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Challenging the System: Becoming an O&M
Specialist with Sensory Loss

Erika Fundelius, Ph.D. Elaine Mara, M.S., M.Ed. Dreama Compton, M.S.

“The only thing worse than being blind is having sight but no vision.”
-Helen Keller

Abstract

This article highlights the experiences of multiple university instructors and
two students in an orientation and mobility (O&M) program as it relates to training
future professionals with visual impairment or hearing loss. Many perceive vision
loss as a significant tragedy, often associating it with limitations and dependence.
For some, hearing loss is also thought to limit independence.

In the past, it was thought that vision was necessary to teach O&M.
Misconceptions about the abilities of persons with vision loss can create barriers
to truly inclusive and effective training. However, by fostering an open and
adaptive learning environment, instructors can ensure that their teaching
methods empower blind and low vision students and students with hearing
loss to safely and effectively teach independent travel. Co-creating learning
experiences and exploring a constructivist approach utilizing students’ lived
experiences can transform the field and provide role models for students
and clients alike. This article is a personal accounting of challenges, resources,
and resiliency that have led to inclusion of students with vision loss and hearing
loss in an O&M personnel preparation program.
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O&M Instructors with Visual Impairment

Imagine a university instructor in a visual impairment program working with a
student who is blind or has low vision (BLV) aspiring to become a vision professional—
such as a teacher of students with visual impairments (TSVI) or an orientation and
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mobility specialist (OMS). Deeply ingrained societal biases favoring non-disabled indi-
viduals in employment leaves limited opportunities for those with visual impairments
(VI; McDonnall & Crudden, 2018; McDonnall et al., 2018). Furthermore, there had
long been an outmoded belief that only sighted individuals should teach people with
visual impairments (personal communication, Wiener, 2024). This belief had been
reinforced by professional publications geared toward sighted instructors, creating
significant barriers to the career path of blind students.
Quote from a university instructor:

I did not feel I had the knowledge to adequately teach someone who was blind
to become an orientation and mobility specialist. I talked with my university’s
general counsel about this situation, and they suggested I research this area,
as there was not much research conducted on this topic.

The apprehension around designing accessible instruction often halts and/or
delays programs from embracing the unique contributions students with visual
impairments can bring to the profession (Griffin-Shirley et al., 2023).

Quote from a university instructor:

Accessibility of materials is of prime importance, but time and resources (money)
can get in the way. This is particularly for adding audio description to videos. I
would come up with an equivalent assignment that demonstrated the same skills
instead, particularly if audio describing would change what was being looked at
(e.g., better to do an actual O&M assessment with guidance than to watch a video
of an assessment that is described). Having support for video editing and audio
describing is not readily available, something to continue to work toward.

These concerns reveal fundamental challenges that extend beyond pedagogy
into institutional policy, funding, and preparedness. However, they also underscore the
pressing need for creative, inclusive solutions—not alternatives that lower expectations,
but ones that support equitable access and uphold instructional integrity.

The first author, Erika Fundelius, provided orientation and mobility (O&M) services
as an independent contractor while completing doctoral studies. Navigating the dual
role of instructor and service provider to a client who was also a student in her courses
required a delicate balance of ethics and professional boundaries. Initially, the second
author, Elaine Mara, who is visually impaired, did not consider O&M as a potential
career path; however, as her skills developed and her confidence grew, she became
increasingly interested in continuing her training beyond becoming a TSVI. Once she
decided to pursue certification as an orientation and mobility specialist, a significant
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portion of the state-supported instructional time was dedicated to collaboratively
developing techniques, scaffolding her instruction on required routes, and engaging in
proactive problem-solving to prepare her for the upcoming formal coursework. This
instructional support played a critical role in providing the accessibility she needed to
successfully complete her O&M courses. The following sections are two personal
accounts of students with disabilities who were pursuing degrees in O&M.

Teaching O&M with a Vision Loss: A Personal Account

The following is the accounting of the second author, Elaine Mara, who is visually
impaired:

I returned to the university classroom after nearly a decade as a working professional,
unsure of the accessibility and the program’s climate for students with visual impairments,
because most VI programs have few students who need significant accommodations.
During my first semester, it became clear I would be teaching others as much about the
capabilities of people with VI as I was learning to teach my future students.

During my first year in the Visual Disabilities program, I assisted with a White Cane
Day event, explaining the significance of different types of white canes. A professor,
impressed by my knowledge, encouraged me to consider the O&M specialization; and
when I voiced concerns about my limited vision, she simply said, "We'll find a way,”
inspiring me to pursue what once seemed impossible.

