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Autism is a neurobiological disorder affecting behavior, processing, sensory integration, 
communication and social skills. Much of the literature I have been reviewing points to the 
research which states that vision problems are very common in individuals with autism 
“(https://www.visioncenter4kids.com/vision-therapy-optometrist/autism), 2022”). 

It is not surprising that the visual system is the most depended on when it comes to attention 
and learning. Attention and eye movement skills in ASD form the foundation for social 
communication and training these abilities can positively impact problematic social 
communication (Townsend, 2019). In this article, we are discussing individuals on the autism 
spectrum who have difficulty with eye movements, eye/hand coordination, fine motor skills, 
large motor skills, eye contact, sensitivity to light, impulse control, understanding one’s physical 
place within an area and depth perception. It was part of my early training with ASD to spend so 
much time with the importance given to working on the development of oculomotor skills, and 
the coordination of vision with other primary learning modalities (kinesthetic, tactile, auditory). 

Individuals with ASD can present with subtle oculomotor difficulties. Studies further suggest a 
difficulty with maintaining attentional focus on the target. Children with ASD were also shown to 
have less stability than their peers in fixation tasks potentially struggling with one target for a 
period of time (Sumner et al., 2021). 

A higher incidence of ocular morbidity including visual perceptual disorders has been noted in 
individuals with autism spectrum disorders (Arunachalam et al., 2022). What these authors have 
reported is that “ASD show a lack of eye contact, poorly developed eye-hand coordination, and 
decreased visual perceptual skills. The presence of such deficits may influence the development 
of cognitive, motor skills, perception, behavior, social interactions, and communication…” 
(para.1). After the research and application of strategies applied, significant changes in behavior 
were seen, including improved attention span and increased understanding of instructions. This 
also became evident from parental feedback. “ Visual perceptual skill training holds the promise 
of being an adjunct developmentally supportive intervention for some children with an autism 
spectrum disorder” (para.1). 

Let us begin with the idea of “pursuits” or tracking in eye movement patterns. It has also been 
noted that there are children with ASD who have difficulty with what is termed, ocular tracking. 
Tracking is critical as it allows the child to control where they put their gaze, follow a moving 
object, scan their environment for information, direct hand movements and accurately shift their 
eye gaze from one thing to another. Later on the child will need this skill to read without losing 
their place, catch a ball, or search for someone at the park. All these skills are necessary for 
developing much needed social skills (https://babysparks.com, 2019). 



Some students on the spectrum have difficulty focusing their eyes on the printed page, and 
moving their eyes efficiently from left to right. I recently heard from a former teacher friend who 
works with students with ASD and she wrote “you taught us to use flashlights to help with eye 
tracking. I still remember this. I STILL use this technique! This summer I am working with a three 
year old. I found these cool colored mini lights that slip on the tips of fingers with an elastic band. 
He loves it! We learned top and bottom, fast and slow, we shine them on picture cards and words. 
So FUN!” 

Have the child track in a darkened room with a flashlight as the child holds the light and tries to 
replicate the pattern made by the other flashlight (teacher held). In this way movement patterns 
are more of a gross motor nature, as the child moves his whole arm, in an attempt to ‘feel’ the 
direction the light is moving in vertical, horizontal, or diagonal patterns. Children who are having 
difficulty making or recognizing these directions can practice them with the flashlight. Correct 
letter formation (top to bottom, left to right etc.) can also be emphasized with letters placed on 
the wall. 

Another tracking or pursuit activity might involve an old phonograph. Make oaktag “records” and 
place high frequency words, letters, numbers, or math facts (child tracks for the equation when 
teacher calls out the answer, or vice versa). Whoever is working with the child can call out the 
letter, word, etc. and the child responds to this moving “record” by pointing to the correct 
response. Of course, the speed will need to be 33 rpms. 

One important piece to remember is that if you add some academic material to these tracking 
exercises the task will have more relevance and purpose. Remember, the child must first be able 
to track, otherwise the activity will not have an impact or hold interest. 

The Marsden Ball is an effective tool in developing pursuit eye movements. This ball hangs from 
the ceiling and may have numbers, letters, colors, etc. on it. It is used for visual tracking exercises 
among other types of oculomotor movements. The child can poke it and say the letter, number, 
etc., or the teacher can call out a letter, number, etc., and the child tracks to locate it and touches 
the ball when he/she sees it. 

When eyes follow targets, the same ocular action is required as when a child moves eyes across 
lines of print in a reader or across pages in a workbook. As eyes move more smoothly in these 
routines, they can then move across pages with more skill and efficiency. “Ocular motilities are 
absolutely essential to visual development, and visual perceptions will be made inadequate or 
incomplete if eye movements are jerky and restricted” (Getman, G.N., 1981). 

Before successful tracking is accomplished, it is important with young children to assist them in 
separating eye from head movements. If they have difficulty separating eye from head 
movements, put a bean bag on their head so they are aware of keeping their head still. 

 


