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LITTLE ROCK - Last year about 230,000 Arkansas children had their vision tested at school, at no cost to their families, thanks to Act 1438 of 2005.
Act 1438 requires public schools, including charter schools, to conduct vision screening for all children in pre-kindergarten and kindergarten, and all children in grades one, two, four, six and eight.

Testing revealed that more than 21,000 children have some type of vision problems, and should be referred to an eye specialist such as an optometrist. The Joint Senate and House Committees on Public Health, Welfare and Labor learned from school and health officials, however, that only 45 percent of the children with vision problems, about 9,000 total, never went to an eye doctor.
Some legislators were concerned about what they perceived as a lack of parental responsibility. Several lawmakers wondered aloud why parents would neglect their children's need for eyeglasses. Perhaps those families lack insurance; perhaps their insurance policies do not pay for prescription glasses. Perhaps they have insurance and still cannot afford the co-payments.

It was a good example of the frustrations that sometimes beset lawmakers when they provide opportunities for people to better themselves, and there are those who still don't take advantage, for whatever reason, of the opportunities provided to them.

The vision screenings make sure school children can see the blackboard at the front of the classroom. They also determine whether a child can distinguish colors. If a child fails, he or she is given a second eye test within a month of the first screening.

The state Education Department collects data on vision screenings. Department officials are analyzing the results to determine whether certain areas of the state are worse than others, in terms of failure to take children to an eye specialist.

On a related topic, public health officials have reported to legislative committees that a great number of Arkansas children do not receive proper dental care. A major reason is that their families cannot afford it. 
A state Health Department survey in 2000 found that more than 38 percent of the children had untreated cavities. In a 2001 survey, 37 percent of children had untreated cavities. In a 2006 survey, 27 percent of Arkansas children had untreated cavities.
Advanced Placement Tests

Earlier this year 16,000 Arkansas high school students took Advanced Placement tests. That was an increase of 6.4 percent over the previous year, when 15,000 students took the tests.
It is good news because it indicates that more students are taking rigorous high school curricula and preparing themselves academically for college.

There was even better news. More Arkansas high school students, an 8.8 percent increase over the previous year, scored high enough on the AP tests that they can earn college credit.

The legislature passed a new law requiring all Arkansas high schools to offer advanced placement classes in English, mathematics, sciences and social studies, beginning in the 2009-2010 school year.

Research indicates that students who take AP classes in high school are more likely to go to college, and graduate from college within five years.
