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Cerebral Visual Impairment in Children with Profound and Multiple Learning 

Difficulties 

 

What is Cerebral Visual Impairment? 

Cerebral Visual Impairment (commonly referred to as CVI) is a form of visual 

impairment caused by damage to part or parts of the brain involved in processing 

visual information passed from the eyes to the brain along the visual pathways. Its 

severity depends on the extent to which the brain is affected. Much of the brain is 

linked with visual processing tasks, from accurate selection of objects, accurate 

reach/grasp and co-ordinated movement, to being able to give visual attention to 

more than one thing at a time. Some children with multiple disabilities may have 

poor vision due to eye problems as well as CVI, but in many cases the eyes may be 

classed as ‘healthy’ and there may seem to be no obvious reason why the children 

are not responding visually. Cerebral Visual Impairment is much more common than 

many people realise and often goes undiagnosed. 

CVI can also happen later in life due to illness or injury. 

Common Causes of CVI 

• Lack of blood supply/oxygen to the brain 

• Head injury 

• Meningitis and encephalitis and other infections which affect the brai 

• Some cases of shunted hydrocephalus Infection to the brain 

• Neonatal hypoglycaemia (very low blood sugar levels at birth) 

• Premature birth 

• Cerebral palsy 

• Hemiplegia 

• Various chromosome disorders 

• Severe epilepsy/epilepsy syndromes 

• Sometimes there is no obvious reason 
 

How can Children be helped and encouraged to respond to Visual Stimulation? 

• Notice what lighting conditions are preferred – many with severe CVI see 

better in dim light and darkened areas, others like brighter conditions. 

• Understand that attention can only be given to one or two things – often only 

one thing at a time. Less is more, get read of patterned backgrounds, 



including potentially what you are wearing if you expect the child to look at 

you. 

• Ensure they are comfortable; comfort helps attention. 

• Eliminate background sounds and other distractions. 

• Use one object at a time and limit the total number. In this context “less” 

really  does achieve “more” in terms of results. 

• Provide a meaningful experience of the right speed. Use the KISS principle – 

Keep It Slow and Simple. 

• Start with the familiar by using a favourite object/toy, then watch and wait. 

Be careful to allow enough time for a response. Don’t be tempted to rush on 

to the next thing to “fill the space”.  

• Be aware that responses will vary. Tiredness, ill health or other distractions will 

make a difference. 

• Children may be working very hard processing information and are likely to 

tire easily. Small, short activities work best (little and often). 

• Busy, cluttered backgrounds often create problems. Ensure toys/other objects 

are placed on plain, high contrast backgrounds so they are more easily 

recognised and processed by the brain. Again, allow plenty of time for the 

child to respond. Children often look, then look away, before returning their 

gaze to the item, especially if they need to plan motor action and 

subsequently reach for an object. 

• For children with multiple disabilities and the most severe form of CVI, who 

may show no visual response at all please read about the positive impact of 

colour tent therapy for many of these children and young people. You can 

read more about it here:  

https://cvisociety.org.uk/documents.php 

and here: https://cvisociety.org.uk/mem_portal.php?cat_id=40 
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