Nystagmus

What is Nystagmus?

Nystagmus is a form of visual impairment. It is not painful and is characterised by an involuntary movement of the eyes, which often reduces vision. This movement is usually side-to-side but can be up and down. It maybe noticeable at all times or only when the patient is tired or under stress.  People with this condition may be partially sighted; some are registered blind and most encounter some difficulties in everyday life – both practical and social.

When nystagmus occurs during the first six months of life it is called congenital nystagmus. The condition may also develop later in life when it is termed acquired nystagmus.

Nystagmus maybe inherited or as a result of a sensory problem. In some cases it occurs for no known reason. It can develop in later life, sometimes as a result of an accident or a range of illnesses, especially those affecting the motor system.

How common is Nystagmus

Current data estimates that between 1 in 1000 to 1 in 2000 people have nystagmus but there are no accurate figures available.

Is there a cure?

There is no known cure. It is an involuntary eye movement, which cannot be corrected by wearing spectacles or contact lenses. However if the patient is found to be longsighted, shortsighted or have astigmatism along with having nystagmus then glasses may help the patient see more clearly.

General advice 

Nystagmus affects different people in different ways. While there are general patterns, good advice for one person maybe inappropriate or even bad for another, especially where other eye problems are present. Vision can often vary during the day and is likely to be affected by emotional and physical factors such as stress, tiredness and nervousness.

Head Position 

Many sufferers adopt an abnormal head turn or tilt in order to use the area of vision  where the eye movement is decreased and the vision increased.   A child with nystagmus may turn their head to one side to make best use of their vision. They should be allowed to do this.

Good lighting 

This can improve the contrast of reading print. However a small number of patients maybe light sensitive so ask advice.

Print size

Large print material should be available as this can help reading. Also holding books very close can help. Reading speed maybe reduced because of the extra time required to scan words.

Positioning 

i) In the home – it may help to move certain things such as the television in order to optimise their vision and use of head posture.

ii) Classroom – where they sit in the room may have an effect on how they see, by changing this it could improve their comfort and optimise their vision. Ask advice about how to help.

Balance 

This maybe affected due to poor depth perception, making people seem a little slower/ clumsier than normal
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