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Vision Screening Tips: 

Screening from Birth to 5 Years 

and

Closing the Gap Between
Referrals and Eye Care

P. Kay Nottingham Chaplin, EdD

October 17, 2023

• Education and Outreach Coordinator for Prevent Blindness

• Work with the National Center for Children’s Vision and Eye 
Health (NCCVEH) at Prevent Blindness, provide Technical 
Assistance, and oversee the national online Prevent Blindness 
Children’s Vision Screening Certification Course. 

• Worked in vision screening 22 years.

• Co-authored published papers regarding vision screening.

• Presented nearly 250 national webinars and evidence-based 
vision screening lectures at international, national, regional, 
state, and local venues. 

• Contracted consultant for School Health and Good-Lite.

• Consultant to the Vision Screening Committee of the American 
Association for Pediatric Ophthalmology and Strabismus 
(AAPOS)
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List 2 
evidence-
based 
approaches 
to screening 
infants and 
toddlers. List 2 

evidence-
based 
approaches 
to 
screening 
the vision of 
children 
ages 3, 4, 
and 5 
years.

List 2 questions to ask families 
when digging deeper into the “why” 
an eye exam is not happening.

3 Learning Objectives

For good vision . . .

• Straight eyes

For good vision . . .

• Eyes and vision system 
work correctly

For good vision . . .

• Focused and clear image 
from each eye
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• Healthy development

• Ability to learn

• Child’s self-esteem and 
confidence

• Improved classroom behavior

• Athletic ability

How is Clear Vision Helpful 
for Children?

By screening vision, and helping families get an eye 
examination after a post-screening referral - YOU play 

an important role in helping to make sure children 
have clear vision!

Four
Steps 

to
Simple

Solution
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https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.or
g/vision-screening-guidelines-by-age/

• Observation

• Birth to 1st Birthday

• Ages 1 and 2 Years

• Ages 3, 4, and 5 Years

https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2020/10/2A-Signs-vision-problems-in-

children.pdf

Vision Screening  . . . 
Begins with Observation

7

8



P. Kay Nottingham Chaplin, EdD
Nottingham@preventblindness.org

Puerto Rico Head Start Conference –
10/17/23

© Prevent Blindness 2023 5

https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2020/05/18-Key-vision-questions-to-
ask-in-year-1_version-5.27.2020.pdf

Key Year 1 Vision 
Development Milestones
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Instrument-Based Screening

• Analyzes STRUCTURE of the eyes

• Provides estimated information about amblyopia risk factors:

• Significant refractive error (hyperopia [farsightedness], myopia [nearsightedness], 
astigmatism [blurred vision at both near and far])

• Anisometropia (significant difference of refractive error between the two eyes)

• Eye misalignment

• DOES NOT measure visual acuity (e.g., 20/20) – how brain interprets CLEARNESS of vision 
at specified distance

• Measurements CANNOT be converted to visual acuity value 

Ages 1 and 2 Years

Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for the National Expert Panel to the National Center for Children’s Vision and Eye Health. (2015). Vision screening for children 36 to <72 months: Recommended practices. 
Optometry and Vision Science, 92(1), 6-16. http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pdf/opx-92-06.pdf

Cotter, S. A., Donahue, S. P., & Moore, B. (2021). Position statement on the relationship between visual acuity and refractive error in the context of preschool vision screening using instrument-based technology. Optometry and Vision 
Science, 98(1), 102. https://journals.lww.com/optvissci/Fulltext/2021/01000/Position_Statement_on_the_Relationship_between.15.aspx

Donahue, S. P., Baker, C. N., & AAP Committee on Practice and Ambulatory Medicine, AAP Section on Ophthalmology, American Association of Certified Orthoptists, American Association for Pediatric Ophthalmology and Strabismus, 
American Academy of Ophthalmology (2016). Procedures for the evaluation of the visual system by pediatricians. Pediatrics, 137(1), e20153597. https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/137/1/e20153597/52806/Procedures-
for-the-Evaluation-of-the-Visual-System?searchresult=1

