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In recent years, during the Deans of Latin American Schools of Optometry Meeting, organized by the 

Education Committee of the Latin American Association of Optometry and Optics (ALDOO), the former 

Director of ALDOO’s Education Committee, Dr. Héctor Santiago applied a questionnaire to find out the 

most pressing needs of these educational centers. This event brings together the deans and 

representatives of several schools of optometry in the Latin American region. The questionnaire sought to 

assess what was the most pressing need for schools in the region, namely: to have more infrastructure, or 

human resources or to develop scientific research. The deans concluded that the most pressing need for 

their schools is the development of scientific research. This, because without a solid basis in research, the 

professionalization of optometry will not be able to reach the position that it is entitled to in the area of 

primary vision care, despite individual and collective efforts. 

  

The leading countries in optometry publication are the United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, 

Spain, and France, to mention only 6, ordered from highest to lowest number of publications from 1996 to 

2020, respectively.1 It should be noted that in Spain the increase in academic productivity is largely due to 

the support of researchers from areas other than optometry. In particular, physicists have played an 

important role in this regard, as many of them teach courses in schools of optometry and do research in 

vision sciences. In Mexico, there is a trend in this direction, and as a reliable example of this, the Diploma 

in Physics Applied to Vision was recently carried out, which seeks to bring optometrists closer to research 

in vision sciences.2 

 

The development of Optometry, as a professional career in Latin America, is a fairly recent development, 

and thus the continent lags behind more developed scientific areas. The first career in optometry in Latin 

America was created in Mexico City in 1950 at the old School of Rural Medicine, which is now the Health 

Sciences Research Center, Santo Tomás Unit of the National Polytechnic Institute. Although Mexico is a 

pioneer in this area, it has been Colombia that has taken the lead in the advances in optometry in the 

region. To illustrate this, it is enough to say that the impulse that optometry has had in Colombia thanks to 

the legislation has helped regulate this practice in that country. We can find other institutions of great 

tradition and notable contributions to the development of optometry in the Latin American region. However, 

there are still countries where optometry is not offered at a bachelor's degree, it is only taught at a technical 

level, which detracts from this practice in those places and affects its social image. This is a problem that 

negatively impacts everyone. 
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 Latin American Association of Optometry and Optics 

  

The ALDOO Education and Public Health Committees are promoting different initiatives to promote the 

practice of optometry in the region. For this purpose, they seek to develop research in optometry led by the 

Latin American specialists. Tools for doing research are being developed from various fronts. For example, 

in 2020 a book was published with the support of ALDOO (in print and electronic versions) on guidelines to 

carry out statistical analysis.3 This book written in Spanish seeks to be a versatile instrument that can be 

periodically consulted and updated with the contribution of authors from the region. 

  

Likewise, the Education Committee under the direction of doctors, Carol Pinzón and Emiliano Terán, is 

developing virtual courses on optometric research. Academic institutions, intend to carry out these virtual 

courses with curricular value and low cost for students and professionals. Another important project 

promoted within the Education Committee is the development of a curriculum that serves as a blueprint to 

be followed by the different academic institutions in the region. So that the training of optometrists from 

different countries obtain the same academic training and knowledge. A great challenge that we hope will 

bear fruit soon with the support of the optometric community in the region. 

  

The Public Health Committee under the direction of Dr. Héctor Santiago has decided to develop a 

multicenter project on the prevalence of refractive errors in children in the Latin American region. To this 

end, it has established important alliances with organizations such as VOSH/International and leading 

specialists such as Kovin Naidoo, Senior Vice President Social Impact at Essilor International, among 

others. In May 2021, the Public Health Committee organized an important event on this topic: Creating a 

research network for Latin America. Leading specialists in optometry research from around the world 

participated in this discussion, sharing their experience, offering recommendations and reiterating their 

support to promote this cause in Latin America. The general plan is for networks to be formed to produce 

group research projects. So that all those involved learn to propose a project, manage resources, develop 

it and publish the results. Furthermore, alliances have been strengthened with other international institutions 

to obtain economic resources and thus develop research projects with this type of social impact in the 

region. 

