
CERTAIN CLASSROOM BEHAVIORS 
MAY BE RELATED TO POOR VISION

A school nurse from California tells a story about her teacher in 2nd grade who called her “ornery” 
because of her “bad” behavior in the classroom. After a school nurse screened her vision, the 
school nurse told the teacher to never call this child ornery again . . . she wasn’t ornery . . . she 
couldn’t see clearly and was disrupting other children in the classroom only because she was 
asking for help with her school work.

Teachers in a study said they saw improved behavior in children who received, and wore, 
prescription eyeglasses after a vision screening referral.**

MAIN MESSAGE 

• Classroom teachers have rules for how children should behave in the classroom.

• If your child gets into trouble at school, preschool, daycare, or in a Head Start classroom . . . ask a school nurse, the 
person in charge of your child’s program, or your child’s primary health care provider, to screen your child’s vision. 

• Behaviors described here are not always related to vision . . . but they could be.

• An undetected and untreated vision disorder is something to consider when the behaviors occur.

• A simple pair of prescription glasses could make a difference in your child’s life.

The following stories describe classroom behaviors that could be related to poor vision. Stories and comments are 
from children, parents, teachers, and a pediatric ophthalmologist. Some stories from children are about getting into 
trouble for poor behavior because of poor vision. They were less disruptive in the classroom after receiving, and 
wearing, prescription eyeglasses. 

One teacher talked about feeling stressed from taking care of a classroom with students who were disruptive because 
of their poor vision.* This teacher said, “And then you have more management issues because you are having to 
manage the people that are then whispering . . . to help them (the child who can’t see)”.*

Another teacher said, “These are the kids that . . . when they had to work independently they were distracting other 
kids. . . . But when they got the glasses that kind of just changed. It went away.”* 

Dr. Pamela F. Gallin, a pediatric ophthalmologist, wrote an op-ed article in The New York Times called “Kids Who  
Can’t See Can’t Learn”. Gallin wrote that many of the children she and other ophthalmologists examined at a school  
in the South Bronx part of New York said they knew they could not see the board but didn’t ask someone to check 
their vision.

If your child mentions problems in the classroom, ask for a vision screening.

Some children know they have problems seeing the teacher or board from the back of the room and will search for 
a seat at the front of the room. Others don’t . . . and won’t. Instead they may interrupt other students to ask for help. 
And, they then get into trouble for talking in the classroom. 

A teacher said, “But I do see some kids who just don’t say anything and will just stay quiet because they’d rather not 
call attention to themselves. There’s other kids who say ‘I can’t see!’ and so it does become a management issue 
when you have to ask them to get up or move somewhere closer.”*

Some children will struggle to see what’s happening at the front of the room . . . or even struggle to see the words in  
a book on their desks or at their tables.

“Children who struggle to see don’t tend to make for very good students,” Dr. Gallin said.



1. TALKING DURING LEARNING ACTIVITY 

Dr. Gallin shared a story about an 8th grade boy who got into trouble for 
talking during class. 

After an eye exam and prescription eyeglasses, that 8th grade boy’s 
disruptive behaviors stopped.  Why? He said he was talking in class only 
because he was asking other students to help him read the board.

2. NOTICEABLY QUIET IN CLASS

Dr. Gallin also shared a story about the opposite of getting into trouble for 
talking in class. 

In this story, the child was noticeably quiet in class. The child said she was 
quiet because she stopped looking at the board. She stopped looking at the 
board because she couldn’t read the material on the board.

One student said, “I had trouble seeing before I got my glasses. I was shy 
because my friends would laugh at me.”*

3. “SPACY” AND IN HER OWN WORLD

This story is from a Head Start employee: 

“She seemed sort of spacy, as if she were in her own little world, usually a 
step behind the other students. She would often interrupt story time to come 
forward and peer at the pictures in the book.” 

After receiving a referral from a vision screening, having an eye examination, 
and receiving, and wearing, prescription glasses . . . the story continues . . . 
with a happy ending.

“The cutest moment was when she and a friend were walking hand-in-hand around the playground. He was pointing 
out different things to her, and she would excitably exclaim, ‘I can see that now!’ ”

This child is “now very aware and an active participant of everything that is happening in the classroom and will truly 
be ready for kindergarten!”

