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Nystagmus - teens 
 

 

 

Introduction   

Nystagmus is when your eyes move 
rapidly by themselves. The movement can 
be side to side, up and down or in a 
circular motion.  

What does the word mean?  

Nystagmus comes from the Greek word 
"nustagmos" which was used to describe 
the wobbly head movements of someone 
who was either sleepy or who had drunk 
too much!  

How you see the world  

People with nystagmus usually don’t see 
as clearly as normal. But while some 
people with nystagmus have very poor 
sight, others can see really well. 
Sometimes you may not see things as 
quickly as others. Very occasionally, on a 
bad day, you may see things wobble a 
little. Checking eyes with a slit lamp  

How the world sees you ? 

People may be able to see your eyes 
moving about or ‘wobbling’ when they are 
talking to you. Other people might not even 
notice.  

Is it common?  

• About 1 in 1,500 people have 
nystagmus. 

 

Why did I get it?  

Nystagmus can be hereditary (passed on 
in the family), but there are also many 
other reasons you may have it. In many 
people, we don't know what causes their 
nystagmus.  

What causes it?  

Nystagmus in early childhood may be 
caused by a problem with your eye or 
along the pathway of nerves connecting 
your eye to your brain. It can occur in a 
wide range of childhood eye conditions 
such as cataract (cloudy lens of the eye), 
glaucoma (high pressure in the eye 
causing nerve damage) or abnormality of 
the retina or optic nerve (such as inherited 
conditions which affect the health of the 
retina or its ability to detect light) at the 
back of the eye. It can occur if you have 
albinism, in which there is too little pigment 
(color) in the eyes and often in the skin 
and hair too. In many people, there is no 
obvious cause.  

How can the doctor tell?  

Nystagmus is diagnosed simply by looking 
at the eye movements, but it is important 
to find out whether it has any cause. 
Your doctor will ask you many questions 
such as when the nystagmus was first 
seen and if any of your relatives have ever 
had nystagmus or any other eye problem. 
Drops will be put into your eye and the eye 
doctor will look into your eyes to see if 
there is anything unusual. 
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They may use a head set or a slit lamp 
which shines light through the pupil of the 
eye, to examine the back of your eyes. Not 
all problems show up this way, so you may 
need further tests, eye movement 
recordings. 

 

Getting it sorted  

Nystagmus cannot be cured but glasses 
and contact lenses might help improve 
your vision. Medicine can sometimes help, 
but this will need to be discussed with your 
doctor. Very rarely, surgery is needed on 
the muscles which move the eyes to 
reduce the amount you have to turn your 

head to see. Surgery cannot correct 
nystagmus.  

 

Facts  

• It is not painful but your vision may 
be reduced and some people 
experience headaches, eye aches 
or eye strain when they get older  

• It does not get worse over time and 
sometimes gets better  

There is no treatment to cure nystagmus 
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