her back to
in di cate that they are ap proach ing a nar row space and 
must walk sin gle file. Other cues can be given to in di -
cate stairs and doors. 

Cues need to fit each child’s com mu ni ca tion and
learn ing styles. For ex am ple, chil dren who are blind
will learn that the cue for “stairs” in volves a pause
from the guide when they have ar rived at the base of
the stairs. Chil dren who are deaf-blind may find it
help ful to en hance this cue by hav ing the guide sign
“stairs” and pause as they ap proach the stair case.
Some chil dren find it help ful to lo cate the stair rail ing
be fore as cend ing or de scend ing. A com mon ad ap ta -
tion for smaller stu dents to the “ba sic” guided travel
tech nique is to have the stu dent grasp the guide’s ex -
tended fin gers, wrist, or fore arm rather than main -
tain ing a grip above the el bow (fig ure 3). Ef fec tive

guided travel in volves a part ner ship be tween
guide and child with both par tic i pants ac tively in -
volved.

Protective Techniques

Pro tec tive tech niques al low stu dents to travel in de -
pend ently, yet safely, in fa mil iar places, en abling them 
to lo cate ob jects while pro tect ing their bod ies. Pro tec -
tion skills are pri mar ily used in fa mil iar in door en vi -
ron ments and are de signed to pro vide in for ma tion
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about the en vi ron ment dur ing travel. Up per hand
and fore arm pro tec tion skills (fig ure 4) in which the
arm is bent and held across the body at shoul der
height, par al lel to the floor, with the palm fac ing out -
ward and the fin ger tips ex tend ing be yond the op po -
site shoul der, will pro vide pro tec tion from ob jects the
stu dent may con tact at head and chest level. 

Lower body pro tec tion (fig ure 5) with the arm ex -
tended down and held di ag o nally across the body,
pro vides pro tec tion from ob sta cles at waist to up per
leg level. These two tech niques are some times used
to gether, but they can be fa tigu ing. Typ i cally, nei ther
tech nique is used con tin u ally, but rather is em ployed
as needed. For ex am ple, an in di vid ual may use trail -
ing skills (see “trail ing” be low) while walk ing down a

fa mil iar hall way and use the fore arm pro tec tion tech -
nique only near the end of the hall be cause he knows
that there is a door that is of ten left open and he wants
to lo cate it with out in jury. 

Trailing

While trail ing, a stu dent will ex tend the arm at about
45 de grees, hold ing the arm to the side and slightly in
front of the body while main tain ing con tact with a
sur face, such as a wall. This tech nique (fig ure 6) can
pro vide a stu dent with a method of main tain ing
align ment. It also pro vides some pro tec tion dur ing
travel, as well as some in for ma tion about the en vi ron -
ment. This skill can be used in a va ri ety of sit u a tions.
Ex am ples in clude trav el ing down hall ways while
look ing for a spe cific ob ject such as a door, or when a
stu dent wants to achieve a straighter line of travel to
main tain ori en ta tion, or while trav el ing along the out -
side of a build ing while lo cat ing a way in. Trail ing is
also some times used along with a mo bil ity de vice, or
in con junc tion with up per hand and fore arm pro tec -
tion (fig ure 7).

Mobility Devices

There are many mo bil ity de vices that can, when prop -
erly used, pro vide a stu dent with the means for in de -
pend ent, safe, ef fi cient travel. The most com monly
rec og nized mo bil ity de vice is the long white cane.
Many other mo bil ity de vices are also avail able, in -
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clud ing adapted cane de vices. Mo bil ity de vices serve
as an “ex ten sion” of the user’s arm(s), hand(s), and
fin gers, and pro vide pro tec tion from ob sta cles while
al low ing ac cess to needed in for ma tion about the en vi -
ron ment. There are many the o ries about the se lec tion
of mo bil ity de vices, on the best times to be gin in struc -
tion, and the skills nec es sary to war rant in struc tion
with a par tic u lar de vice. It is vi tal that the stu dent’s
team work closely with an O&M spe cial ist in mak ing
de ci sions re gard ing the use of mo bil ity de vices.