Ages 3, 4, and 5 Years
2 Approaches to Vision Screening

1. Optotype-based screening
• Tests of visual acuity using optotypes to 

measure visual acuity as interpreted by the brain
• Quantifiable measurement of the sharpness or 

clearness of vision when identifying specific optotype 
sizes at a standardized distance

2. Instrument-based screening
• Instruments do not measure visual acuity
• Instruments use an automated image acquisition 

and analysis system of the eyes to provide 
information about amblyopia risk factors:

• Estimates of significant refractive error (hyperopia, 
myopia, astigmatism)

• Estimates of anisometropia
• Estimates of eye misalignment (some, not all)

Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for the National Expert Panel to the National Center for Children’s Vision and Eye Health. (2015). Vision screening for children 36 to <72 
months: Recommended practices. Optometry and Vision Science, 92(1), 6-16. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pdf/opx-92-06.pdf

Donahue, S. P., Baker, C. N., & AAP Committee on Practice and Ambulatory Medicine, AAP Section on Ophthalmology, American Association of Certified Orthoptists, American Association for Pediatric 
Ophthalmology and Strabismus, American Academy of Ophthalmology (2016). Procedures for the evaluation of the visual system by pediatricians. Pediatrics, 137(1), e20153597. 
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/137/1/e20153597/52806/Procedures-for-the-Evaluation-of-the-Visual-System?searchresult=1
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Optotypes Beginning Age 3 Years

NCCVEH

 AAP

Recommend LEA SYMBOLS®

and HOTV letters as optotypes
Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for the National Expert Panel to the National Center for Children’s 
Vision and Eye Health. (2015). Vision screening for children 36 to <72 months: Recommended practices. Optometry and 
Vision Science, 92(1), 6-16. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pdf/opx-92-06.pdf

Donahue, S. P., Baker, C. N., & AAP Committee on Practice and Ambulatory Medicine, AAP Section on Ophthalmology, American 
Association of Certified Orthoptists, American Association for Pediatric Ophthalmology and Strabismus, American Academy of 
Ophthalmology (2016). Procedures for the evaluation of the visual system by pediatricians. Pediatrics, 137(1), e20153597. 
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/137/1/e20153597/52806/Procedures-for-the-Evaluation-of-the-Visual-
System?searchresult=1

• Threshold screening

Move down chart until 
child cannot correctly 
identify majority of 
optotypes

• Critical line screening

Use only line child needs 
to pass according to 
child’s age

Threshold & Critical Line Screening
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• Threshold screening

Move down chart until 
child cannot correctly 
identify majority of 
optotypes

• Critical line screening

Use only line size child 
needs to pass according 
to child’s age

Threshold & Critical Line Screening
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NCCVEH national guidelines call for using single, LEA 
SYMBOLS® or HOTV letter optotypes surrounded 
with crowding bars for children ages 3, 4, and 5 
years at 5 feet

Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for the National Expert Panel to the National Center for Children’s Vision 
and Eye Health. (2015). Vision screening for children 36 to <72 months: Recommended practices. Optometry and Vision 
Science, 92(1), 6-16. Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pdf/opx-92-06.pdf

Preferred Optotype Format

Other Options

New Sight Line Kit
LEA SYMBOLS®

HOTV
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• Pointing to each optotype to 
help children know where they 
are on the chart is permissible.

True or False?

False
• 1.8  “Line-by-line isolation or 

pointing may be used, but not 
letter by letter.”

To Point or Not to 
Point . . . ?

World Health Organization (2003). Consultation on development of 
standards for characterization of vision loss and visual functioning. 
Geneva: Switzerland. 
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/68601/1/WHO_PBL_03.91.pdf

No Pointing at Optotypes

• Holding pointer at optotype 
makes optotype easier to 
identify.

• Instead . . . briefly point 
under or over top of 
optotype and quickly remove 
pointer.

• If line has a box around 
optotypes, stay outside the 
box with pointer.

