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Supporting blind and partially sighted young people 

How active echolocation works

Professor Gordon Dutton, Consultant Ophthalmologist at the Royal Hospital for Sick Children in Glasgow recently attended one of Daniel Kish's workshops and offers his perspectives on echolocation.  

From observation of Daniel Kish's behaviour, his demonstration of his skills and those he imparted to others while he was here, it is clearly apparent that he has developed and made explicit skills which other blind people have discovered and use for themselves, but have not had the opportunity to communicate to others.

The great differences with Daniel are that his skills are highly refined and he has developed strategies of transferring them to others. Examples of these skills include his immediate ability to use active echolocation to accurately map out a room simply from analysing the reflective characteristics of a single click, and the ability to identify a gap in a curtain and to move through that gap sideways without at any time touching the curtain.

From a neuro-physiological perspective his skills are fascinating. Someone like Daniel – who has had two glass eyes from the age of two – has 40 per cent of intact highly functional brain, which would have been devoted to vision, to devote to analysis of the active and passive soundscape, touchscape, and auditory and tactile memory.

The visual brain is divided at a high level into the 'dorsal' and 'ventral' streams. The dorsal stream is a wholly unconscious part of brain function which is responsible for organising all incoming data in order to elect to give attention to an element in the surrounding world, and then to guide movement with respect to that element. What is remarkable about Daniel's work is that he has gained a conscious insight into his normally unconscious analytical function in this area and has sought to give training strategies to others in these skills, which are indeed trainable.

Thus Daniel's brain and the brains of others he has successfully taught to navigate freely, by generating sounds and sub-consciously analysing the returning echoes, is functioning in the same way as sighted people (with respect to the analysis and interpretation of the data, and the generation of action). He is employing active and passive soundscape analysis to successfully guide his movement, and to gain knowledge and recognition of the world around him. 

It is highly likely that the 'visual brain' in Daniel's mind (and those he has successfully taught) will light up on functional brain scanning when he makes his clicks and analyses them, in a way which is totally different from, and greatly more enhanced than the brain of any untrained individual.

Developmentally in young blind children it is the lack of awareness and active engagement with the surrounding world which leads to major problems. It is therefore likely that young children in particular could benefit enormously from being trained in echolocation.

If you have thoughts to share on the subject of echolocation, and other aspects of mobility please get in touch. Email:  insightmagazine@rnib.org.uk
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