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CEREBRAL VISUAL IMPAIRMENT 
A guide for parents, carers and teachers

 

 

The information in this leaflet is intended to provide a general outline of what is involved in the 

process of seeing and how vision can be affected by damage to some or all of the parts of the brain 

involved in seeing, resulting in Cerebral Visual Impairment (CVI). 

It is important to note that each person may be affected in different ways by their visual impairment 

and so need to be considered in terms of their individual needs. 

 

What is involved in the process of seeing? 

Light enters the eye at the front (through the pupil) and is focused (by the lens) onto a light sensitive 

film at the back of the eye (the retina). 

The light triggers receptors at the retina to gather information about the visual world and this 

information is sent to the brain along the optic nerve behind the eye. 

The brain interprets the information to make sense of the visual world, for example distance, 

movement, depth, colour, recognition of faces and objects and so on. 

To see normally, the eyes, optic nerve and brain all need to be intact and functioning properly.   

 

What is Cerebral Visual Impairment? 

Cerebral Visual Impairment describes widespread damage to or abnormalities in the parts of the brain 

involved in vision. The eyes may function normally and be healthy but a person with Cerebral Visual 

Impairment may not be able to make sense of or respond to what they ‘see’.  It does not usually get 

worse and, often, the way they use their vision can improve.  

 

What are the causes? 

There are a number of reasons why the vision parts of the brain become damaged.  Cerebral Visual 

Impairment is common in children who have Cerebral Palsy for example.  

Others causes are: 

 Head injury 

 Infection, such as Meningitis 

 Oxygen starvation at birth 

 Problems in the womb or during birth 

 Premature birth 

 Hydrocephalus 

 Hereditary or genetic conditions 

 Stroke 

 Brain tumour 
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What are the implications? 

Depending on the nature and extent of damage, a child with Cerebral Visual Impairment may have 

difficulties in some or all of the following areas of visual function: 

 Visual perception difficulties, for example judging depth 

 Difficulty seeing objects against patterned backgrounds 

 Mobility 

 Problems with remembering where things are 

 Difficulty recognising faces and/or objects 

 Loss of visual field (for example central, left, right field loss) 

 Problems focusing on near objects 

 Fast eye movements (saccades) 

 Variable vision 

 ‘Blind spots’ 

 Difficulties coping in busy environments 

 Problems with tracking 

 Fragmented visual information 

 Maintaining visual attention 

 

What can be done to help? 

Some examples include: 

 Good lighting whilst avoiding glare 

 High foreground/background contrast in all tasks, for example text, and in the environment 

 Background should be simple and uncluttered 

 Low vision aids such as glasses or magnifiers  

 Encourage looking 

 Visual stimulation, for example using a dark sensory room 

 Promote listening and using other senses such as touch/taste/smell to explore objects and the 

environment 

 Allow time to respond 

 Look out for signs of tiring and allow rest time 

 Assess appropriate print size for reading and experiment with fonts 

 Find out preferred distance for recognising faces and facial expressions and approach at that 

distance 

 Have a clear room layout and try not to change too often – keep clutter out of the way 

 Allow time to explore objects in a preferred way 
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Sources of information in this leaflet 

Visual and Hearing Impairments CZone  

Scottish Sensory Centre  

Mason, H. & McCall, S. (1997) Visual Impairment: Access to Education for Children and Young People. 

London: David Fulton. 

British Journal of Ophthalmology 2006 August; 90(8): 960–963.  

2004 American Printing House for the Blind  

 

Further advice and support  

Plymouth Advisory Team for Sensory Support - 01752 305252 

Royal National Institute of the Blind - 0845 766 9999  

Children’s Integrated Disability Service 

Learning and Communities 

Plymouth City Council  

Douglass House 

Plymouth  

PL3 6NP 

 

 

https://czone.eastsussex.gov.uk/specialneeds/sensoryneeds
http://www.ssc.education.ed.ac.uk/resources/vi&multi/eyeconds/CereVI.html
http://www.aph.org/cvi/define.htm
http://www.rnib.org.uk/

