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Abstract

Orientation and mobility (O&M) instructors teach their students with
blindness or low vision to travel throughout their environments using nonvi-
sual strategies. Five past studies investigated strategies used by O&M
instructors who had blindness or low vision. This is a culmination of the strat-
egies gleaned from these past studies and summarizes the common themes
and strategies used by O&M instructors with blindness or low vision. In addi-
tion, the authors’ professional experience and observations are included in
this article.

Introduction

When teaching orientation and mobility (O&M) in various environments, O&M
specialists with blindness or low vision must utilize teaching strategies, supports,
and equipment that does not rely on vision. Upon searching the literature, the
authors found a paucity of studies about teaching strategies, supports, and equip-
ment that O&M instructors with blindness or low vision utilized and the training they
received in their personnel preparation programs (Griffin-Shirley et al., 2019). This
summation of the previous studies provides an overview of the teaching strategies,
supports, and equipment used by O&M instructors with blindness or low vision. The
authors who are certified O&M specialists have added professional observations and
experiences.
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Review of Pertinent Research

Five studies were conducted to identify teaching strategies, supports, and equip-
ment used by people with blindness and low vision. In the first of these studies
(Griffin-Shirley et al., 2019), 25 faculty members from O&M personnel preparation
programs in North America responded to an online survey of open-ended questions
concerning their teaching techniques, programs’ supports, equipment, and
resources for teaching O&M specialists training students with blindness or low
vision. In Griffin-Shirley et al. (2021), 15 O&M instructors with blindness or low
vision participated in an online survey regarding strategies and supports used while
providing O&M services. In the third study (Griffin-Shirley et al., 2023), eight O&M
specialists with blindness or low vision were interviewed about their teaching strate-
gies, nonvisual skills, and supports. Additionally, instructors reported on strategies
they used to teach students of various ages. During the fourth study, a checklist
was used to observe three O&M instructors with blindness or low vision while teach-
ing (Griffin-Shirley et al., 2024a). The fifth study held an online focus group of four
individuals who were O&M specialists with blindness or low vision Griffin-Shirley
et al. (2024b). All of the studies had similar findings however, each of the previous
studies did not provide a complete list of strategies that is available for professionals
to utilize.

Detailed Descriptions to Guide Practice

The following sections and paragraphs draw from the previously mentioned
series of five studies designed to identify strategies, supports, equipment, and
accommodations used by O&M instructors who are blind or have low vision to moni-
tor their students as they travel (Griffin-Shirley et al., 2019; Griffin-Shirley et al.,
2021; Griffin-Shirley et al., 2023; Griffin-Shirley et al., 2024a; Griffin-Shirley et al.,
2024b).

The teaching strategies included auditory, tactile, instructor positioning, and
visual monitoring. The instructors also noted the equipment and accommodations
(e.g., use of a driver, sighted assistance) they used. Provided in the following sec-
tions are detailed descriptions of teaching strategies, supports, and equipment that
O&M specialists with blindness or low vision used when teaching.

Auditory Monitoring Skills

Instructors used auditory skills for the following: to monitor the instructional
space, environmental cues such as traffic to identify the student’s location and cane
technique and to hear the interaction of the student’s cane with the surrounding
environment. Listening also allowed for monitoring the student’s cane arc width and
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to check if the arc width was contacting 1-2 inches outside the body. This was done
by listening from behind the student, as the student’s body muffles the sound of the
cane tip. The instructors also heard the difference between the sound of the stu-
dent’s cane striking the sidewalk versus the cane contacting the shoreline (e.g.,
grass, dirt, riverbank) to determine appropriate shorelining technique.

Auditory skills were also used for communication between the instructor and the
student. Engaging with the student verbally allowed the participant to confirm the
student’s location and head placement. The student’s location could also be deter-
mined with the use of a cell phone, walkie-talkie, or clicker. Additionally, some
instructors used echolocation to find intersecting hallways, open doorways, and
other environmental openings.

