
Elementary lesson Plan 2 
 
 
Are Elephants colorblind?  Kids ask the best questions and are a testament 
to a curious mind!  While I was delivering my poaching presentation to a 
classroom recently, a student asked this question. I decided to do some 
searching - let’s see what I discovered. 
 
Research has shown that elephants are color-blind compared to humans. In 
daylight, elephants are dichromic; meaning they have two kinds of color-
sensors in their retina: one type of cone for reds and another for green. 
Humans have three kinds of cones: Red, Blue, and Green, referred to as 
trichromic. However, that does not mean elephants cannot make sense of 
their visual world because they are missing a third cone. It just means they 
see things differently. Interestingly, color-blind humans share identical sets 
of visual pigments with elephants. This means they can see the colors blue 
and yellow but reds and greens are not distinguishable. 
 
An elephant also exhibits arrhythmic vision, which means their vision 
changes with the time of day. At night their eyes are most sensitive to blue 
and violet light meaning they can see pretty well under the smallest amount 
of daylight letting them see well into the night compared to humans. 
Unfortunately, their range of vision is clear only up to about 10 meters and 
they can only see for short distances of up to 25 meters. They also have 
limited peripheral vision.  
 
The elephant’s other senses have adapted to make up for the difference of 
poor eyesight. The eyesight of an elephant is not as far reaching as a 
human’s eyesight but its sense of smell is unparalleled. The elephant’s 
acute sense of smell is also used in communication along with its other 
senses of touch, hearing and its amazing ability to detect vibrations.  
 
Below is a link that gives an example of a person who is red/green 
color deficient (deuteranopia). Elephants are dichromic in daylight and 
would see the world similarly: 
 
http://www.vischeck.com/examples/ 
 
Spend some time to think about answers to the following questions: 



 
1) Because of an elephant’s poor eyesight could this be a reason why they 
travel so closely together?  
 
2) Since elephants don't reply on their sight to guide them long distances, 
how do they determine where to find the next food or water source?	  
 
3) What is the benefit to the elephant having eyes on the side of its head as 
opposed to the front? 
 
4) How do they detect the best food source if their eyesight is weak? 
 
5) Did the elephant’s ancestors have weak eyesight as well? 
 
6) What color would trees and shrubs look like for an elephant? 
 
7) Can you think of some benefits of being colorblind for the elephant? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	  


