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The importance of vision 
Olga Briel 
Optemitrist - B.Optom (RAU); DIp Sport Vis (UJ) 
 

 At least 80% of what children learn is assimilated through their 
eyes. Vision problems can therefore adversely affect school 
achievement, sporting ability and, by implication, social 
integration. 
There is important and significant difference in the meanings of 
‘sight ‘ and ‘vision’. ‘Sight ‘ is only the ability to see. ‘Vision’ is the 
brain’s ability to interpret and understand the information that 
comes to us through the eyes, ie: giving meaning to what we see. 
A comprehensive eye examination at a very early age may identify a visual problem which could 
prevent the child from achieving his full potential. The sooner that problem is discovered, the 
greater the chance of correction. 

Screening is often inadequate and too late 
Although many children receive eye screenings at school, these are not as comprehensive nor as 
frequent as might be desirable, and they will usually only identify the most obvious defects. 
A professional optometrist should therefore be consulted to examine the child’s eyes before 
entering school. 

Visiting the optometrist 
It is not necessary for a child to be able to read to have a vision examination. 
There are various methods that the optometrist may use, which include looking into the child’s 
eyes and using scientific instruments that will accurately determine whether the child has a visual 
problem. 
The optometrist is trained to assess if a child has problems with clear distance and near sight, and 
also with focusing and defocusing ability, eye co-ordination, depth perception, peripheral vision 
and eye tracking skills. 
Learning and information gathering take place most easily when both eyes are used together 
efficiently and when the visual information is combined with that received from other senses such 
as hearing and touching. 

The important visual skills 
Focusing – the ability to change focus easily from far to near and back again to far. 

Central peripheral awareness –the ability to be aware of the surrounding space whilst looking at a 
specific point (eg: reading without losing the place on the page). 

Tracking – the ability to follow moving objects smoothly and accurately (catching a ball; keeping 
the place while reading even if there is movement of the book or the reader). 

Binocular vision – the ability to see with both eyes and by combining information received 
through each eye, to make one mental picture. 

Convergence – the ability to turn the eyes towards each other to look at objects close by (words at 
reading distance) and maintain eye alignment comfortably and efficiently over a period of time. 

Depth perception – the ability to determine relative distances between objects by looking at them 
and interpreting the information received with both eyes simultaneously. 
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The importance of vision at school 
A comprehensive eye examination will include the relevant history of the child, the assessment of 
the above-mentioned vision skills and a complete examination for eye therapy. 
To read, understand and solve mathematical relationships or catch a ball, your child needs good 
vision. Studies indicate that poor readers usually have healthy eyes, no muscle problems and 6/6 
‘perfect’ sight, called acuity. However, they lack the other important vision skills ignored by the 
Snellen test (Symbol Chart).  
Make sure that your child has more than a new school bag, lunch box, crayons and uniform for his 
first day at school. - Check his vision, his dominant sense. 
 

Basic visual skills needed for learning: 
 Distance vision 

 Near vision 

 Binocularity skills (eye teaming) 

 Motilities/eye movements skills 

 Accommodation (focusing skills) 

 Peripheral awareness 

 Eye/hand coordination 

A child who is struggling in school could have a learning-related vision problem, learning disability 
or both.2 

Signs and symptoms of learning-related vision problems: 
 Blurred near or distance vision, specifically after close work, such as reading 

 Eyestrain and/or frequent headaches 

 Difficulty changing focus from near to distance and back (like when copying from the board) 

 Double vision, particularly after or during reading 

 Avoiding to read or getting easily distracted when reading 

 Repetition or omission/skipping of words when reading and/or loss of place 

 Squinting when looking at something distant i.e the board or TV 

 Holding a book close to their face when reading 

 Poor posture when reading/writing ( excessive bending forward when reading or writing) 

Treatment for visual problems does not correct a learning disability.  However, visual problems 
could contribute to difficulties experienced with learning disabilities.  Referrals to necessary 
specialists can be provided. 

Have an eye examination done for your child every two years or annually, if they are already 
wearing spectacles. 
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