  

Prevalence of refractive errors: the main project 

  

The issue of the prevalence of refractive errors has been continuously neglected in Latin America. In the 

last 20 years, scientific studies to assess the state of myopia, hyperopia, and astigmatism in the region can 

be counted on the fingers of both hands. If we start from north to south, we find that in the northeast of 

Mexico in 2003 a 44% prevalence of myopia was identified in a population of young people between 12 

and 13 years of age.4 Currently, in Sinaloa there is a large effort to develop epidemiological studies of 

refractive errors in its student population. The optometry program of the Autonomous University of Sinaloa 
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has been in charge of studying this epidemiological problem.5 The published results show a 36% prevalence 

of myopia, among a student population of 15 to 18 years old.5 In Puerto Rico, findings indicate that 7.49% 

of children (6 to 11 years old) failed academically due to a distant visual acuity equal to or less than 20/40.6 

In the Amazon area of Ecuador, it was identified that a population between 18 and 45 years of age had a 

5.5% prevalence of myopia.7 In Colombia, several studies have shown similar results. For example, in 2018 

a study was presented where the prevalence of myopia between 8 and 17 years of age was 11.2%.8 In 

Chile, the percentage of refractive errors reached a value of 14.7% in a population of students aged 5 to 

19 years.9 

  

We must note that these studies were carried out with different methodologies, which can be seen in the 

different age ranges considered, which makes their comparison difficult. Due to this, a uniform protocol 

needs to be developed that we can implement throughout Latin America and then compare the results. This 

protocol must address, for example, the issue of the use of the cycloplegic agent to carry out the refraction. 

This is a problem for optometrists in many countries that do not have the authorization to administer drugs 

to their patients, for example, Mexico and as an exception Colombia. 

  

The protocol being developed is based on the international RESC (Refractive Error Study in Children) 

model,10 approved by the World Health Organization. This protocol has allowed the prevalence of errors to 

be known in Mexico, 5 Puerto Rico6 and is being applied in Colombia by the Universidad del Bosque. 

However, carrying it out is not easy: not only does it require human resources, but also the infrastructure 

to implement it. In the latter, VOSH/International has contributed enormously. 

  

VOSH/International and its effect on the region 

  

Volunteer Optometric Services to Humanity (VOSH/International) has made a great effort to generate 

research cadres in the Latin American region, in addition to the outstanding humanitarian work that they 

carry out in many countries in the region. As an example, we must highlight that recently at the midyear 

meeting of VOSH/International the Latin American (Spanish-speaking) region played a leading role. 

  

The current president of VOSH/International, Dr. J. Daniel Twelker, works to bring not only humanitarian 

aid, but education to the places where eye care clinics are held. For this purpose, the VOSH Education 

Committee was created, which under the direction of Dr. Tim Wingert has taken the development of 

scientific research in Latin America as one of its tasks. In particular, VOSH/International created a research 

subcommittee, in which a team of research collaborators who are implementing the protocol for refractive 

errors in children has been formed. Thanks to VOSH/International and ALDOO support, the project in 

Mexico obtained the financial support of the Essilor’s Vision for Life Foundation. Similar support is being 

sought for other countries. This committee is made up of Dr. Twelker himself, a professor in the Department 
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of Ophthalmology at the University of Arizona; Professor Bruce Moore, Professor Emeritus of the New 

England College of Optometry, Boston; Sandra Block, Professor Emeritus, Illinois College of Optometry; 

Dr. Héctor Santiago of the Interamerican University of Puerto Rico; among other leading optometrists in the 

United States. In addition, the working group includes the technical managers of the supported projects 

from the participating countries: Drs. Severo Sánchez, from Peru; Jairo Mercado, from Nicaragua; and 

Emiliano Terán, from Mexico. The committee is developing a research protocol to study the prevalence of 

refractive errors in children, although there are other protocols being worked in parallel, which will also be 

available to the optometry community. 

  

The union of efforts of two organizations, VOSH/International and ALDOO, is having positive results for the 

Latin American region. Therefore, it is important to support these initiatives, actively participate in their 

activities and at the same time take advantage of the benefits they bring in the short and long term. The 

COVID-19 pandemic has paralyzed the efforts to study the prevalence of refractive error in children. In 

Mexico, for example, it has caused the start of the project to be delayed from mid-2020 to date. However, 

we can say that this is an optimal time to develop optometry research in the Latin American region. The 

foundations are being laid to create scientific research that addresses intrinsic problems of the region as a 

whole, and not limited to a specific country or region.  We are moving with confidence in the right direction.  
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