Indoor O&M Training

After completing Introduction to O&M—with adaptations and lessons learned—we
moved on to Indoor O&M. I was responsible for teaching a blindfolded classmate who
had mild hearing loss, hereafter referred to as my partner, to navigate an unfamiliar
building while ensuring her safety and monitoring her cane techniques. We were
assigned a 1938 building that was home to performance spaces, studios, and a unique
stairwell, affectionately dubbed “Harry Potter stairs.” Since learning and teaching the
building’s layout was a core requirement, my instructor accompanied me to preview
the environment during my personal O&M lessons. While avoiding any pre-teaching,
she supported me as I developed my own independent orientation strategies. I used
perimeter searches, grid patterns, landmarks, cardinal directions, and chunking
strategies to learn the space. However, I later realized that the “chunks” of information
I could process at one time were smaller than those my partner could handle.

Once the course began, my partner first practiced basic cane skills such as arc
width, constant contact, and stair navigation. As her instructor, I learned to walk
backwards with my cane sweeping behind me, clear paths ahead, and monitor my
partner’s movement, adjusting my techniques to accommodate my limited vision.
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This experience taught me an important lesson: it’s perfectly acceptable for an OMS
to carry notes or prompts to support memory during instruction. I wish I had adopted
a notetaking strategy earlier instead of relying solely on memory to follow expectations
for sighted students, which led to stressful, sometimes disorganized lessons when
guiding my partner through multi-step routes. Despite these challenges, the experi-
ence strengthened both my technical and instructional skills as a future OMS.

Outdoor O&M Training

My main concern with all coursework had always been ensuring my student’s safety
during street crossings and in dynamic outdoor environments. Thankfully, from the
moment I started my program, a private O&M instructor and I worked on my non-
visual travel skills across environments. Ultimately, this allowed me to focus on
adopting fitting teaching strategies that would work for me in these settings.

From previous program students, I learned that outdoor O&M would require teaching
a city block and mastering the teaching of street crossing techniques. Hence, during the
spring semester, I prepared by practicing in a variety of city and suburban environments.
I developed solid strategies for gathering environmental information, and ways to
position myself effectively for monitoring a student’s safety.

Linitially struggled to separate my personal techniques from the textbook strategies
discussed in class. For example, while I was trained to monitor veers by standing
behind my student and physically intervening if needed, the class emphasized walking
backwards in front of the student, a method that disoriented me. After observing a
team, I realized I could adapt by walking side-by-side with my student, placing myself
between them and traffic—without blocking the sound of the traffic—I could detect
veers safely and guide them verbally or with a simple stop-and-reset.

I also faced familiar challenges with multi-step directions but was better prepared
this time, using written notes to plan my lessons. When it came to intersection analyses,
I used adapted strategies like Google Maps previews and guided questioning of
classmates to complete the tasks successfully. Through these experiences, I learned
the importance of flexibility and extensive preparation in outdoor O&M instruction.

Quote from a visually impaired certified O&M specialist (COMS):

The biggest challenge we faced was that most books like Fazzi and Barlow
assume a sighted practitioner. Going into advanced O&M, I wasn't sure exactly
what I was going to do to tackle things like detecting veering during street
crossings, keeping track of learners in very noisy environments, etc. It was up
to me to find and to try out methods and see what worked and what didn't. I
figured most of my current methods out during my internship, because I had
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real one-on-one time with clients on the one hand, and an internship supervisor
willing to let me take my time and work it out on the other hand.

This firsthand account reinforces the importance of field-based mentorship,
autonomy, and the space to problem-solve without punitive consequences. The reality
is that standardized methods often assume sighted practitioners, leaving visually
impaired candidates to bridge the gap through personal adaptation and professional
ingenuity.

The Internship

After hundreds of hours spent strengthening my skills and adapting teaching
strategies to accommodate my low vision, I was ready to achieve my goal of becoming
dually certified. I was placed for both my TSVI student teaching and O&M internship at
a school for the blind. I had hoped to complete the O&M internship in the fall, as
the fall semester included a pre-planning week for teachers—a time I intended to
use to familiarize myself with the environment before students returned. However,
due to circumstances beyond my control, my O&M internship took place in the spring,
without the opportunity to preview the environment in advance. This proved to be a
stumbling block later.

When the internship began, I was nervous but hopeful. As an intern with a visual
impairment, I knew I brought a unique perspective to the experience. I had spent years
navigating the world—first with my cane, then with my guide dog, and with progressively
less vision over time. I was now ready to support students doing the same, though at a
much younger and more impressionable stage of life. My internship supervisor welcomed
me with open arms, and at first, everything clicked: teaching lessons on basic street
crossings, indoor navigation, and short community routes felt natural. My students
responded well, and for the first time, I truly started to believe I could do this.

