Spatial Intelligence: The art of adapting the surroundings and their permanent changes to be able to move around safely and successfully
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Specialized literature about sensory and perceptive skills has paid little attention to consciousness and spatial orientation. Specifically, little attention has been given to concepts like position, distance, direction, location and others related to the skills necessary to face constant changes and be able to adapt the spatial surrounding to what best fits us. 

By Spatial Intelligence I mean the effective use of the above mentioned sensory and perceptive skills. This intelligence will make it possible for visually impaired individuals to be as safe and independent as possible while moving outdoors, indoors and in both known and unknown areas. Sensory and perceptive skills start to develop when the blind or visually impaired baby is born, and continue throughout life since the overall tactile, visual and perceptive scene is in constant change. 

In order to foster the development of spatial intelligence at an early age, it is necessary to have methodological and educational elements that will allow us to achieve a transdiscursive commitment of all actors and resources, especially parents, teachers and instructors, in the family, school and community settings. In this way, the blind and visually impaired will have access to a better life, moving around happy and fearless, feeling confident and self-sufficient. 

The art of adapting to the surroundings and their permanent changes 

In this ever-changing physical and visual surrounding, it is crucial to be able to adapt by interpreting the spatial codes around us, so as to be oriented and move around safely. 

Visually impaired individuals resort to their sensory-perceptive potential and decode, interpret and use the messages provided by space in order to solve these two questions: what are my surroundings like? And, what is my position in these surroundings?

We should learn to process the perceptive information around us at an early age, starting with the simplest perceptions we get in private spaces, like the cradle, the bedroom, our house, the classroom. Then, it will be possible to move forward to more distant and complex spaces; but this will depend on the interests and needs of the blind or visually impaired individual.

To be able to functionally use our spatial intelligence, it is necessary to identify and distinguish the spatial messages by analyzing the environment where the practices and activities of the teaching/learning process will take place. Such analysis will be carried out by the Mobility instructor together with the blind child or adult.

For the sake of this presentation, spatial code refers to any message that comes from the space, is perceived through our sensory-perceptive resources and then becomes a useful element: 

-
To estimate the distance between objects, between objects and myself; and to perceive their location and direction when moving.

-
To establish a relationship among objects and therefore, determine which are the safe areas to use when moving between places.

-
To know my position in space and be able to move safely.

By making a functional use of the spatial codes, we will develop our spatial intelligence. But before that can be done, it is necessary to understand and identify our surroundings and their changing elements – like lighting and weather conditions – since these may modify the value of the spatial code.

The space has infinite characteristics that will be identified depending on the perceptive needs and the kind of activity to be pursued. Among these characteristics we can find the dimensions and features of objects; the relationship between objects, and between objects and individuals; the distance, location and permanence of objects; and amplitude, in all directions. 

Visually impaired individuals, regardless of their visual capacities, need to have a fully developed perception to successfully identify the various environmental, physical and visual codes. It will then be necessary to interpret and use those codes effectively in everyday life before we are able to transfer the spatial data from a familiar surrounding to one that is partially or absolutely unfamiliar.

The apparent dimensions of an object change according to distance. That is why every subject calculates distance differently. Something similar happens with the permanence of the shape of the object; therefore, we should help our students and children to estimate the distances, shapes and relationships among objects.

Lighting conditions, like luminance, dazzles and spatial depth can distort the estimated distance and the relative position of objects perceived by people with low vision. The quantity, quality and origin of light, whether natural or artificial, are the factors that most modify the perception of the visual-spatial code.

In rural areas – where perceptions need to be estimated differently – temperature, rain, humidity and dust, among others, also interfere in the visual appreciation of what surrounds objects and people. This could lead to distorted appreciations of distances, dimensions, shapes and other elements of space and objects.

In the city, the colour of buildings, the brightness of light, the effects of luminance, the shades and contrasts, and the surrounding obstacles around should be considered before planning, suggesting, teaching and even assessing the development of Spatial Intelligence.

Similarly, the panorama in rural areas can be influenced by weather factors, like rain, dust, fog, the effects of evaporation, the sun and the colours of vegetation and the land. We can then conclude that spatial codes or messages will vary constantly according to the weather and geographical conditions of the surroundings.

Tips for the development of spatial intelligence at home or school
In the classroom or the bedroom, decide which would be the best place to put auditory or tactile guides. For instance, place a rattle in the entrance, probably at the door, so that every time the door closes or opens, the auditory guide would indicate the distance and position of each student in relation to the door. In this same way, we can put several guides (both auditory and tactile) in different spatial areas, like toilets or corners.

Guides could also be used to determine distance and location relations between the classroom or bedroom and other parts of the school or house.

It is also advisable to organize personalized sessions with students, both at home and in the community, to explore the different spatial areas that surround them. 

As educators of space and mobility, we should: 

-
Help the students to understand what they see, hear or feel to be able to estimate distances and the location of objects and people.

-
Help them identify personal and environmental factors that may alter the visual or tactile surroundings.

-
Assess, together with the students, the characteristics of the spatial codes of immediate and distant spaces.

-
Show the students possible aids of spatial interaction to see better, feel better, take advantage of the different elements around them, and know about the optical and non-optical aids that would be useful for an effective interaction with the surroundings.

-
Teach them how to dodge obstacles, by explaining when to use the opposite sidewalk, how to avoid shade, offset a glare, change the route when necessary, train visual memory to be able to make unexpected decisions when the visual perception is not certain, etc.

The abovementioned tips and activities are just a small methodological guide for the purpose of helping our visually impaired students and children develop their spatial intelligence effectively and functionally.  I am convinced that the creative spirit of parents, teachers and instructors in Mobility will nurture the didactics and methodology for a better development of spatial intelligence.
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