4. “SQUINTING”

This story comes from a Head Start employee:

Sally squinted during circle time activities. She did not pass vision screening. 
She also did not pass a second vision screening. 

Sally’s mom immediately made an appointment for an eye examination. 

After receiving, and wearing, her new prescription glasses, Sally stopped 
squinting when she was in circle time doing activities such as the calendar  
or weather chart.

Some teachers in a study said they saw less squinting and overall better vision after children received prescription 
eyeglasses following a vision screening referral.**



5. “DIFFICULTY SITTING STILL”

This story is from a parent who had concerns about the vision of her younger 
child because his older brother needed prescription eyeglasses.

The younger son was always up and moving. He wouldn’t sit in her lap and 
listen when she read a book to him. Instead of watching television with his 
older brother, he would run around the room.

He received a referral for an eye examination after a vision screening, went to 
an eye doctor for an eye examination, and received prescription eyeglasses. 
Mom said the glasses made an incredible difference for her son.

Now, after receiving and wearing glasses, he sits in her lap when she reads a book . . . from start to finish. He watches 
cartoons with his older brother . . . without running around the room. At age 4 years, he is achieving greater success 
at his daycare. Before the vision screening and eyeglasses, he was “up and moving” during circle time. 

“He was kind of a loner before,” his mom said. “He would get bored.” Now he sits and participates in group activities.

She said her son is “now very aware and an active participant of everything that is happening in the classroom and 
will truly be ready for kindergarten!”

6. “FRUSTRATED WITH ‘ACADEMIC’ WORK”

A different mom shared this story:

“After he received his glasses, he was like a different child. He seemed happier 
and less frustrated.”

Mom said before he received and wore his glasses, her son “would become 
frustrated trying to write his letters or draw. Now he likes to work on his 
letters.”

The child said, before receiving and wearing his new glasses, “things   
looked dusty”. 

Another student talked about his poor vision, difficulty concentrating in the classroom, and his poor classroom work.

“At school sometimes I get distracted when my teacher starts talking. . . . But when I put (on) my glasses, now I 
understand my teachers and follow directions and do things right. Before I did things wrong and I needed the   
glasses to help me.”*

A teacher had this to say about behavior in the classroom after children received, and wore, prescription eyeglasses: “ 
. . . they persevered at the task rather than giving up. I think the frustration level was so high when they couldn’t really 
see very clearly; and they strained . . . and they didn’t have the stamina to continue at that level of concentration. But 
when they got their glasses that kind of disappeared and they were really able to stick to their work a little better.”*

7. “CLUMSINESS”

A different Head Start employee told this story:

“I remember clearly one of the first vision screenings I completed. It was on 
a little girl who we had already realized was very clumsy. She was prescribed 
very strong lenses and we immediately realized that her vision was the reason 
for her clumsiness. I have realized through these screenings that vision can 
affect a child’s behavior, balance, and academic performance.”



TO-DO 
LIST

 ❏ If your child’s behavior matches any of these behaviors, ask for a vision screening.   
Your child may need an eye examination and prescription glasses.

 ❏ Ask your child if “things”, such as toys, the board at school, the teacher in front of the 
room, or children at the other end of a playground, appear fuzzy or dusty at times and  
a bit difficult to see. If the answer is “yes”, ask for a vision screening. 

 ❏ If the vision screening results suggest your child should have an eye examination, 
schedule and attend the eye exam. 

 ❏ If you have insurance that covers the cost of an eye exam, your insurance plan may 
require you to make an appointment with your child’s primary health care provider to 
request a referral for an eye exam.

 ❏ If you don’t have insurance and you are short on money, ask a Lion’s Club in your area  
for assistance with paying for the eye exam or visit this Prevent Blindness link: Vision  
Care Financial Assistance Information. https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2020/10/5A-Financial-Assistance-7.20.pdf

 ❏ If your child’s eye doctor recommends prescription glasses, buy the prescription glasses, 
and make sure your child wears the eyeglasses.
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SUMMARY

If you think any of the children in these stories could be your child, ask for a vision screening from your child’s 
school, preschool, other program your child attends, or your primary health care provider. A simple pair of 
prescription glasses could make a big difference in your child’s life. 


