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Supporting blind and partially sighted young people 

Echolocation – the parents' view 

In April's issue of Insight we met Daniel Kish, Executive Director of US-based organisation World Access for the Blind and leading advocate of the use of echolocation for blind and partially sighted people. Since then Daniel has undertaken a busy tour of the UK running workshops and seminars on his 'Flash Sonar' echolocation techniques. Daniel worked closely with several families along the way. Insight spoke to some of the families who got involved.

Teaching Flash Sonar 

Flash Sonar uses a system of tongue clicks to give an idea of the world around you. The clicks elicit an echo, the quality of which varies according to whether a space is enclosed or open, and this information can be used to detect obstacles in the environment. Daniel Kish teaches the use of Flash Sonar as an important aspect of mobility training, recommending its use in tandem with a cane, especially in busy or noisy environments.
Working with families
In winter 2007 Daniel and his World Access for the Blind colleague Brian Bushway (who is also blind) visited the UK. First they went to Poole in Dorset at the invitation of local organisation Common Sense, and then Glasgow twice, at the invitation of Visibility, the Scottish Sensory Centre and Visual Impairment Scotland. Most of Daniel's students are children and so Daniel and Brian visited several families and helped run various workshops and days for children, parents and professionals during their visit to the UK. A few of the families offered their perspectives on echolocation and Daniel's work.

Samuel, aged seven 

Sam was diagnosed with a Low Grade Optic Glioma (brain tumour) aged three and a half which resulted in him completely losing his vision. He is an active, enthusiastic child. Daniel spent three days with Sam's family, as Sam's father John describes.  

"Sam already used a level of instinctive echolocation in his mobility and we wanted to build on this to increase his independence and confidence. We worked on the first day with our Dorset Mobility Officer who had heard of echolocation but never really explored its possibilities. It was great for her to come along and learn more about Daniel's techniques.

Daniel visited Sam's school and I think he was impressed with Sam's mobility. But what we were seeing was Sam travelling along a taught route and as we saw Daniel's independent mobility we realised it would be lovely to see Sam with that amount of freedom. Daniel's mobility training works by combining information gained by use of the long cane, a compass to orientate yourself and echolocation. Daniel took us to a fenced recreation ground and asked Samuel to locate different apparatus by clicking. He then had Sam use his compass, cane and clicks to find his way around the enclosure.

Since then our mobility workers have remained supportive and are expanding more on Sam's natural echolocation skills. Sam's Mobility Officer had taught him routes in known areas and the best way to cross roads but as Sam gains more confidence in the clicking he gains more independence and is now able to venture into areas that he hasn’t been before. Now when I visit places like B&Q I will encourage Sam to walk with his cane and use clicks.

The training hasn’t just benefited Samuel, it has benefited us as parents too – especially around the issue of not doing too much to help him. We look forward to seeing what he can achieve as he grows in confidence in his mobility and gains more independence."

Lucas, aged five 

Lucas has Septo-Optic Dysplasia (SOD) and Retinal Aplasia, which mean he has a little perception in only his left eye, and Asperger's syndrome and a few behavioural issues associated with SOD. Lucas' mother Sarah tells us about Daniel and Brian's visit. 

"The first day was just about getting to know Lucas and bonding with him and then on the second day they started indoors working to identify different surfaces. Daniel taught Lucas to recognise the different noises he got back from his clicks. They then took Lucas outside.

Lucas was already using a long cane and we were very happy to hear from Daniel that was definitely the right thing to be doing, but Daniel told us we had to stop holding his hand which, as the mother of a blind child, was really scary. But when you can see what is possible that gives you the incentive to do it. Sometimes Lucas was very scared as it was so much for him to deal with, but he formed a great bond with both Brian and Daniel and whatever they did Lucas wanted to copy so that worked really well.

By the end of the time Lucas spent with Daniel and Brian he could identify corners, trees and cars and differentiate between big buildings and smaller buildings. They taught him to have confidence in his mobility so much that he got a bike for Christmas and loves to ride it using his echolocation skills. Even when we are walking through a crowded shopping centre, we no longer hold Lucas' hand, he is just happy to walk with his cane.

Until we met Daniel and Brian our image of Lucas future was positive but it was fairly assisted. Now we believe anything is possible. The best thing about the training is his pride when he achieves something for himself and is able to say “I did it all on my own! Wasn’t I clever! Haven’t I learned this well!” He is a changed boy and much more confident.

My fear is that people are going to get hung up on echolocation and forget about the canes but the skills compliment each other and need to be used together."

Harmony, aged 6

Harmony is registered blind, with about 10 per cent vision. Her mother Lynsey says: "Harmony already has to use a lot of brain power to interpret her visual images and we wanted to know how we could help her brain to interpret as efficiently as possible through her other senses too. 

Harmony got her first cane when she was three years old and from the moment she first used it, we knew that this had been something missing in her life and her mobility and behaviour instantly improved. 

Harmony taps and glides her metal-tipped cane and has told me in the past that the noise helps her to know where the walls are. Then we watched a TV documentary about Ben Underwood from America who navigates independently and plays sports using tongue clicks to produce echoes. I decided to contact World Access for the Blind about navigating in this way. I was very impressed by their no limits attitude and we were ecstatic when they said they could come and meet us on their UK visit. 

Daniel and Brian spent three days at our house and we were able to observe their skills and find out how they literally ‘see without sight’ and travel independently in areas they have never been to before. Harmony used her cane with pride whilst travelling with them and tested their skills to the maximum with her own ‘no limits’ attitude." 

Roger Willis, RNIB Senior Mobility Specialist writes
I am aware of echolocation and I do bring it to my students' attention helping them to understand the echoes from the walls etc although I do not use this to the fine degree that Daniel Kish does. Daniel has very special skills and it is great that he can teach echolocation to professionals as well as to those who want to learn the skills. We all have our own specific ways of training, the important thing to emphasise is that we all have to put the child first and to assess each situation in its own right. There will be some students for whom this approach is right, but not all.

Daniel Kish is currently on another tour of the UK. He revisited Common Sense in Poole, which is selling DVDs of his latest talk there. Contact sarah@commonsense.me.uk for more information.

Further information on echolocation training, please contact the organisations mentioned in this feature:

World Access for the Blind: www.worldaccessfortheblind.org

Visibility: www.visibility.org.uk
Visual Impairment Scotland: www.viscotland.org.uk

Scottish Sensory Centre: www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk
Common Sense: www.commonsense.me.uk
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