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EYEING WAYS
T0 IMPROVE
PERFORMANCE

BY ARNOLD SCHECHTER m

In most sports nothing affects perfor-
mance more than the ability to see clear-
ly and correctly. Whether an athlete is
tracking a fly ball, feturning a serve or
throwing a pass, it is his eyes that lead
his body.

Until recently most athletes took
their eyesight for granted. But accord-
ing to Dr. James Carlson, chairman of
the American Optometric Association’s
Sports Vision Section, some 3,000 op-
tometrists now work with athletes, from
peewees (o Olympians to pros.

The most obvious way that optome-
trists help is by prescribing aids for ath-
letes to wear: corrective lenses, lenses
tinted for various light conditions, gog-
gles made of transparent polycarbonate
for eye protection.

But beyond that, optometrists are also
training athletes’ visual systems to per-
form better. Dr. Alan Reichow, who
works with at least 70 athletes each year
at Pacific University in

a situation instantly and'react to it swift-
ly, to the ability to shift focus quickly
and accurately, or to track moving ob-
jects and judge their distance, speed and
direction. In the new Vision Testing and
Performance Laboratory at the U.S.
Olympic Training Center in Colorado
Springs, an athlete in a visually demand-
ing sport like baseball may undergo as
many as 45 different tests.

Next the optometrist supervises
drills. His emphasis is twofold: to en-
hance the entire range of visual skills,
and to correct any significant visual
shortcomings.

Dr. William Harrison of Laguna

Beach, Calif,, one of the first optome-
trists to work with athletes, gives threg
examples of how their needs and train-
ing can differ:
o “At the Kansas City Royals’ baseball
academy back in 1971, I examined an
18-year-old kid named George Brett. He
had hit pretty well in rookie ball; but he
had a serious handicap.

“Every time George blinked, that
slight visual disruption caused him to
have blurred or double vision for a split
second afterward. He compensated by
staring, and he walked around with eyes
as big as silver dollars. But it was impos-
sible to do this all through a game.

“I had him wear polarized glasses and
use a vectogram—a device with two po-

Forest Grove, Ore., says
that although athletes gen-
erally see better than non-
athletes, even they have
room for improvement. “If
an athlete is motivated and
you challenge him with vi-
sual drills clearly relevant
to his sport, his athletic
performance will improve,”
says Reichow. “I have yet
to see an exception.”

Sports vision specialists
still begin with the familiar
eye-chart test, but this only
gauges an athlete’s static vi-
sion—the ability of a sta-
tionary person to see a
stationary object. Going
further, they also test the
complementary skills in
an athlete’s visual system,
from the ability to recognize

larized pictures that you view at arm:
length. George had to separate the pi
tures manually in various direction
while making his eyes and brain fu
them into one perfect, three-dimensic:
al picture. After only two weeks of dail
half-hour drills, his eyes worked so we

. together that blinking no longer ir

paired his vision.
o “CART driver Roberto Guerrero w:
referred to me after a visual screening :
the 1984 Indy 500. Roberto had misc:
able depth perception because his rig!
eye was much weaker than his left, an
he wasn’t using it. )

. “I'trained him on an Accommotrac,
biofeedback machine that teaches p::

. ple how to control the ciliary muscles =1

tached to the lenses of their eyes. Visio
in Roberto’s right eye improved fro:
20/30 to 20/15, and in his left fro:
20/15 to-20/10. After this reduction !
the difference between his eyes a (o
placed his depth perception in the to
1% of the population.

o “Jim Simons, the PGA golfer, came !
me in 1977 with a concentration pro’
lem. His vision was fine when he was si!
ting in an exam chair, but it was di:
turbed when he was slightly off-b:
ance—standing on a sidehill lie or eve
putting in a strong wind.

“My drills taught his visual system !
function while he was off-balance. T
read an eye chart whil
bouncing on a trampolin
He shifted focus among di
ferent targets while balan:
ing side-to-side on a bean
He used the Vectogra:
while walking on a rail.

“Jim has needed follow
up work more than mo
athletes, but now he fee!
more stable over his shots.’

For his part, Simons h«
become a believer in Hari
son’s methods. “I still
visual exercises using por
table equipment like
mini-trampoline or a bal
ance board,” says Simor:
“When I train regular!
there is a real improveme:;
in my golf game, especial!
in my concentration.”

