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NYSTAGMUS 
A guide for parents, carers and teachers

 

 

The information in this leaflet is intended to provide a general outline of how vision and learning can 

be affected by Nystagmus.  

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 Nystagmus? 

Nystagmus is an involuntary oscillation of the eyes (eye wobble). This may be horizontal, vertical, 

rotary or mixed.  

Nystagmus that appears in the first months of life is called ‘Early Onset Nystagmus’ or ‘Congenital 

Nystagmus’. The condition may also develop later in life when the term ‘Acquired Nystagmus’ is used. 

It can occur alone but it is often associated with other visual impairments. Nystagmus is not infectious 

or contagious. It is not painful and does not lead to total blindness.  

Nystagmus cannot be corrected with glasses, although glasses may be worn to correct additional 

refractive errors.  

Many people with Nystagmus find they are able to reduce the eye wobble by tilting or turning their 

head in a particular direction to find the point at which they have the most clarity of vision. This is 

known as the null point of the Nystagmus. 

 

Visual effects of Nystagmus 

 Nystagmus causes reduced visual acuity.  

 It also causes difficulty in achieving quick, clear focus which will make tasks which require 

repeated change of focus (for example copying form the board) particularly tiring and time 

consuming.  

 When reading, it may be harder to keep place and to locate the beginning of new lines quickly 
and accurately.  

 Uncontrolled head nodding helps concentration probably because the head movement 

compensates somewhat for the eye movement. 

 Depth perception will be impaired, which may affect performance in tasks involving fine hand-

eye co-ordination and in physical activities (for example ball games). 

 Eye wobble and an abnormal head posture or movements may cause social difficulties for a 

child. 

  

Educational implications 

 It can be difficult for a person with Nystagmus to share a book as it is likely to be too far away 

and at the wrong angle. 

 Extra time will be needed to complete tasks which are visually demanding. However, this should 

be monitored as sometimes extending the working period may be counter-productive. 
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 Nystagmus can be intensified by stress, tiredness, being unwell or in unfamiliar surroundings. A 

pupil with nystagmus may function less well visually at the end of a school day as they will be 

tired from the extra effort involved in looking at things. 

 Pupils may need support to build friendships. 

 It may be necessary to negotiate the amount of homework required or the deadlines, because 

of the difficulties imposed by visual fatigue in the evenings. 

 

What can you do to help? 

 If distance vision is reduced, the pupil should be positioned close to the focus of the lesson. 

 Accessing the board may be difficult because of the repeated change of focus and so desk 

copies, or dictation, may be helpful. 

 The presentation of learning materials should be clear and bold, with minimal ‘visual clutter’ and 

in an appropriate print size. The use of highlighting or masking techniques may be useful to 

direct visual attention, particularly where copying is required. 

 A single colour, simple bookmark may be helpful to act as a line marker when reading. 

 Comment should not be made about any head postures adopted- this is the pupil’s way of 

maximising their vision. 

 Support, encouragement and some differentiation (for example the use of larger balls which 

contrast well with background area) will be helpful in sporting activities. 

 

Further advice and support  

Plymouth Advisory Team for Sensory Support - 01752 305252 

Royal National Institute of the Blind - 0845 766 9999  

Nystagmus Network - 0845 634 2630  

Children’s Integrated Disability Service 

Learning and Communities 

Plymouth City Council  

Douglass House 

Plymouth  

PL3 6NP 

 

 

http://www.rnib.org.uk/
http://www.nystagmusnet.org/

