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We use a lot of words to describe vision and vision loss. It can get confusing. Words like low vision, or legal blindness – what do they really mean to a person who’s having trouble seeing? Here’s the answer – they may not mean much. 
But they do mean a lot to the systems and people who help with vision loss. So knowing what these words describe, how they are used and when they are useful, can help us provide the right information at the right time to get the help we need.
Let’s start by looking at what we think of as typical vision – that is, 20/20 vision. What does that number stand for? Well, it’s an actual measure of acuity, or the sharpness of your vision, from a distance of 20 feet. If you have 20/20 vision, you see details as clearly from 20 feet away as other people with good vision. Now here’s where the numbers are important: If you have 20/200 vision, the detail you see at 20 feet away, someone with good vision can see as far away as 200 feet. Another thing to know – this measurement is always with the best seeing eye and always includes the aid of glasses or contacts. 
Now that we know what those acuity numbers mean, let’s talk about another important term – low vision. Low Vision simply means not having enough vision to do whatever it is you need to do – and this is different for each person. 
Often its caused by an eye condition like macular degeneration, or diabetes, and low vision can’t be corrected with glasses or surgery. It can be helpful to use this term with family, friends and the general public. Saying you have low vision is a way of stating you’re having trouble with your eyesight without having to go into detail. 
Low vision is also used by eye professionals. Some Optometrists specialize in helping people with low vision - so do Certified Low Vision Therapists. They prescribe magnifiers and other devices that make the most of your remaining eyesight. 
If our remaining eyesight is not good, but useful enough that it helps us do daily tasks, then we have what’s called functional vision. That means we still use our vision when we can. The great thing is that if we have functional vision we can make lots of changes to our home that give our eyes some help. Check out our workshops on lighting, magnifiers or labeling for some terrific ideas. 
It helps to know about functional vision when we discuss our next, very important, topic – legal blindness. Now this is a term we’ve all heard, right? But a lot of folks don’t know what it means. The first thing to understand is that it’s a number. Legal blindness is vision less than 20/200 even with glasses. 
We can also be legally blind if we only have a small bit of vision (20% or less) in the center of our eye. But being legally blind doesn’t mean we can’t see – in fact most people who are legally blind still have some functional vision. So, if you hear from a doctor that you are legally blind, its not a reason to panic. 
In fact, it may mean that you’re eligible for benefits, including federal tax deductions, work programs, Social Security disability payments, to name a few. Organizations often use that legal blindness number – 20/200 - to decide if you’re eligible for their services. The number itself does not tell how you are doing with your own eyesight. It’s your functional vision that’s important to your daily life, not a number or a designation. 
Remember, you can be legally blind and still have plenty of vision. This is important, because folks sometimes avoid services or groups that have the word “Blind” in them. They miss out because they think: “I’m not blind, that can’t be for me”. The thing is, it’s just about a measurement on an eye chart. That’s all the words “legally blind” mean. 
So, what do we call it when someone has no vision at all, not even enough to see light or dark? That’s called total blindness. This is what most of us think of when we hear the word “blind”. But only a small portion of people who have blindness are totally blind.
Terms for vision loss are important – they help when we want to make sense of the systems and people that are ready to give us a hand. But everybody’s different - and no-one with vision loss is limited by a measurement or a word. All of us experience vision loss in our own way. We adapt in our own way. And how we are able to use vision to meet our daily needs is unique to each of us. 
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