Tactile Monitoring Skills

The instructors reported the use of tactile skills in various situations. Instructors
notified the students prior to touching them. They touched the student’s shoulders
or spread their hand on the student’s shoulder girdle to determine their position,
check alignment for street crossings, and verify the student’s location. The instruc-
tors also touched the student’s hand or cane to ensure the correct grip and cane
position. They contacted the student’s foot with their own foot to check the stu-
dent’s foot alignment. The instructors touched the student’s arm to redirect them.
The instructors also used their canes to check the environment or as a barrier to
keep the student from veering into parallel traffic or stepping off into perpendicular
traffic.

The instructor can, with permission, place a hand on the student’s shoulder to
determine if the arm is adducted and the cane is centered. Also, the instructor may
use their cane to ascertain if the student’s arc is equal and wide enough for obstacle
detection. Lightly holding to a sleeve or backpack can give the instructor nonvisual
information about the student’s movement while aligning with traffic, waiting to
cross the street, or beginning to descend stairs (L. Bozeman, Personal communica-
tion, January 23, 2025).

Instructor Positioning

In their interviews and during observation, the instructors discussed instructor
positioning strategies for safety. The participants of the studies placed themselves
between the student and traffic in crowded areas or other potentially dangerous
places. The instructors stayed physically closer to younger students and those with
additional disabilities. They also remained behind their students during most of the
lessons but moved closer while indoors, analyzing intersections, negotiating parking
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lots, locating curbs, correcting students when they veered into the street, and during
discussions. Instructors reported walking backwards using their cane behind them to
allow their students to localize to the instructors’ voices. Additionally, instructors
faced their students and extended their arms to touch each of the walls in a hallway
to center themselves and then centered the student. When teaching how to descend
stairs, instructors often positioned themselves in front of the student for safety. The
instructors braced themselves securely by holding on to the railing if available (L.
Bozeman, Personal communication, January 23, 2025).

Visual Monitoring Skills

Visual skills used by the instructors included staying closer to their students to
better see them and using a brightly colored vest on the instructor and/or the stu-
dent to increase visibility. They also noted using their remaining vision to monitor
and confirm student skill performance. An instructor’s functional visual skills will
vary, and it will depend on the environment and level of illumination.

Supports

Instructors reported using supports such as their private drivers, to visually
locate a student. At times, drivers were trained to preview an area prior to a les-
son. Similarly, Uber/Lyft services or sighted assistance from co-workers was men-
tioned as supports for transportation. Some instructors used their guide dogs
while teaching lessons and wanted extra time to preview an area for a lesson.

Equipment

The equipment identified by the instructors to teach their students included cell
phones to locate a student out of visual range and Apple watch compasses to assist
with their orientation. Moreover, tactile maps were used for familiarization to a teach-
ing environment, an electronic or braille format embosser and braille display to com-
pile daily student progress, monoculars to track students, and smart glasses that
connect to a phone via Bluetooth (e.g., Meta Al glasses). For the instructor’s use, global
positioning system apps and other technology (e.g., the AIRA app, Bluetooth, YouTube
tiles, Braille Notetaker, Apple Blind Square, Google Maps outdoors, Clew indoor video
recording app, JAWS, HumanWare Victor Trek, Mobile apps for smartphones) were also
mentioned. Additionally, for auditory localization, a giant key ring on a carabiner, cat
bells, a key ring with a bell attached to a cane for auditory localization can be helpful.

The authors have instructed current university students with blindness or low
vision in the use of these strategies. For example, a university student with low
vision assisted a fellow graduate student with alignment at an intersection by touch-
ing their student’s shoulders to determine their position, checked alignment for a
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street crossing, and verified the student’s positioning. It is important for university
students to become familiar with these strategies and to determine effectiveness
for their instruction.

Conclusion

This overview compiled a collection of teaching strategies, equipment, and sup-
ports shared or utilized by instructors with blindness or low vision when teaching
O&M lessons. Some of the strategies and equipment are used by all O&M instructors,
irrespective of vision status. Instructors used auditory, tactile, and visual monitoring,
as well as instructor positioning. Supports (e.g., drivers, Uber) were identified to
assist the instructors in the provision of O&M services. Strategies are highly individu-
alized based on the student’s remaining senses and instructor choice.
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