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What do we really mean when we refer to independent travel? As statewide mobility 
consultant, I frequently encounter this question when I help write suggested orientation 
and mobility goals and objectives for IEPs. I find myself proposing that the student will 
demonstrate the ability to perform this skill or complete that task independently. But 
I’m seldom really referring to true independence. Depending on the immediate needs of 
the student and on the aptitude of the student, I’m really referring to either levels of 
independence or learning stages toward future independence. 
 
I find it interesting that the federal rules for IDEA ’97 do not refer to travel 
independence. Rather, the law says that the purpose of orientation and mobility 
instruction is to “enable…students to attain systematic orientation to and safe 
movement within their environments in school, home, and community…” (300.24 
(b)(6)(i).  More specifics are delineated, but there is no mention of travel 
independence. In fact, in the learning stages, “safe movement” is often something far 
from independence, even for students with full potential and no additional disabilities. 
Federal law also recognizes mobility needs for students with non-visual disabilities or 
challenges. The concept of “travel training” is now federally defined as a potential 
special education need for students with cognitive or other disabilities -- even if they do 
not have a visual disability. Again, independence is not mentioned. According to the 
regulations, a student who does not have a vision disability may be provided “travel 
training” in order to “…develop an awareness of the environment…and…learn the skills 
necessary to move effectively and safely from place to place within that environment…” 
300.26(a)(4)(i). Moving “effectively and safely” often does not mean “independently”. 
 
Mobility instructors commonly note that a student can cross streets independently. 
However, crossings made during a mobility lesson are usually not really independent. 
Unless it’s part of the famous and dreaded “drop-off” lesson, the student’s street 
crossings are usually at least “monitored”, and most often closely “supervised.” To have 
it otherwise raises a liability question. 
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When referring to levels of independence or learning stages toward future 
independence, I used to rely on phrases from various checklists available for students 
with multiple disabilities. They often use independence qualifiers such as “with verbal 
prompts,” “with physical prompts,” or “with physical assistance.” These qualifiers are 
useful. However, they don’t describe all of the stages or levels of movement 
independence that students experience on their way toward meeting their maximum 
potential. That potential may be total or partial travel independence. I find the following 
learning-level qualifiers helpful when I try to explain various levels of travel 
independence I refer to during IEP discussions. Levels can overlap. A student can be 
working on skills at more than one level. Levels are not necessarily sequential. An 
example is listed for each level. 

Levels of Travel Independence 
Age-level independence: After demonstrating (for both his parents and his 
instructor) consistently safe crossings at all three residential streets between his home 
and the school, Eric will walk from home to school, unaccompanied, at least two days 
each week during the second semester. At each intersection, he will stop to check for 
traffic, select a safe crossing time, and complete the crossing safely. 
 
Monitored independence: Samantha will walk without assistance from the classroom 
to the lunchroom to pick up the snack-time milks, with an adult watching in the 
distance to make sure she stays on task and arrives at her destination. 
 
Supervised independence: Matthew will maneuver his walker from the classroom to 
the lunchroom, with the aide following closely and intervening with no more than four 
prompts or offers of assistance. 
 
Assisted independence: While being pushed in her wheelchair, Kalie will use her 
communication board to tell her guide where to turn (“turn here”). She will use her 
communication board to indicate three locational landmarks on the way (“drinking 
fountain,” “elevator,” “speech room”). 
 
Reduced dependence: Kim will release her own wheelchair brakes before being 
pushed to the lunchroom; she will push the elevator call button; she will carry her own 
meal ticket and present it to the server; she will lock her own wheels once she’s parked 
at the table. 
 
Co-active participation: With adult hand-over-hand assistance, Robbie will 
lock/unlock his wheelchair brakes at appropriate times during the lunch period; he will 
help push the access button for the automatic door at the entrance to the lunchroom. 
 
Environmental tolerance: Amanda will demonstrate increased tolerance for the noisy 
lunchroom environment (as indicated by reduced instances of screaming and self- 
abusive behavior). By the end of the first semester, she will eat with the rest of her 
classmates at least twice per week. 
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