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Of the many different fields of medicine, eye care 
has to be one of the most fascinating and rewarding. 
Advances in instrumentation now let us measure, photo-
graph, scan, and evaluate virtually every part of the eye’s 
complex structure. The continuing study of how we see 
allows vision correction in both traditional and innova-
tive ways.

Yet it all boils down to patient care. We are helping 
others “see better,” one person at a time. Whether it is a 
simple matter of greeting the patient or the detailed task 
of assisting in surgery, we contribute by belonging to a 
preventing, restoring, preserving, and healing team of 
professionals.

Regardless of a person’s clinical role, there are spe-
cific parameters within which one must work. This is 
known as scope of practice. Scope of practice can be iden-
tified via legal methods, such as laws that govern whether 
or not a practitioner can perform surgery, and what type. 
It can also be delineated by a professional body (organiza-
tion) or even local clinic protocol, as long as these do not 
conflict with the law. For example, a local practice might 
allow competent technicians to remove corneal foreign 
bodies as long as this is not legally regarded as “practicing 
medicine.” Yet another clinic might require all unlicensed 
assistive personnel to take and pass a course before they 
are permitted to instill eye drops.

The text that follows gives an overview of the vari-
ous types of professionals involved in eye care, each with 
its own specific scope of practice. If you want to know 
more after reading this, there is a list of websites at the 
end of the chapter (Sidebar 1-1) where you can get more 
information.

Licensed Practitioners
Ophthalmologist

Ophthalmologists are medical doctors (MD) who 
have specialized in care and treatment of the eye. After 
obtaining a 4-year college degree, they attend 4 years of 
medical school, then spend 1 year as an intern. Next is 
a minimum of 3 years as a resident in ophthalmology. 
Some go on to an additional 1 or 2 years of specialty 
training in specific areas of eye care. (See Chapter 34 for 
subspecialties.)

An ophthalmologist may set up a practice of his/her 
own, work as part of a group, or be part of a hospital staff. 
An ophthalmologist is licensed to diagnose and treat 
disorders of the eye. Treatment may include prescribing 
glasses, contact lenses, and medications, as well as per-
forming eye surgery of all types.


