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Nathan Oxley: Welcome to the 7th RNIB Podcast.

Echolocation means using clicks and sounds to find out where objects are. It's something that many blind people use to get around. 
In this episode we talk to Daniel Kish, who has developed a systematic way of teaching echolocation, which he says can give blind people a lot more independence than traditional mobility skills. Daniel is Executive Director of World Access for the Blind, which trains people on echolocation as part of a range of skills.

I took Carly Marno with me to meet Daniel. Carly is blind and learned conventional mobility skills as a child. We wanted to ask Daniel how echolocation works and whether clicking was something people could really do in a normal situation.
Daniel Kish: What we really teach is we teach what I call perceptual enhancement. So we teach the brain how to perceive its environment more effectively. How to get more detail and richness out of the environment. And we do this at all levels - tactually, visually, and auditorially. 
What we're best known for is the Flash Sonar, which is an advanced form of echolocation. And it essentially becomes a replacement for vision, for distance perception.

Nathan: So echolocation is being used to find out how far away various things in the environment are?

Well - you can certainly perceive what distance objects are away. But the point is that a person can walk into an environment and gain detailed information - I call it an image - gain a composite, operational, dynamic image of one's surroundings - at a distance.

Nathan: So Carly, how is this different from how you were originally taught mobility - is this a different picture?

Carly Marno: It's very different. I was taught by the old conventional system which was: use a cane, and kind of get there if you're lucky. It was all very much remembering routes, and how many crossings it was before you took a left or right - you know, there was never emphasis on echolocation or asking the public for help, or any of the things that Daniel spoke of.

Nathan: Could you maybe demonstrate some of the things that -

Yeah. I can demonstrate how that works. What I will do first is: I am facing away from the microphone, and I'm just talking out into empty space, basically. But as I'm talking, I'm holding a magazine in my hand, and I'm just going to move the magazine in front of my face. And anyone listening here can hear the difference between the magazine being in front of my face, and the magazine not being in front of my face.

And what's interesting about that is that I can move the magazine just an inch or so, to put the leading edge of the magazine right in front of my mouth. Now - you can hear the difference, even though the magazine moves just an inch from here to here and then back to here.
Now the significance to that is that a person walking in the environment can literally use that same edge detection phenomenon to determine exactly [clicks] when they've reached a particular element in the environment. It could be a pillar, a support column, it could be a fence, it could be the corner of a wall, it could be a tree. Anything at all flashes that same kind of sense at the individual, with a little practice and refinement obviously, you can do this at greater and greater distances.

Another very simple demonstration I can do, is the demonstration of changing distance. So if I make a "shhhhh" sound and then I move this panel toward and away from my face, you can hear the change in distance of the panel based on the change of the sound reflecting off the panel. So it sounds like this: "shhhhhhhh". 

[Sound changes as the panel moves away and towards Daniel's face.]

Now when I'm moving along, or anyone who's using echolocation to some degree is moving along, they're not going "shh" the whole time, they're maybe clicking or using some other sound source. But what they're hearing is this sense of changing distance. What the brain essentially does is it runs a comparison between the outgoing click which it's very tuned to, and the returning click which will change correspondent to the characteristics of the object.
For example if I'm talking to this magazine, I'm talking to a surface which is fairly hard, and it reflects a lot of sound back and it reflects it back in a fairly solid way. But if instead I talk into this chair, and my voice sounds much more muffled, because the sound coming back is changed. So every object in the environment will return sound correspondent to its nature.

Nathan: Let's talk about some of the impacts of that. The idea that people would use clicks and noises as they're walking down the street - there are some difficulties there, aren't there?

Carly: Well there was a very interesting discussion on a mailing list that I'm part of - and what some of the folks on there were saying on there was, that they wouldn't like to use clicks because it brings more unwanted attention. On the opposite side of the argument though, were those who were saying "well you're blind already - that already brings enough attention."

So - I dunno - a boy out on his first date wanting to impress his sighted girlfriend. And they're walking down the beach hand in hand - and he's clicking so he can't talk!

[Daniel laughs]

Carly: So what's your take on it - they were saying does this give the right impression or does the girl end up thinking he's a dolphin?
Daniel: OK that's a big question - I'll answer it this way. First of all: no one's going to do what they're not comfortable doing, if they don’t see a benefit. A big part of our training is what I call the discreet click, so that it doesn't overshadow the situation that we're in. What I've noticed about many people who do use active echolocation, is that they are often irradiating the environment with more noise than is necessary.

So for example [clicks quietly] in a room like this, there may be no need for a click any louder than [clicks] that, very occasionally.

Nathan: Daniel, you've just made a very quiet click, I don't know if this is even going to come over on the recording.

[Daniel laughs]

But that was extremely subtle. 

Daniel: It doesn’t have to be any more than that for many environments. Now as you get louder and louder environments, or if you want to detect things at greater and greater distances, or whatever, then [clicks several times getting louder] you increase the volume of the click as is necessary.
If I'm walking along and I'm talking [click] there's no problem for me to click [click] between syllables [click] as I'm speaking. It's not difficult to do [click] and it doesn't even require that great a frequency of clicking. 

Nathan: So Carly, how does that sound to you as a dating strategy?

Carly: [laughs] Well! I think it would take a lot of teaching before it would be something that I would attempt to do. But - just to pick up on something that you said actually Daniel, the noise being appropriate to the environment: I know of a lot of people who, rather than clicking or making any specific noise, will do something like shuffle as they walk or clear their throat. I guess then that you advocate those uses as well in certain environments?

Daniel: If it works for you, yes. I mean: remember that the brain has tuned to something very specific. I'm certainly not advocating against any of that - if I'm walking along and I'm nibbling on a munchie while I'm walking, and I'm not necessarily able to click while I'm chewing, you know, my cane technique becomes a little louder or whatever. 

But then I go back to clicking because for me, I find that to be the most discreet that I can be. Comments have returned to me time and time again: you know, "we heard about your technique and we thought that it would be all this mad clicking, but then I'm walking with you and I just don’t even notice what you're doing."

Carly: Well that's quite interesting because when you left us just before the interview started, that's what I said - I said "Oh, it's really discreet, I thought it would be some mad crazy thing" and Nathan said "What? What are you talking about?"

Nathan: I said: "what was discreet?"

[Daniel laughs]

Carly: And I said "his clicking". And you said "well I didn’t hear anything". 

Daniel: While sighted people tend not to register the click, that's not the case for blind people - blind people do hear it. And as I was walking to the door, it was something you noticed, it was something Nathan didn’t. That's very common among blind people. 

Carly (to Daniel): Do you know what, that's the thing that sold it - when he didn’t have a clue what you'd just done.

Nathan: that's the irony of worrying what people think of you, is that I didn’t spot a thing.

Carly: Yeah! and that's when I started to think wow, there might be something that's not overly crazy in it.

Daniel: Right.

Carly: Is there any provision for people in this country to access these kind of services or is this where you see your work going in the future?

Daniel: We tend to go where we're invited. And so the more trainings we're able to offer - we have been called upon to do private trainings in the UK. 

But perhaps agency and organisational trainings is really the way to go to reach the most people. Because if there are instructors associated with different organisations who become comfortable with integrating a perceptual development approach, then obviously more people would gain access to that kind of approach.