Dog Guides

Some in di vid u als who are deaf-blind pre fer to use
dog guides rather than canes. Dog guide use is taught
at spe cial dog guide schools. Most of the schools work
pri mar ily with adults who are blind or vi su ally im -
paired, but there are sev eral that of fer their ser vices to
in di vid u als who are deaf-blind as well. Most train ing
pro grams pro vided at the schools in volve four or
more weeks of in struc tion, with many pro vid ing fol -
low-up in struc tion in the stu dent’s home en vi ron -
ment. It is im por tant to re mem ber that an in di vid ual
who chooses to use a dog guide still main tains re -
spon si bil ity for his or her own travel. The dog does
not as sume re spon si bil ity for ori en ta tion, nor does it
make de ci sions about safety. Most dog guide schools
re quire that their stu dents be skilled trav el ers be fore
be ing ac cepted into the train ing pro gram. In di vid u als
who are con sid er ing a dog guide must also un der -
stand that there are ad di tional re spon si bil i ties in car -
ing for their dog, in clud ing the daily feed ing,
groom ing, and toileting is sues. Most dog guide
schools pre fer to ad mit only stu dents who are past

high school age, al though some do work with youn -
ger stu dents. 

Electronic Travel Aids

Elec tronic Travel Aids (ETAs) are por ta ble de vices
that emit so nar or la ser sig nals that are re flected back
to the user dur ing travel, and are con verted to au di -
tory and/or tac tile sig nals. The de vices are hand held,
or chest, head, wheel chair, or cane mounted, and usu -
ally serve to pro vide sup ple men tary in for ma tion dur -
ing travel. In di vid u als us ing ETAs can learn to
in ter pret in for ma tion they re ceive from the de vice
about ob sta cles that may be in their di rect path, about
“open ings” in hall ways, and about drop-offs or in -
clines in the travel sur face. They may also be used to
en hance trail ing abil i ties. 

Wheelchair Mobility

Any O&M pro gram for stu dents us ing wheel chairs
must be highly in di vid u al ized and must take into ac -
count the stu dent’s  re sid ual senses, his or her abil ity
to op er ate a chair with one hand, and the po ten tial use 
of a mo tor ized wheel chair. In ad di tion to the O&M
spe cial ist,  the stu dent’s phys i cal ther a pist and oc cu -
pa tional ther a pist must be ac tively in volved in all de -
ci sions re gard ing mo bil ity for wheel chair us ers. Some 
gen eral con sid er ations for O&M in struc tion for stu -
dents who are wheel chair us ers are pre sented here: 

t Stu dents who are able to op er ate the chair with
one hand can be taught mod i fied guided travel
tech niques. These tech niques will al low them to
gather ad di tional in for ma tion dur ing travel.

t Some wheel chairs can be adapted by add ing an
ex tended “bumper” that will serve as an ex ten -
sion of the wheel chair, and act as a mo bil ity de -
vice.

t Add ing foam to the front of the chair can serve as 
ad di tional pad ding to lessen the im pact when
de tect ing ob sta cles with the chair.

t Trail ing skills can be uti lized while trav el ing in a
wheel chair. Stu dents who op er ate their chairs
with one hand can trail us ing the other. For stu -
dents not able to op er ate the chair with one
hand, “curb feel ers” can be mounted on the side
of the wheel chair. The stu dent can be taught to
trail us ing the curb feel ers. Even when some one
is push ing the chair, trail ing can be used so that
the stu dent can gain in for ma tion about the en vi -
ron ment, thereby en hanc ing his or her abil ity to
main tain ori en ta tion.

t The stu dent’s phys i cal ther a pist and oc cu pa -
tional ther a pist can help teach the stu dent to
open and close doors.

t Some stu dents are able to use a long cane while
us ing a wheel chair. This is true for stu dents who
are able to op er ate the chair us ing one hand, and
for those who use mo tor ized wheel chairs. Most
of ten, the cane cho sen for use with a wheel chair
is lon ger than a typ i cal cane.

t In struc tion in in ter pret ing in for ma tion about the
travel sur face is im por tant. The stu dent can learn 
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to dis cern the way dif fer ent sur faces “feel” while
trav el ing over a va ri ety of sur faces such as, the
gravel, grass, or side walks. This skill pro vides
gen eral en vi ron men tal ori en ta tion.

t Us ing the stu dent’s com mu ni ca tion mode or sys -
tem, the per son who is push ing the chair (in ef -
fect, “guid ing” the stu dent) should use strat e gies
that en cour age ac tive stu dent par tic i pa tion dur -
ing travel. The stu dent has a right to know where 
he or she is, where he or she is go ing, and what
the en vi ron ment is like. This in for ma tion will en -
cour age the stu dent to ac tively learn from the en -
vi ron ment rather than sim ply “sit” dur ing travel.

