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basketball) but cylindrical (shaped like the side of a football). As a result, there is no 
distinct point of focus inside the eye but, rather, a smeared or spread-out focus.

The eyeball, which measures approximately one inch in diameter, is set in a protec-
tive cone-shaped cavity in the skull called the orbit or socket. The orbit is surrounded 
by layers of soft, fatty tissue that protect the eye and enable it to turn easily. Three pairs 
of muscles regulate the motion of each eye.

Figure 13.1 shows the anatomy of the human eye while Table 13.1 presents key 
terminology associated with the functioning of the eye.

Classification of Visual Impairments
Children are eligible for special education services according to the amount of vision 
loss and how that vision loss affects educational performance. The most common visual 
impairments affecting the school-age child include cataracts, glaucoma, optic nerve 
atrophy, myopia, albinism, eye injury, cortical visual impairment, and retinopathy of 
prematurity (ROP). Table 13.2 portrays the causes and characteristics of these vision 
difficulties. Examples of how children see with different eye diseases are shown in 
Figure 13.2. Still other visual impairments are a consequence of systemic diseases such 
as diabetes, hypertension, multiple sclerosis, and rheumatoid arthritis.

A Brief History of Visual Impairments
Education for and changes of attitudes toward persons with visual impairments were 
of great interest to Diderot (1749), who wrote to King Louis of France a philosophical 
work called Letter on the Blind for the Use of Those Who Can See. Diderot had contact 
with two people who were blind: Nicholas Saunderson, a mathematics professor, and 
Maria Theresia von Paradis, a Viennese pianist and music teacher. Diderot was one of 
the early champions of the visually impaired and believed that persons who were blind 
could lead normal lives.

In 1784, Valentin Haüy established the Institut National des Jeunes Aveugles 
in Paris. This institution for blind youth was the first school for the education of 
children with vision loss. Haüy used Roman letters to teach students who were 
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orbit: A protective cone-shaped cavity 
in the skull, sometimes called the 
socket.

cataracts: Lenses that are opaque or 
cloudy due to trauma or age.

glaucoma: A disease caused by 
increased pressure inside the aqueous 
portion of the eye with loss in the visual 
field.

optic nerve atrophy: Degeneration 
of the optic nerve, which may be 
congenital or hereditary, causing loss 
of central vision, distorted color vision, 
and reduced visual acuity.

albinism: A hereditary condition with 
partial or total absence of pigment in 
the eye.

retinopathy of prematurity (ROP): 
An interruption in the vascular system of 
the eye, due to premature birth, in which 
veins and arteries begin to grow in an 
unorganized manner and cause bundles 
that pull together and detach the retina, 
resulting in loss of peripheral vision or 
total blindness.