Then things changed. Our starting locations shifted to unfamiliar neighborhoods I
had not previewed—and unlike someone with 20/20 vision, I could not simply glance
around and make quick adjustments. I had not known we would be moving, and once
we did, I did not know how to admit I was struggling. I did not know how to ask for the
support I needed. I planned lessons using Google Maps and memory, but without real
experience in the space, I felt increasingly lost. My lessons became flat and uneven.
The more I struggled, the more I retreated inward, ashamed to admit I needed help.

In the end, I learned the hard way. Previewing routes is non-negotiable; new
environments demand more time than I expected; and asking for support is not a
sign of failure—it’s how students get the instruction they deserve. Sadly, I left the
internship without a passing grade or eligibility to sit for the certification exam. It
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felt like I had proven every doubter right. But deep down, I know I didn't fail. I simply
hadn’t yet learned the most important lesson: that success means preparing in a way
that works for me—and having the courage to ask for what I need.

Quote from a university instructor:

The field did not have much documentation about what worked for BLV O&M
instructors to use as a foundation, so I was worried that I was missing some
important strategies/aspects my BLV students need to have. To balance that
worry, I worked to match those students with a blind or low vision COMS during
their internship, so that they could learn from a COMS professional with lived
experience. There is some additional guidance now, but there need to be more
and more ways to connect students with blind or low vision COMS as mentors.

Teaching O&M with a Hearing Loss: A Personal Account

The following is the accounting of the third author, Dreama Compton, who has a
hearing impairment:

During the indoor O&M course, I taught Elaine, the second author of this article, in a
building constructed in 1939 that was designated for interior and fashion design majors.
The building’s features were a bit confusing. The floors of the building were expansive.
However, the uniformity of the floors made orientation to them easier and skills transfer-
rable across floors. Much of this building was made of glass and let in a lot of sunlight.
For a student with low vision, this may have posed challenges due to glare and light
reflecting off various surfaces, likely requiring the use of sunglasses/shades to support
movement between different lighting conditions. Elaine, who is a student with low vision,
wore a blindfold throughout the lessons to simulate total blindness and, therefore, glare
was not an issue.

We were both students in the course that focused on how to effectively teach indoor
environments. Elaine’s existing skills both helped and complicated the experience. In
practice, I would not teach building orientation by starting at the entrance and covering
the entire building as the course required; I would have taken a more functional, student-
centered approach as is standard practice in the field. However, what benefitted me the
most while teaching was directly speaking to and collaborating with Elaine on strate-
gies to best help her to become oriented to the building. Communication between
instructor and student was necessary for success. This first experience also helped us
to become a team once we transitioned into our course on outdoor environments.

Outdoor O&M was uniquely interesting once Elaine became the instructor with low
vision, and I became the student. I have severe unilateral conductive hearing loss in
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my right ear that made localizing sounds extremely difficult for me and complicated
my access to the environment. Again, Elaine and I were able to collaborate and test
out different strategies to explore what worked best for both of us as a team, while
keeping us safe and learning. This might have slowed our collective progress, however,
we both learned meaningful lessons on the power of collaboration. It was a challenge,
but I enjoyed the problem-solving experience and have grown tremendously as a
future practitioner.

I was very aware Elaine had to put in at least twice the amount of work as the rest
of the class. In the role of the O&M instructor on top of teaching the block assigned to
her, she also had to learn the route thoroughly enough for her to teach and determine
creative strategies to monitor student progress and safety. I remember her using her
cane behind her back while monitoring my initial cane techniques and her standing
closer to me than usual to monitor me as I traveled on sidewalks and crossed intersec-
tions. The greatest lesson I learned from both O&M classes while having a classmate with
a visual impairment was to listen, which is ironic for someone with a hearing loss. Actively
using the prior experiences of students with visual impairments and incorporating the
advice they give allows for effective collaboration. Both as a teacher and a blindfolded
student, Elaine had humerous exceedingly helpful inputs that she based off her own
experiences of learning to use the cane, which I took with me into my practice.

The following segment includes strategies the second author, Elaine Mara, employed
when instructing third author Dreama Compton who has a hearing impairment:

While blindfolded, the third author, Dreama, was able to detect the presence of
vehicles, but initially struggled to determine their direction, movement, or proximity,
particularly in environments with competing ambient noise. Limited access to auditory
input on her right side resulted in consistent leftward veering, which caused frustration
and disorientation. Early strategies, such as turning her head to locate sound sources
proved ineffective and destabilizing. Instead, instructional positioning became the
most effective adaptation. Second author, Elaine, positioned herself directly behind
Dreama during listening activities to support sound discrimination, allowing Dreama
to gradually recognize subtle differences in vehicle movement and location.

