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Why does my child need to wear glasses?
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Glasses are prescribed to correct a refractive error. Refractive error can mean long- or short-sight, with or without astigmatism. Long-sight means that distance vision (i.e. long distance) is clearer than near vision and short-sight means that near vision (at short distances) is clearer than distance vision. Astigmatism results from irregular curvature of the front of the eye and distorts vision at all distances.

Sometimes a child is prescribed glasses to help straighten a squint as well as correct long-sight.
It is important that you know why your child has glasses – this will help you to help your child appreciate their benefit
When does my child need to wear his/her glasses?
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In general a long-sighted child will get most benefit from glasses for near work, a short-sighted child for distance viewing and a child with astigmatism for concentrated work at any distance. A child with a squint that is straightened by glasses should aim to build up to wearing glasses all the time, but in other cases there is no need for glasses to be worn full-time. 
If parents have been told that their child should wear glasses all the time, they often worry that their child’s eyes will get worse if they don’t. This is not the case. Wearing the glasses or not wearing the glasses will have no impact on whether your child’s eyes get more long-sighted or more short-sighted. 
Research evidence suggests that to develop the best vision possible, a child needs to see clearly. If a child needs glasses and never wears them, then his or vision may remain poor even if he or she takes to glasses later on. However, this doesn’t mean that eyes need to see clearly all the time in order for good vision to develop; a short time each day is enough to ensure that. 

If your child needs to wear his/her glasses in school it is important that the class teacher knows when the glasses should be worn and doesn’t try to make your child wear them at inappropriate times. You can help by discussing the glasses with the teacher when you next visit the school.
Why won’t my child wear his/her glasses?

Some children take to glasses immediately – others, especially those with additional needs, take time to get used to wearing them. A recent (and very enlightening) piece of research studied ‘compliance’ with spectacle wear in typical children who had been instructed to wear their glasses ‘for all waking hours’. Not one single child obeyed that instruction, and wear varied between 10% of the time to 95% of the time.  So if your child is struggling to get used to glasses, don’t fret – they are behaving perfectly normally and will come to no harm.
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There can be several (very good) reasons for a child to take time to wear glasses, and it is important that you consider each one.
Are your child’s glasses fitting properly? Are the glasses too tight against the side of the head or behind the ears? Are they too loose and keep slipping down your child’s nose? A child will not want to wear glasses that feel uncomfortable. Glasses can be adjusted to fit your child properly and you should insist that the Optometrist/Optician takes time to do this when you collect the glasses. If the glasses become bent or stop fitting properly get them adjusted again. Your Optician should be happy to do this for you – if not, go elsewhere. 
When we prescribe glasses, we do so to make the world clearer; we think this means ‘better’ – to your child it means ‘different’. This difference can take a while to get used to, for all children.  However, as you know, children with additional needs can find change much more difficult to deal with, and we have to be sensitive to that.
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A clearer scene provides a lot more information than a blurred scene, so you child may also feel overwhelmed by all the extra information.
The lenses in glasses make the world look larger or smaller (depending on whether they are correcting long or short sight) and all lenses have distortions towards the edges. So the glasses are introducing unusual experiences that your child may dislike.

Some children are hypersensitive to touch to their head or face.  Obviously these children are going to struggle to tolerate the physical feel of glasses, before they even notice whether the world look different through the lenses.
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Having said all that, seeing more clearly will help your child to learn, so it is important that your child learns to tolerate the glasses, even if it is only for school work or for learning experiences.
How do I encourage my child to appreciate wearing glasses?

We find a simple ‘programme’ works well. It must be enjoyable!
If your child’s rejection of glasses stems from a dislike of anything near his or her head, then make the activity an interaction with you, using his or her hands. Games such as ‘incy-wincy spider’ or ‘pattacake’ are good for this. Pop your child’s glasses on for seconds, say the length of one line of the rhyme, and then take the glasses off for your child – this way the child learns that you are on his/her side. Follow this by lots of praise and only repeat if your child wants to.  After a few days try saying ‘shall we do the next line?’ Pop the glasses back on for each line of the rhyme. Build up tolerance very gradually. It is obvious that the glasses need to slip on and off easily so if your child is hypersensitive to touch, avoid curl sides or straps, which are difficult to get on and off and will make his or her dislike worse. When your child can put up with the feel of the glasses, it’s time to move on to the next stage.

Choose an activity that your child enjoys doing with you, and one for which the glasses will help – discuss this with your Optometrist. It may be reading a story, or watching a favourite video, for example. Make it a ‘special time’ together - this way your child learns to associate wearing glasses with a pleasant experience. Put the glasses on at the start of the activity (don’t forget to put yours on if you need them too!) and make the activity short at first. If your child takes the glasses off, simply stop the activity without comment. Over days or weeks, increase the length of time and/or introduce a second ‘spectacle-wearing’ activity. One day, your child is going to realise that he /she can see better with the glasses. This is the point we are aiming for, when your child will choose to wear them.  
Most importantly, do NOT turn it into a battle – your child will win!  Even tiny children learn very quickly that throwing glasses across the room gets more attention than almost anything else!  You will be much more successful if you allow your child some control over whether or when they wear the glasses. Don’t worry how long it takes; it may be weeks, it may be months – it doesn’t matter. Your child is seeing clearly for some of each day. 

Once your child can appreciate the glasses, except for glasses that straighten a squint, which are best worn all the time, allow your child to decide when to wear them. A lot of children will decide they want to wear them all the time, and that is fine. Other children see glasses as ‘school wear’ and won’t want to wear them at home. That is also fine!
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Encouraging your child to wear glasses
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