19

20



P. Kay Nottingham Chaplin, EdD
Nottingham@preventblindness.org

Puerto Rico Head Start Conference –
10/17/23

© Prevent Blindness 2023 11

• Hand

• Tissue

• Paper or plastic cup

• Cover paddle

• Why unacceptable?

• Children can easily 
peek 

Unacceptable Occluders Ages 3, 4, and 5 years

Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for the National Expert Panel to the National Center for Children’s Vision and Eye 
Health. (2015). Vision screening for children 36 to <72 months: Recommended practices. Optometry and Vision Science, 92(1), 6-16. 
Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pdf/opx-92-06.pdf

Occluders – 3 Years to <10 Years
Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., 
Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for 
the National Expert Panel to 
the National Center for 
Children’s Vision and Eye 
Health. (2015). Vision 
screening for children 36 to 
<72 months: Recommended 
practices. Optometry and 
Vision Science, 92(1), 6-16. 
Retrieved from 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pd
f/opx-92-06.pdf

Donahue, S. P., Baker, C. N., & 
AAP Committee on Practice 
and Ambulatory Medicine, 
AAP Section on 
Ophthalmology, American 
Association of Certified 
Orthoptists, American 
Association for Pediatric 
Ophthalmology and 
Strabismus, American 
Academy of Ophthalmology 
(2016). Procedures for the 
evaluation of the visual 
system by pediatricians. 
Pediatrics, 137(1), e20153597. 
https://publications.aap.org/p
ediatrics/article/137/1/e2015
3597/52806/Procedures-for-
the-Evaluation-of-the-Visual-
System?searchresult=1
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Ages 3, 4, and 5 Years
2 Approaches to Vision Screening

1. Optotype-based screening
• Tests of visual acuity using optotypes to measure 

visual acuity as interpreted by the brain
• Quantifiable measurement of the sharpness or clearness of 

vision when identifying specific optotype sizes at a standardized 
distance

2. Instrument-based screening

• Instruments do not measure visual acuity

• Instruments use an automated image 
acquisition and analysis system of the eyes 
to provide information about amblyopia risk 
factors:

• Estimates of significant refractive error 
(hyperopia, myopia, astigmatism)

• Estimates of anisometropia

• Estimates of eye misalignment

• List maintained at
https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/
instrument-based-vision-screening/

• Instruments on this list 
• Have supporting published, peer-

reviewed evidence

• Have undergone review by the National 
Expert Panel/Advisory Committee of the 
NCCVH

• Are appropriate for use in defined ages 
and setting

Plusoptix S12R, S12C, S16 
WITHOUT visual acuity 
add-on component

Welch Allyn
Spot Vision Screener

Retinomax
(Right Mfg. Co Ltd.-
Tokyo, Japan)

NCCVEH-“Approved” Instruments 

GoCheck Kids without 
visual acuity component 
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If Required to do Near Vision Screening

LEA SYMBOLS®

Cotter, S. A., Cyert, L. A., Miller, J. M., & Quinn, G. E. for the National Expert Panel to the 
National Center for Children’s Vision and Eye Health. (2015). Vision screening for children 
36 to <72 months: Recommended practices. Optometry and Vision Science, 92(1), 6-16. 
Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4274336/pdf/opx-92-
06.pdf

PASS 2 Smile Test

If Required to do Stereoacuity 
Screening
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Color Vision Deficiency Screening

Closing the Gap Between
Referrals and Eye Care
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Why Resolve Barriers to Treatment?

● A failed vision screening without a follow-
up, confirmatory eye examination, 
treatment and/or monitoring, and ongoing 
vision care is not a complete vision 
screening.

● Undetected and untreated vision 
disorders may be difficult to treat, lead to 
worsening and permanent vision loss, and 
impact learning if not treated early.

● One letter or one phone call may not be 
enough to ensure eye examination occurs.

Pathway from Vision Screening Referral to Eye Exam 
in an “Ideal World” . . . 
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Misconceptions

As vision screeners, we often think parents and caregivers will 
automatically follow the ideal pathway from receiving vision 
screening referral, scheduling, and taking their children for an 
eye examination, receiving treatment, and continuing ongoing 
vision care.

