
C
hildren with a learning disability 
are 28 times more likely than 
their peers to have a serious sight 
problem, but for many these 

problems may go undetected [1]. 
SeeAbility’s recent study [2] examined the 

eyes of almost a thousand pupils in special 
schools in England. We found clear evidence 
of unmet need; almost half of the children 
reported no previous eye care, 119 children 
had an undiagnosed visual problem, and 122 
children were prescribed spectacles for the 
first time. These findings reinforce similar 
worrying patterns found in other studies 
conducted in Wales [3] and Scotland [4]. 

Why are so many children not 
accessing the eye care that most of 
us take for granted? 
For the majority of the population, problems 
with vision are usually detected through 
routine trips to an optometrist. However, in 
our sample, only around 10% of children in 
special schools had ever had a high-street 
eye-test – a finding that mirrors other 
studies.

Public Health England recommends an 
in-school vision screening test at age four 
to five for all children, which consists of 
a monocular LogMAR measurement [5].  
However, our results clearly show that this 
routine screening is not appropriate for 
those with more complex needs. Only one 
child that we examined would have passed 
this screening test, either because of their 
existing vision problems or because they just 
wouldn’t be able to complete the test. 

Of the children we worked with, the 
least likely to have accessed eye care in the 
past were those with autism. This reflects 
previous research [6] showing that this group 
of children can find it particularly difficult to 
deal with the clinical environment and the 
sight testing process, especially if they feel 
unprepared.

Why is this so important? 
The World Health Organization constitution 

[7] states that everyone has a fundamental 
right to “the highest attainable standard 
of health.” Missing out on early eye testing 
and / or screening can mean that conditions 
such as strabismus and refractive error go 
undetected. In the worst cases, leading to 
irreversible and completely avoidable vision 
loss. 

Feedback from parents and teachers has 
shown us the positive difference receiving 
appropriate eye care can make to children’s 
lives. The mother of one 16-year-old told 
us that her daughter’s need for spectacles 
had been recognised at age six, but she had 
been told that she would never get used to 
them because of her autism. With ongoing 
support in school, she is now wearing her 
correction and is much more confident and 
less accident-prone as a result. Teachers 
have further highlighted that children who 
have previously had behavioural problems 
are more engaged and less frustrated once 
they have received appropriate eye care. 

What should be done in schools?  
There are a number of changes that could 
be made to the current eye care system 
which would help to ensure that people with 
learning disabilities had equal access to good 
eye care. 

As a result of an ongoing campaign by 
our organisation, SeeAbility, with support 
of all national eye care professional bodies, 
NHS England has recently committed to 

providing an in-school sight-testing service 
for children attending special schools. 
Once fully implemented, eye examinations 
provided within all special schools will make 
a big difference to over 100,000 children 
with complex needs. Sight problems will be 
identified routinely, children will become 
used to the sight-testing process and staff 
will gain a fuller understanding of the visual 
abilities of the children they work with. Over 
time, families will become more aware of the 
importance of eye care, not only at school 
but into adulthood. Crucially, this model will 
bring the dispensing of spectacles into the 
school setting, providing ongoing support 
and advice. 

The development of policy initiatives 
to meet the eye care needs of the special 
school population is only the first step. To 
make these envisaged services a reality, 
the programme will need optometrists, 
dispensing opticians, orthoptists and 
ophthalmologists to take up the challenge 
of providing or supporting multidisciplinary 
teams within these schools.

Beyond special schools
With planned programs for in-school eye 
care services in England [8] and Wales [9], 
and ongoing work towards this same goal in 
Northern Ireland [10], the needs of children 
will hopefully be met. However, there is 
much still to do in addressing the visual 
needs of all people with learning disabilities. 

Improving eye care for children with 
learning difficulties: a view from SeeAbility

BY MAREK KARAS

Marek P Karas from sightloss charity SeeAbility examines why children with a 
learning disability do not access the eye care they need and asks how the system needs 
to change.

Children with a learning disability are 28 times more likely to 
have a serious sight problem.

In-school eye examination with one of SeeAbility’s optometry 
team.
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Adults with a learning disability similarly 
do not access eye care services but have 
a high risk of serious sight problems [11]. 
People still mistakenly believe you must 
speak or read to have an eye examination, 
but with the correct adaptions, no one is ‘too 
disabled’ to be tested. We need to continue 
to change the system, implementing an 
accessible community-based pathway to an 
eye test, available at no cost, for all people 
with learning disabilities [12]. This will 
ensure access to eye care, not just at school 
but throughout a person’s life. 

Progress has been made in Scotland 
where there are funded community eye care 
services for everyone with a complex need 
[13]. As well as supporting optometrists 
with training, an additional appointment 
to complete the eye examination has been 
made available since October 2018 as part 
of continual improvements to general 
ophthalmic services (GOS).  

Poor access to healthcare leaves people 
with learning disabilities dying many years 
younger than others [14]. Poor eyesight 
might not be life-threatening, but it is life-
changing. It is time to end this unequal right 
to sight.  
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