                                            

Working with Interpreters 
1

by David Miller

For some stu dents an in ter preter is crit i cal for teach ing
ori en ta tion and mo bil ity (O&M) for nu mer ous rea sons,
in clud ing the fol low ing:

t Clear and con ve nient com mu ni ca tion is es sen tial
for es tab lish ing rap port. In turn, build ing rap port is 
ba sic to es tab lish ing a sense of trust and con fi dence
for the stu dent who is learn ing O&M skills.

t The aim of O&M in struc tion is safe and in de pend -
ent move ment, and main tain ing safety de pends on 
the ac cu rate com mu ni ca tion of in for ma tion.

t Stu dents who are re ceiv ing O&M in struc tion may
have a va ri ety of ques tions and con cerns. It is dif fi -
cult to ad dress their con cerns or to be con fi den tial
when com mu ni ca tion is im paired.

How do teach ers, O&M in struc tors, and oth ers work
with in ter pret ers dur ing O&M in struc tion?

t They all work as a team.

t The O&M in struc tor needs to pre pare the in ter -
preter by teach ing him or her O&M con cepts and
tech niques, in clud ing sighted guide and ba sic cane
tech niques.

t The O&M in struc tor re tains his or her teach ing
role; the in ter preter works to make things clear;
and the two con sult with each other fre quently. The 
O&M in struc tor checks the in ter preter’s sighted
guide tech niques and in ter pre ta tion and pro vides
the stu dent who is deaf-blind with tac tile ex pe ri -
ences as of ten as pos si ble. 

t Goals and meth ods need to be mod i fied dur ing in -
struc tion as all mem bers of the team re fine their
meth ods of com mu ni ca tion and see how the stu -
dent is pro gress ing.

t Be cause work ing with an in ter preter may be a slow 
pro cess, pa tience is es sen tial.

t Suc cess de pends largely on the stu dent and the
rap port and qual ity of com mu ni ca tion be tween the 
stu dent and the pro fes sion als with whom the stu -
dent is work ing.

Additional Resources

Early Fo cus : Work ing with Young Chil dren Who Are Bind
or Vi su ally Im paired and Their Fam i lies.  Pogrund &
Fazzi (Ed.), 2002. Avail able from: AFB Press,
800-232-3044  or http://www.afb.org.

Fol low that Bear! : En cour ag ing Mo bil ity in a Young Child
with Vi sual Im pair ment and Mul ti ple Dis abil i ties. Tolla,
Joan. TEACH ING EX CEP TIONAL CHIL DREN, Vol. 
32, No. 5, 2000.

Foun da tions of Ori en ta tion and Mo bil ity.  Blasch, Wiener,
et al.,  (Ed.) ,1997. Land mark text in the field.  Avail -
able from: AFB Press, 800-232-3044 or
 http://www.afb.org.

Hand in Hand : Es sen tials of Com mu ni ca tion and Ori en ta -
tion and Mo bil ity for Your Stu dents Who Are Deaf-Blind:
Vol ume I.  Huebner, Prickett, et al., (Ed.),  1995.  Avail -
able from: AFB Press, 800-232-3044 or
http://www.afb.org.

Imag in ing the Pos si bil i ties : Cre ative Ap proaches to Ori en ta -
tion and Mo bil ity In struc tion for Per sons Who Are Vi su -
ally Im paired.  Fazzi &  Petersmeyer, 2001. Avail able
from: AFB Press, 800-232-3044 or http://www.afb.org.

In de pend ence With out Sight or Sound: Sug ges tions for
Prac ti tio ners Work ing with Deaf-Blind Adults.
Sauerburger, Dona, 1993.  Avail able from: AFB Press,
800-232-3044 or http://www.afb.org.

Move with Me : Par ents’ Guide to Move ment De vel op ment
for Vi su ally Im paired Ba bies.  Hug, et al.,  1987. Avail -
able from:  Blind Chil dren’s Cen ter, 213-664-2153 or 
http://www.blindcntr.org/pubs res.htm.

