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Letter to Editor (Pages: 131-134)

Visual Impairments among School Students: A Public Health
Concern

*Razieh Bahreinit

PhD in Vision Science, College of Optometry, Pacific University, Forest Grove, Oregon, USA.

Dear Editor-in-Chief,

Visual impairments (VI) among school students represent a significant public health concern,
affecting educational performance and overall development. Recent studies indicate considerable
variations in the prevalence of visual impairments among school-aged children across different
regions and research studies:

1. Prevalence Rates of Visual Impairments

1-1. Global Context: A comprehensive study indicated that the overall prevalence rate of VI among
students aged 6 to 18 years was approximately 57.93%, with a notable increase during the COVID-19
pandemic (from 53.48% to 54.65%) (2). This increase was especially notable in older age groups,
with prevalence rates reaching 80.04% among 17-year-olds and 79.64% among 18-year-olds (1).

1-2. Qatar: A study reported that 10.4% of students in government schools and 12.6% in private
schools had abnormal visual acuity (2).

1-3. Basra, Iraqg: In Basra, a study indicated that 24% of elementary students had poor grades,
suggesting a correlation between visual impairment and academic performance (3).
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1-4. Nigeria:

e Anambra State: The prevalence of visual impairments was recorded at 6.3% in primary students
and 27.9% in post-primary students, with uncorrected refractive errors identified as the leading
cause of these impairments (4).

e Delta State: This region reported a higher prevalence of 28.9% among school children, with
refractive errors affecting 23.4% of participants (5). These statistics underscore the urgent need for
effective screening and intervention strategies in Nigerian schools.

1-5. India: In rural areas of Udupi district, Karnataka, a study found a prevalence rate of 4.32%,
while urban areas showed a higher prevalence of 5.9% (6).

1-6. Additional Insights: A systematic review indicated that globally, the overall prevalence of visual
impairment among school-aged children was approximately 57.93%, with significant increases during
the COVID-19 pandemic (7). This alarming statistic emphasizes the growing challenge of maintaining
eye health among children amidst increasing screen time and reduced outdoor activities.

2. Causes of Visual Impairment

Visual impairment can arise from various causes, significantly impacting individuals' quality of life.
Understanding these causes is essential for implementing effective prevention and intervention
strategies. Here are some primary causes of visual impairment:

2-1. Uncorrected Refractive Errors: Uncorrected refractive errors are the leading cause of visual
impairment globally, accounting for approximately 43% of cases. These errors include conditions
such as myopia (nearsightedness), hyperopia (farsightedness), and astigmatism. When left
uncorrected, they can lead to significant difficulties in seeing clearly, especially in educational
settings and daily activities (8, 9).

2-2. Cataracts: Cataracts are responsible for about 33% of visual impairment cases worldwide. This
condition involves the clouding of the lens in the eye, leading to blurred vision and difficulty seeing at
night. Cataracts are often age-related but can also result from other factors such as diabetes, prolonged
use of corticosteroids, and exposure to ultraviolet light (9, 10).

2-3. Glaucoma: Glaucoma is a group of eye diseases that damage the optic nerve, often due to
increased intraocular pressure. It accounts for around 2% of visual impairments globally. If left
untreated, glaucoma can lead to irreversible blindness. Early detection through regular eye
examinations is crucial for effectively managing this condition (8, 11).

2-4. Diabetic Retinopathy: Diabetic retinopathy is a complication of diabetes that affects the blood
vessels in the retina, leading to vision loss. It is one of the leading causes of blindness among
working-age adults and contributes significantly to overall visual impairment statistics (8, 9).

2-5. Age-Related Macular Degeneration (AMD): AMD is a progressive eye condition that affects
the macula, leading to central vision loss. It primarily affects older adults and is a significant cause of
visual impairment in developed countries. AMD accounts for about 1% of global visual impairments
(8, 11).

2-6. Childhood Blindness: Childhood blindness can result from various conditions, including
congenital anomalies, infections like measles or rubella, and retinopathy of prematurity in premature
infants. It is estimated that approximately 1.5 million children worldwide are blind due to these
factors (10, 11).

2-7. Other Ocular Conditions
Other significant causes of visual impairment include:

¢ Cortical Visual Impairment (CVI): A neurological condition affecting how the brain processes
visual information.

Health Provid, VVol.4, N.2, Serial No.7, Dec. 2024 132



Bahreini

e Retinitis Pigmentosa: A genetic disorder that leads to progressive vision loss.
o Optic Nerve Atrophy: Damage to the optic nerve that impairs vision.

¢ Albinism: A genetic condition resulting in reduced pigmentation in the eyes, leading to vision
problems (12, 13).

3. Implications for Intervention

The prevalence of refractive errors and amblyopia underscores the urgent need for effective
interventions to address visual impairments in school settings.

3-1. Regular Vision Screenings: Implementing routine vision screenings can facilitate early
detection and intervention. Studies have shown that regular screenings can lead to significant
improvements in academic performance after corrective measures are taken.

3-2. Awareness Campaigns: Educating parents and teachers about the signs of visual impairments is
essential, as increased awareness can lead to more timely referrals for eye examinations.

3-3. Access to Care: Ensuring that students have access to corrective lenses or other treatments is
crucial, as many visual impairments are preventable or treatable with appropriate interventions.

3-4. Focus on Technology Use: The rise in screen time due to increased use of electronic devices
during the COVID-19 pandemic has been linked to a higher prevalence of refractive errors among
children. Raising awareness about responsible technology use is particularly important for urban
children, where rates of visual impairment are higher (14-17).

CONCLUSION

Visual impairments (V1) among school students are a significant public health concern, affecting
educational performance and overall development. The global prevalence of VI is approximately
57.93% among students aged 6 to 18 years, with notable increases during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Specific rates include 10.4% in Qatari government schools and 24% in Basra, Irag. In Nigeria,
prevalence ranges from 6.3% in Anambra State to 28.9% in Delta State, while rural India shows rates
of 4.32% compared to 5.9% in urban areas. These findings highlight the urgent need for effective
screening and intervention strategies. Uncorrected refractive errors are the leading cause of visual
impairment globally, accounting for about 43% of cases, along with cataracts and glaucoma.
Addressing these issues requires regular vision screenings for early detection, raising awareness
among parents and educators, ensuring access to corrective lenses, and promoting responsible
technology use. Prioritizing these interventions can significantly improve educational outcomes and
overall well-being for students with visual impairments.
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