During route travel, Elaine intentionally delivered verbal cues from the left side,
stepped out of the sound field to allow independent auditory orientation, and initially
maintained a protective position between Dreama and the street to ensure safety. As
Dreama’s veering decreased with practice, Elaine transitioned to a more typical O&M
monitoring position.

Through this process, Elaine also recognized her own reliance on auditory infor-
mation for orientation and safety monitoring, particularly in outdoor environments
where walking backward with a cane was less effective than indoors. This insight

Volume 4, Issue 1 47

'$$800Yy UadQ BIA G0-80-920Z 18 W09 ueIpLIawW|By MaIAI-MaU-8Y)//:Sd1y WOl papeojumoq



Fundelius et al. Becoming O&M Specialist with Sensory Loss

reinforced the importance of thorough route previewing and adaptive instructional
strategies. When veering was most pronounced, side-by-side travel was used so physical
contact provided immediate feedback, enabling both corrective intervention and eventual
self-correction by third author, Dreama. Together, these techniques highlighted the
reciprocal nature of adaptation in O&M instruction, emphasizing flexibility, environmental
awareness, and individualized positioning to support safe and effective travel.

Quote from a university instructor:

For an individual with hearing loss whose balance was extremely compromised
when blindfolded and an individual with high anxiety to help acclimate them to
simulation, I allowed the use of RP simulators (pin hole). For visually impaired
students what I was assessing (e.g., location during monitoring of street crossings)
might be different than for typically sighted O&M students, so I would adjust
accordingly, as we figured what worked for each individual. It involved problem-
solving and creativity while still making sure what we came up with maintained
safety for the O&M student and the person they were monitoring. I value having
visually impaired professionals in the field and think they bring the valued advan-
tage of lived experience to the profession.

A Word to the Field

As pedagogy evolves and inclusive philosophies in disability education gain wider
acceptance, efforts to reduce academic ableism are increasingly valued—ultimately
benefiting the entire visually impaired community. Yet overcoming societal biases
and structural barriers remains challenging. When even instructors in personnel
preparation programs for vision professionals (e.g., TSVIs, O&Ms) struggle to adapt
their teaching to meet the needs of visually impaired students, it reveals a systemic
issue. As one university instructor shared, "My thinking and instructional practices
have changed over the years.” Such transformation requires honest reflection and a
commitment to practicing what is expected of program graduates: reflecting on lessons,
collecting data, assessing progress, and adjusting instruction—expectations that those
preparing them must also uphold.

References

Griffin-Shirley, N., Bozeman, L., Okungu, P., Ihenagwam, C., & Nguyen, T. (2023). Teaching
strategies and nonvisual skills used by orientation and mobility specialists who are visually
impaired. Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 117(1), 40-49. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0145482X221150013

48 Volume 4, Issue 1

'$$800Yy UadQ BIA G0-80-920Z 18 W09 ueIpLIawW|By MaIAI-MaU-8Y)//:Sd1y WOl papeojumoq


https://doi.org/10.1177/0145482X221150013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0145482X221150013

The New RE:view—Winter/Spring, 2026

McDonnall, M. C., & Crudden, A. (2018). Predictors of employer attitudes toward blind employees,
revisited. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, 48(2), 221-231. https://doi.org/10.3233/
jvr-180933

McDonnall, M. C., Crudden, A., & O'Mally, J. (2015). Predictors of employer attitudes toward
people who are blind or visually impaired as employees. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation,
42(1),41-50. https://doi.org/10.3233/jvr-140722

Erika Fundelius, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, University of British Columbia; Elaine
Mara, TVI/OMS, Teacher of Students with Visual Impairments, Hillsborough County
School District Florida; Dreama Compton, M.S., Teacher of Students with Visual
Impairments, COMS, Orange County Public Schools, Florida.

Corresponding Author: Erika Fundelius, email: erika.fundelius@ubc.ca.

Published online 3 March 2026

Volume 4, Issue 1 49

'$$800Yy UadQ BIA G0-80-920Z 18 W09 ueIpLIawW|By MaIAI-MaU-8Y)//:Sd1y WOl papeojumoq


https://doi.org/10.3233/jvr-180933
https://doi.org/10.3233/jvr-180933
https://doi.org/10.3233/jvr-140722
mailto:erika.fundelius@ubc.ca

	Challenging the System: Becoming an O&M Specialist with Sensory Loss
	O&M Instructors with Visual Impairment
	Teaching O&M with a Vision Loss: A Personal Account
	Indoor O&M Training
	Outdoor O&M Training
	The Internship

	Teaching O&M with a Hearing Loss: A Personal Account
	A Word to the Field
	References


