FlashSonar Training

By Ramona Mandy

Autumn in Melbourne this year started really well for me. The 1st of March was a beautifully sunny day, with the temperature comfortably placed in the high 20s, and I learnt a new skill by attending a very informative and interesting workshop on FlashSonar, conducted by a visitor to Australia, Daniel Kish. My thanks to BCA for hosting this workshop as I felt I learnt so much from someone to whom many of us would not normally have had easy access. 
The workshop was based on a particular type of echolocation, called FlashSonar. Many vision impaired people would be familiar with, and indeed use, the concept of echolocation: using sound echoes from objects around us to perceive our environment. There is passive echolocation whereby perception of the environmental objects is based on sounds that bounce from them from things like passing traffic noises, footsteps and the like. Active echolocation is based on using the echoes from objects that come from sounds deliberately made and directed at the objects for the purpose of the echo detection. Crudely put, FlashSonar is a form of sound imaging where the sounds made are crisp, consistent and at a relevant volume for best ways to gather information from the echoes. You could say that FlashSonar is Daniel Kish's "invention". 
Daniel is a totally blind man from 13 months of age, now in his forties, from California. He is an expert in human echolocation and is the first totally blind person to be a legally Certified Orientation and Mobility Specialist.  He also holds masters degrees in developmental psychology  and special education. So he is more than qualified to impart knowledge and training on the topic of FlashSonar.
Daniel is the President of World Access for the Blind, a non-profit organization founded in 2000 to facilitate "the self-directed achievement of people with all forms of blindness" and increase public awareness about their strengths and capabilities. Daniel's approach is very much one of being active and pushing your own self-imposed limits to your mobility as a vision impaired person. 
You can read more about Daniel and the organisation that he has co-founded at:
http://www.worldaccessfortheblind.org/
BCA hosted two FlashSonar training sessions from Daniel: firstly, a more theory-focused presentation, and a practical training day. I only attended the practical training as I had watched a number of videos, and read a number of articles about Daniel's work before then and felt that I knew a reasonable amount about the ideas behind FlashSonar. However, I was surprised how much I still got out of the day. 
Participants were half a dozen or so BCA members with roughly a 50-50 split between those who used a dog or a cane as their primary mobility aid, and three O&M Instructors from Guide Dogs Victoria and Vision Australia. The instructors were there for their own interest in professional development but also to help out, particularly when the group was to hit the outdoor environment.
The morning started with participants sitting around a group of tables whilst Daniel talked with us about what FlashSonar is. Of note was that he continuously moved around the group, strolling the room whilst he talked, like so many sighted presenters do. No doubt he was using his FlashSonar techniques to check-out the room whilst interacting with the group discussion. Because of questions that arise around what the public would think of you making clicks, he talked about the social behavioural side of making clicks in public as well as how to make the best clicks. 
One of the things Daniel emphasised was not about echolocation at all; it was about the importance of using a long cane. In Australia, the practice has often been to determine the right length of a cane for someone based on the cane coming up to the height of the person's sternum, the breast bone. In America, there is a school of thought that the most appropriate length of a long cane is one that measures up to your chin. Daniel was certainly an advocate for the longer measurement, as he feels it gives more reaction time and allows you to walk faster as you have more information fed back to you sooner.
We spent some time having Daniel showing us his preferred way of using a cane, in a very relaxed manner with the tip barely touching the ground. Even the dog users were given canes to use for our outdoor venture. We were encouraged just to lead the dog on leash rather than use the harness for the time of the exercises.
We were then trained in making the right tongue clicks at the right volume for the given environment. We were set the tasks of walking around the rooms, finding corners, pillars and doorways without using our canes or hands for feeling our way. I was surprised when I found a small alcove in the wall that I did not know existed, just by hearing the different reflection of sounds as I moved along the wall clicking. When I searched for the pillar in the room, I found something tall but it turned out to be an O&M instructor standing quietly; nonetheless, I was pleased that I could detect an obstacle with a similar sound image. Then I did go on to find the more solid and taller pillar. 
Then it was time to put our training to work, and to learn more by walking around outside. We walked to Birrarung Marr. This is a fairly new park on the northern bank of the Yarra River just on the edge of the Melbourne CBD. It was an ideal place for practicing FlashSonar as it had many artistic sculptures which celebrate indigenous culture, as well as buildings, seated areas and walls. The big trees along the river side of the park also provided a great environment for tuning into your click reflections.
Whilst the click that you would usually make is with the tongue, or a finger snap, Daniel also showed us how a sharp, loud hand clap (another type of "flash" sound) can also give information of surroundings of large objects further away such as walls. This helps to inform you of direction, size of open spaces and to orient you to returning to certain places.
One area of the park had about seven boulders about the size of minibuses each, that were arranged in a semi-circle with a gap between each that a person could pass between. We had to start at one end, and without using our cane or hands to touch the rocks, just for touching the ground for obstacles, we had to slalom in and out along the line of these boulders. We all achieved it. We walked slower than we would normally, practising to turn our heads to scan whilst clicking but we did it and for me, this exercise really demonstrated the power of FlashSonar and illustrated how practice would only improve the skill more and more. It wasn't that we were just following the leader, because some of us had to start from one end and others at the other.
By the end of the afternoon, many of us were exhausted from concentrating, listening, clicking and learning. We had sore feet and legs from exploring the park. However, I think we all saw the immense value and enhancement to our independent mobility that FlashSonar offered us.

I now practise my sharp, consistent clicking when out and about and I find it is helping me to better locate traffic poles, counters, rubbish bins and other hazards or objects I want to find. I'm so pleased I went to the workshop and I expect agencies offering mobility training will be offering FlashSonar training in the not-too-distant-future. If you have the opportunity to try it out, I suggest that you do.
