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YOUR SCHOOL-AGE CHILD’S EYES 

Learning to Read and Reading to 
Learn
A good education starts with good vision. 
Your child’s eyes are constantly in use in 
the classroom and at play. So when vision 
is not at its best, learning and recreational 
activities suffer. There are things you can 
do to be certain your child’s vision is ready 
for school each year and visual stress of 
schoolwork is minimized.

Vision skills for school
Reading requires the integration of a 
number of vision skills, such as visual 
acuity, visual fixation, accommodation, 
binocular fusion, convergence, and form 
perception.

Visual Acuity - the ability to see objects 
clearly. The typical eye chart is designed 
to be seen at 10-20 feet and measures how 
well or poorly the child sees at  
that distance.

Visual Fixation - the ability to aim the 
eyes accurately. Static fixation is the ability 
to focus on a stationary object when 
reading a word or working a math problem. 

Saccadic fixation is the ability to move the 
eyes quickly and accurately across a page 
to read a line of print. Pursuit fixation is 
the ability to follow a moving object with 
the eyes. These complex operations require 
split-second timing for the brain to process 
the information received and to track the 
path of the moving object.

Accommodation -- Accommodation is the 
ability to adjust the focus of the eyes as 
the distance between the individual and 
the object changes. Children frequently use 
this vision skill in the classroom as they 
shift their attention (and focus) between 
their book and the chalk/whiteboard for 
sustained periods of time. Being able 
to maintain focus at near distances is 
important for reading, writing and taking 
tests.

Binocular Fusion - refers to the brain’s 
ability to gather information received from 
each eye separately and form a single, 
unified image. If a child’s eyes are not 
precisely aligned, he or she may experience 
blurred or double vision, discomfort, 
confusion or avoidance. If that occurs, the 
brain often subconsciously suppresses the 
vision in one eye to avoid confusion. That 
eye may then develop poorer visual acuity 
(amblyopia or lazy eye).

Convergence - the ability to turn the two 
eyes toward each other to look at a close 
object. Children depend on this vision skill 
for school desk work.

Perception - the total process responsible 
for the reception and understanding of 
what is seen. Form perception is the ability 
to organize and recognize visual images 
as specific shapes. The shapes the child 
encounters are remembered, defined and 
recalled when he or she begins developing 
reading skills.

Don’t rely on vision screenings

The typical school eye chart test 
only evaluates distance visual acuity. 
Undetected and untreated vision problems 
are of great concern because they can 
interfere with the ability to perform to 
one’s full learning potential. When these 
vision problems have an adverse effect on 
learning, they are referred to as learning 
related vision problems. And parents, 
teachers or children often don’t notice 
the symptoms of reading-related vision 
problems.

An annual comprehensive optometric 
examination, however, covers all of these 
vision skills. Any child who is having trouble 
reading should have a comprehensive eye 
exam.

Be alert for physical signs and symptoms of 
potential vision problems interfering with 
reading and comprehension:

	■ Has frequent headaches or eye strain

	■ Holds reading material closer than 
normal

	■ Rubs eyes frequently

	■ Turns or tilts head to use one eye only

	■ Uses finger to maintain place while 
reading

	■ Avoids close work

Or, if your child experiences these 
performance problems:

	■ Has poor reading comprehension

	■ Loses his or her place while reading 

	■ Omits or confuses small words when 
reading

	■ Performs below potential
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	■ Makes frequent reversals when reading 
or writing

If your child’s eyes need help
After assessing your child’s eyes, your 
doctor of optometry may prescribe glasses, 
contact lenses or vision therapy. Vision 
therapy is prescribed for conditions that 
cannot adequately be treated with glasses 
or contact lenses alone and can be very 
effective in treating reading-related vision 
problems. By stimulating the development 
of adequate visual skills, vision therapy 
improves conditions such as poor eye 
coordination and movement. 

Because reading problems usually have 
multiple causes, treatment must often be 
multidisciplinary. Educators, psychologists, 
optometrists and other professionals must 
work together to meet each child’s needs.

Homework, computers and TV
Ensure your child’s homework area is 
evenly lighted and glare-free.

To make viewing easier on your child’s 
eyes:

	■ Use soft overall lighting in the room.

	■ Place the screen to avoid glare and 
reflections.

	■ View TV from a distance of about 6-8 
feet or approximately five times the 
width of the screen.

Be sure your child’s free time includes 
active, visual motor and creative play, to 

help keep vision skills functioning properly.

General eye protection
Teach your child these eye safety rules:

	■ Keep away from sharp-pointed objects 
like darts and missile-throwing toys.

	■ Don’t run with or throw sharp-pointed 
objects.

	■ Wear appropriate eye protection in 
school,  
play and sports activities when there is 
a risk  
of eye injury.

A final word
Technology may help enhance learning 
and provide entertainment, but many 
devices are still relatively new and the 

long-term effects on children’s eyes are not 
yet fully known. For example, early-stage 
research on the blue light associated with 
many of today’s devices shows signs that 
overexposure and the obsessive way many 
of us stare at our screens may affect or 
even age the eyes.

Parents and caregivers should watch for 
signs of digital eyestrain in children, which 
can cause burning, itchy or tired eyes, 
headaches, fatigue, loss of focus, blurred 
vision, double vision or head and neck pain.

Encourage your child to take frequent 
visual breaks by practicing the 20-20-20 
rule: when using technology or doing near 
work, take a 20-second break every 20 
minutes and view something 20 feet away.
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