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Background and Issues

'Learning disability' as a term in the UK describes:

* A state of arrested or incomplete development of mind;
* Significant impairment of intellectual functioning

» Significant impairment of adaptive/social functioning

This means that somebody with a learning disability will have difficulties in
understanding, difficulties in learning new things and generalising these to
new situations. They have difficulties with social tasks (e.g. communication,
self-care, awareness of and responses to danger etc.) and these difficulties

will vary dependent upon the extent and nature of the disability.

Healthcare for People with learning disabilities

Support for people with learning disabilities has moved away from the medical
model to a social model based on inclusion and integration, which has created
many challenges for healthcare support. There are a number of studies
highlighting

poorer health for many people with learning disabilities arising from -

e undetected ill-health [refs 29-33]

e occurrence of other co-existing health problems [refs 1-28]

e Dbarriers to access to healthcare services [refs 1-28]

e their need for support in seeking health care [refs 1-28]

e poor contact with primary health care services [refs 29-33]

o few healthcare professionals having specific training in caring for

people with learning disabilities [refs 29-33]
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Research findings indicate that training interventions can improve knowledge
of and responses to people with learning disabilities and that health screening
in primary care can improve the health of people with learning disabilities (see

note 3 for references).

Visual Impairment in People with learning disabilities - the evidence
Amongst adults, the prevalence of visual impairment increases with the
severity of the learning disability and with age [34].

A literature review by the Valuing People Support Team [35] found people
with learning disabilities to be between 8.5 and 200 times more likely to have
a visual impairment compared to the general population.
In March 2006, the Down Syndrome Medical Interest Group reported [36] a
high incidence of ocular disorder among people with Down's syndrome:

e Refractive errors and/or squint often present from an early age,

e Cataract and/or glaucoma occurring in infancy,

e Nystagmus present in at least 10% of the DS population.

e Keratoconus more common in adolescents and young adults

Guidelines and recommendations

The International Association for the Scientific Study of Intellectual
Disability

For adults with an intellectual disability, routine screening for age-related
visual loss at 45 years and every 5 years thereafter has been recommended If
possible this should be done by an ophthalmologist. An extra vision check at
age 30 years has been recommended for adults with Down syndrome. [37]
IASSID also provides specific guidelines on screening for visual impairment
[38] which include guidance on which children and adults should be screened
for visual impairment and when; current methods for screening and a

screening protocol.
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College of Optometrists guidelines on the examination of people with
learning disabilities [39]

When examining a patient with learning disabilities, the optometrist has a duty
to carry out whatever tests are necessary, using a range of tests and
procedures that are appropriate to the needs of the patient and, where

necessary, seeking a briefing from family members, carers and key workers.

Help and advice
Look Up is an information service focusing on eye care and vision for people
with learning disabilities - a collaboration between SeeAbility and RNIB. See

Look Up website: http://www.lookupinfo.org/index.php?id=home

Look Up provide over 30 factsheets [40] for additional advice and guidance.
Of particular interest are

e Looking for eye problems in people with learning disabilities
http://www.lookupinfo.org/index.php?id=251

e Consent for medical treatment and operations for people with
learning disabilities http://www.lookupinfo.org/index.php?id=402

e Telling the optometrist about me form
http://www.lookupinfo.org/fileadmin/user upload/Logos PDFs/Tellin
g the Optometrist About Me - June 2007.pdf

e Feedback from the optometrist about my eye test form
http://www.lookupinfo.org/fileadmin/user upload/Logos PDFs/Feedb
ack from the optometrist about my eye test - June 2007.pdf

The RNIB offers information on visual impairment and learning disabilities
services, for professionals and for service users and their families. Their
National Practice and Development Team also offers training, consultancy,
information and rehabilitation services:

e Visual Impairment and Learning Disabilities services
http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/publicwebsite/p
ublic scotcomplexmain.hcsp
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