Orientation and Mobility:

Considerations and Ideas 

For Students with Multiple Disabilities

Who use Strollers or Wheelchairs.
Children who have a visual impairment often can’t use vision as the “anchor” sense which pulls everything together and makes sense of the information coming from other senses. Without vision, young children can lack the motivation to reach out away from their bodies, move out into the environment, and explore the areas around them. When children are wheelchair users, their world can be even more limited because of their motor impairments.  

They don’t have the ability to take a quick look around, like sighted children do, and immediately understand what and where things are. They don’t see other people moving around or using various objects and materials, so they usually need direct instruction and direct experience to understand their environment and how to safely move through it from one place to another in order to reach a destination or desired person/object. 
Here are some basic ideas to help you as you work with your students who have a visual impairment and who are wheelchair users. 

· Identify important landmarks and areas in the classroom and use consistent verbal labels for them (bookcase, sand table, classroom door, corners, etc.). Do the same for other environments—the hallway, gym, playground—as appropriate (cafeteria door, gym door, flag pole, office, etc.) Give the student as much first-hand experience (not just looking) with the landmarks as possible so there is a greater chance of understanding the verbal labels and making the connection between the label and the object or area. 

· Identify various textures on the floor/ground and use consistent verbal labels for them (carpet, floor, grass, sand, dirt, sidewalk, etc.) Again, give lots of first-hand experience (touch, explore, talk about texture, temperature, play on or in, pull up grass, etc.).

· Use landmarks that have been identified and “taught,” while travelling the routes from one place to another (from bus into class, etc.) Start with giving simple directions one step at a time as you guide the student through the routine. A sample route might be: start at the “bus,” go in a straight line to the “front door,” through the “front door,” inside to the “office door,” right turn at the “corner” and go straight to the “class door.” As the student becomes familiar with the route, give direction 2-3 steps at a time. Continue to point out designated landmarks as you reach them. “Pointing out” might initially include stopping to make sure it’s the right thing by touching, listening, etc., and could eventually be just a visual check. Try backward chaining so the child experiences success as soon as possible. 
· When “travelling,” slow down so that landmarks don’t “fly by” without being noticed. Have the student be as active a participant as possible: help with doors, point to things, indicate directions with pointing, etc.

· Travel in straight lines and make “real” turns (90 degrees, 180 degrees rather than curved or rounded) as much as possible to help the student stay oriented to the environment and his/her position in space. Whenever possible, start a route by pointing out and then “squaring off” to a wall or other permanent surface (line up the wheelchair so the student’s back is to the wall). Remember to tell the student when you are going to stop, back up, or make a turn.

· Use touch cues or hand signals to help the student learn to anticipate and recognize particular movements. For example, point and move your hand forward (where the student can see it or co-actively move with you, hand under hand) as you say “go straight,” tap the student’s left shoulder as you say “left turn” and then turn 90 degrees left, or right shoulder for right turn.  These are just examples of cues; you can come up with whatever works for your student and situation. However, consistency is very important!

· When passing through doorways or other transition places, be very deliberate about opening, going through, and then closing doors so that the student has a better chance of understanding the transition to a “new” environment and the concepts involved in “door” and “doorway.”  Sometimes we go through open doorways without acknowledging that the environment is different or even that we have passed through a door!

· A bicycle bell, squeeze horn, or switch-operated beeper or buzzer can be used by the student as he approaches a corner or other difficult area to help others become aware of the student’s presence. A student could even use a horn to announce her presence to other kids as she enters the playground area: like calling out “Here I am!”

· Curb feelers installed on the wheelchair can help with awareness of walls, curbs or other structures as the student travels along or “trails” them. 

· A bicycle flag can help make a wheelchair more visible to others if necessary for safety.
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