We may not always consider the level of knowledge 
parents/caregivers have about vision and eye health, how they 
feel about their children wearing glasses, or other barriers and 
cultural beliefs related to the follow-up eye examination and 
ongoing vision and eye care.

A breakdown in the 
“Ideal World Pathway” 
often happens at this 
step ...

Parents 
schedule and 
take their child 
to eye 
examination 
when their 
child receives 
a vision 
screening 
referral.

31

32



P. Kay Nottingham Chaplin, EdD
Nottingham@preventblindness.org

Puerto Rico Head Start Conference –
10/17/23

© Prevent Blindness 2023 17

Rate of Confirmatory Eye Examinations

Approximately 5% to 
50% of children receive 

eye exam after vision 
screening referral

Neitzel, A. J., Wolf, B., Guo, X., Shakarchi, A. F., Madden, N. A., Repka, M. X., Friedman, D. S., & Collins, M. E. (2021). Effect of a randomized 
interventional school-based vision program on academic performance of students in grades 3 to 7: A cluster randomized clinical trial. JAMA 
Ophthalmology, 10.1001/jamaophthalmol.2021.3544. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1001/jamaophthalmol.2021.3544

Finding the “Why” the Breakdown Occurs

• Do not call families 
“noncompliant”.

• Dig deeper to find the 
“why”.

• Look at common barriers 
and cultural beliefs.

• Work with families to 
address barriers and 
beliefs.
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• Determine how the family wants the vision 
screening results.

 In Person

 Written?

 Verbal by phone?

 Text message?

 Email?

 What language?

4 Tips to Attempt Overcoming Barriers and Beliefs

• Eye doctors stated: ". . . other family members, especially the in-
laws in a joint family, act as barriers by stating their difference of 
opinions, creating doubts regarding the child's need for medical 
care, and sometimes confusing parents, not allowing them to 
seek care." (p. 1141)

• "Husband not allowing the wife to take the baby to consultation. 
In-laws don't allow the mothers to bring. Mother is scared 
basically blame will come on her" . . . (p. 1141)

• Tip:  In multi-generational households – talk with individual in 
family who makes the medical decisions.

4 Tips to Attempt Overcoming Barriers and Beliefs

Balasubramaniam, S. M., Kumar, D. S., Kumaran, S. E., & Ramani, K. K. (2013). Factors 
affecting eye care-seeking behavior of parents for their children. Optometry and Vision 
Science, 90(10), 1138–42. https://doi.org/10.1097/OPX.0000000000000010
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1. Call local eye doctors and document for each eye doctor the following (and share this information with 

parents/caregivers):

a. Eye Doctor Name

b. Practice Name

c. Website Address

d. Physical Address

e. Telephone Number for Appointments

f. Hours Open for Business

g. Typical Time Eye Examinations Occur After an Examination is Scheduled

h. Whether or Not the Eye Doctor Accepts Medicaid

i. Other Types of Payment Accepted

j. Languages Spoken at the Office

k. Population Specialty (e.g., African American children, American Indian and Alaska Native children, Latinx 

children, etc.)

l. Whether or Not Interpreters are Provided

m. Whether or Not the Eye Doctor Examines and Treats Young Children  

n. Whether or Not the Eye Doctor Examines and Treats Children With Special Health Care Needs, Including 

Infants and Toddlers (If the eye doctor does not see Children with Special Health Care Needs, will the eye 

doctor give you a name and telephone number of the closest eye doctor who will see Children with Special 

Health Care Needs?)

• Assign a volunteer to update the list every 6 months and include the revised date on the document to ensure 

families receive an up-to-date list.

4 Tips to Attempt Overcoming Barriers and Beliefs

• Two questions to start the conversation when 
taking a deeper dive into “why” eye examinations 
are not scheduled.

1. “What needs to happen for your child to receive 
an eye examination, and treatment if necessary    
. . . and how can I help you?”