Pro mot ing Learn ing Through Ac tive In ter ac tion : A Guide
to Early Com mu ni ca tion with Young Chil dren Who Have
Mul ti ple Dis abil i ties.  Klein, Chen, et al., 2000.  Avail -
able from:  Brookes Pub lish ing at
 http://www.brookespublishing.com/.

Reach ing, Crawl ing,Walk ing... Let’s Get Mov ing : Ori en ta -
tion and Mo bil ity for Pre school Chil dren. Simmons &
O’Mara Maida,   1992.  Avail able from:  Blind Chil -
dren’s Cen ter, 213-664-2153 or
 http://www.blindcntr.org/pubs res.htm.

Start ing Points : In struc tional Prac tices for Young Chil dren
Whose Mul ti ple Dis abil i ties In clude Vi sual  Im pair ment. 
Chen & Dote-Kwan,  1995. Avail able from:  Blind
Chil dren’s Cen ter, 213-664-2153 or
 http://www.blindcntr.org/pubs res.htm.

TAPS: Teach ing Age-Ap pro pri ate Pur pose ful Skills : An
Ori en ta tion & Mo bil ity Cur ric u lum for Stu dents with Vi -
sual Im pair ments.  Pogrund, Healy, Levack, et al., 1993.  
Avail able from:  Texas School for the Blind and Vi su -
ally Im paired, 512-454-8631 or http://www.tsbvi.edu.
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1 From Hand in Hand: Essentials of communication and 
orientation and mobility for your students who are deaf-blind.
edited by Kathleen Mary Huebner, Elga Joffee, Jeanne Glidden Prickett,
and Therese Rafalowski Welch © 1995, p. 590. Reprinted with
permission, New York: courtesy of American  Foundation for the Blind.
Available through the Publisher 
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Practical Strategies For Families and Team
Members

t Provide opportunities for your child or
student to explore all areas of his or her
environment, particularly the home. Help the 
child locate stationary landmarks that
provide reference points. For example, a child 
may know that he is in his bedroom after
locating his dresser with the “special”
handles. Be sure to allow him to find this
dresser so he will know when he is in the
bedroom.

t Let your child or student experience a variety
of surfaces such as carpet, tiled floors, vinyl
flooring, grass, sidewalks, sand, uneven
pavement, etc.

t ·Allow your child or student to participate
fully in daily activities and family routines.
For example, if he wants to play with toys,
help him go to the place where the toys are
located and select the toy that interests him.
Travel back to the play area together. This
process allows him to understand his
environment more completely, as compared
to having the toys simply brought to him. 

t Make full use of “reference points,” those
clues that help us know where we are. We
have all  experienced being lost  in an
unfamiliar city, only to become “reoriented”
once we locate a familiar landmark. Similarly, 
children who are deaf-blind need to learn to
use reference points to help them stay
oriented in their environment. Reference
points can be auditory, tactile, olfactory, or
visual. 

t Encourage your child or student to travel as
independently as possible. If he can walk
independently, allow him to do so. If he is
learning to walk with a guide, don’t hold his
hand and pull him along with you. If he is
capable of reaching out to locate a desired toy, 
don’t allow it to “magically appear” by
bringing it to him.

t Be sure lighting is adequate for children who
have residual vision. The use of high
contrasts can also assist some students. For
example, using a light rug on a dark carpet
may help the child recognize a transition to a
different room. 

t Make use of physical boundaries so the child
can better understand his surroundings. It is
much easier to comprehend a play area
bounded by wall dividers or bookshelves

than an arbitrary space in the middle of a
large room.

t Provide opportunities for the child or
student to solve problems on his or her
own. Refrain from rescuing him or her
prematurely.

t Provide numerous opportunities for
making choices.

t Help a child or student associate familiar 
toys and objects with the environments
in which they may be used. For example,
show him the washcloth before walking
to the bathroom for a bath, or the ball
b e f o r e  t r a v e l i n g  t o  t h e  s c h o o l
gymnasium.

Jay Gense is the Di rec tor of Low In ci dence Pro grams, Or -
e gon De part ment of Ed u ca tion. In this role he also serves
as Di rec tor of the Or e gon Deafblind Pro ject. Mar i lyn
Gense is Spe cial Ed u ca tion Co or di na tor at Willamette
ESD in Sa lem, OR, co or di nat ing both the vi sion and au -
tism pro grams.
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