2. “Do you have any concerns with treatments that 
may be recommended for your child, such as 
wearing eyeglasses?”

4 Tips to Attempt Overcoming Barriers and Beliefs
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Financial Barrier

Prevent Blindness Programs:

• VSP (Vision Service Plan) Eyes of Hope Gift Certificate 
Program: Provides eye exams and eyeglasses. 

• OneSight Eyeglass Referral Program: Assists clients with 
current eyeglass prescriptions with quality eyewear.

• Contact Tasha:

• 800-331-2020

• info@preventblindness.org

Scheduling Eye Examination Barrier

https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2021/10/4A-How-to-Schedule-an-Eye-Exam.pdf
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IMPORTANT  TO  REMEMBER . . .

• Barriers and cultural 
beliefs are unique to each 
family.

• Do not say parents are 
noncompliant. The “why” 
is different for each family.

• Co-create solutions to 
individual family barriers 
and cultural beliefs.

• Part of a process…not 
a single event.

• 1 of 12 components of 
a strong vision health 
system of care.

Vision Screening is . . .
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http://preventblindness.org/12-components-of-a-strong-
vision-health-system-of-care/

Evaluating Your Vision Health Program

https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2020/07/Vision-Screening-Program-
Checklist.pdf
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To Help YOU Do 
Your Vision 
Screening

Evidence-Based Vision Screening 
Tool Examples

https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2021/12/Vision-screening-table-
evidence-based-tools-12.6.21.pdf
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Popular Parent
Document

Available in
English, Spanish, 
and Arabic

https://nationalcenter.preventbli
ndness.org/wp-
content/uploads/sites/22/2020/
05/18visiondevelopmentmilesto
nes_FINAL_4.20.20.pdf

https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/prevent-blindness-
childrens-vision-screening-certification-course/

Nottingham@preventblindness.org

• Info for Prevent Blindness nationally recognized 
vision screening certification you can do online at 
your own pace

• Prevent Blindness Children’s Vision Screening 
Certification Course (PB CVS)
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Screening Toddlers Ages 1 and 

2 Years

Family Vision and 

Eye Health Education

• https://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/si
tes/default/files/pdf/vision-
screening-eye-health-
resource.pdf

• https://nationalcenter.prev
entblindness.org/small-
steps-for-big-vision/

Resources

Vision Screening

Guidance by Age

• https://nationalcenter.preve
ntblindness.org/vision-
screening-guidelines-by-
age/

Resources to share with families about the 
importance of vision screening and scheduling and 
attending a follow-up eye examination when their 
children do not pass vision screening.

• https://nationalcenter.preventblindness.org/parents-need-to-know/
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“She got an award. . . . because she is one of 
the highest ranking children in her class in 
reading. So I said wow. And she said,‘Yeal
mom, I put on the glasses and I am reading!”

Main Message:
This parent’s story shows what can happen in 
the classroom when a child received a vision 
screening, did not pass the vision screening, 
the parent/guardian received a referral from 
the vision screening for an eye examination 
by an eye doctor, the eye doctor examined 
the child’s vision and eyes, and prescribed 
treatment. 

This process helped a child succeed in reading 
in the classroom.

Dudovitz, R. N., Izadpanah, 
N., Chung, P. J., & Slusser, W. 
(2016). Parent, teacher, and 
student perspectives on how 
corrective lenses improve child 
wellbeing and school 
function. Maternal and Child 
Health Journal, 20(5), 974–
983. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/pmc/articles/PMC4826825
/pdf/nihms743856.pdf

Call to Action

Use appropriate vision screening 
tools from birth through 5 years.

 If a child is struggling to learn or 
showing disruptive behaviors during 
classroom activities – think of vision.

Share resources with families about 
the importance of vision screening 
and scheduling and attending a 
follow-up eye examination when 
their children do not pass vision 
screening.

Assist families with needed support 
to obtain an eye exam when their 
children receive vision screening 
referrals.
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