Dr. Harrison’s examplc
may seem out of the orc.
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nary to a layman, but other op-
tometrists, who are reluctant
to divulge patients’ names, of-
fer similar cases of athletes
hampered by correctable vision
problems. Some of the examples
they give are:

e An  NFL receiver who
wasn't able to track balls coming
over his right shoulder until a
doctor worked out a special
training program to teach his
eyes to function together more
accurately.

® An NBA player who missed
two-thirds of his free throw at-
tempts during his career because
his eyes told his brain that the
basket was a foot short and 10
inches to the left of its actual
location.

o A volleyball player from the
‘84 Olympic team who mishit
overhead shots under stress be-
cause he suppressed vision from
one eye.

Obviously, vision problems
are individual and complex.
Thus responsible optometrists

plicated in competition, such :
driving a golf ball or shootin:;
free throw. Indeed, an Austrc
lian study shows that basketba
players who mentally rehearsc
free throw shooting improve
their accuracy by an average «
23% over players who didn't.

Athletes vary in their comg!”
ance with optometrists’ advic
but those eager for a compatiti-
edge usually pay attention. C:
of the most enthusiastic discip!-
is Kiki Vandeweghe, the shar;
shooting forward of the Portlarn
Trail Blazers.

During Vandeweghe's tin
with the Denver Nuggets,
Craig Farnsworth, a team co:.
sultant, discovered that Voo
deweghe's eyes tended ot
work together when he ¢
tired. Changing his focal tar;:
as the game progressed hel;

e

—

correct the problem. Far:
worth also taught Vandeweghe
full range of visual drills that '
still does faithfully.

“I incorporate my exercis

criticize colleagues who promote
unsupervised training programs, wheth-
er taken from books or based on such
devices as interactive videotapes or
computerized boards of flashing lights.
Dr. Donald Teig of Ridgefield, Conn.,
who has tested eight major league teams
and dozens of pro tennis players, says,
“You need a professional to test you and
tell you what drills to do and how to do
them. Otherwise, you can end up worse
than you started.”

Many optometrists, however, do sup-
plement players’ supervised training
with advice on how they can prepare for
competition on their own. They teach
shert pregame visual warmups that
don't require props. They also give ad-
vice on exercises to relieve visual fa-
tigue, such as shifting focus belween
near and far objects. And they pass
along universally helpful practice tech-
niques. some borrowed from coaches or
players.

One drill, popular with Pete Rose,
sharpens a hitter’s recognition and reac-
tion skill by having him take batting
practice 10 to 12 feet in front of home
plate. Another drill, developed by Vince

Lombardi, improves the visual concen-
tration of receivers. The quarterback
throws footballs that are numbered on
the front tip; the receiver has to call out
the number as the ball approaches.

Some optometrists teach athletes how
to improve their vision not just for an in-
stant, but for a sequence of actions. For
example Dr. Teig gives the following ad-
vice to hitters in baseball:

“Position your head so that your dom-
inant eye—the one eye you naturally
aim with—will have a clear line of sight
to the pitch. Watch the pitcher with a
relaxed focus until the ball is released,
and then fine-tune on the ball. Minimize
your head motion, refrain from think-
ing, and follow the ball with your eyes
smoothly as long as possible before
swinging.”

Optometrists, as well as many psy-
chologists and physiologists, suggest
that an athlete ingrain correct visual
habits with mental rehearsals. With eyes
closed, he should picture himself suc-
cessfully carrying out an action. This
practice, called visualization, is most
likely to improve actions that can be du-

into daily life,” sa:
Vandeweghe. “I heighten my peripher
awareness by noticing items in stc:
windows while I walk along with n
eyes aimed straight ahead. Or I sit an
visualize shooting from different lcc
tions. Or I concentrate on one obje
while I'm talking on the phone. Or, ou
doors, I switch focus up and down, l=
and right, near and far.

“These exercises help in too ma:
ways to count—Dbeing aware of where
pass or help out on defense, shooting ti
same way each time, concentrating ¢
the basket, switching focus from the bz
ket to a teammate. In a sport where yo
have to react quickly and correctly, ycu
eyes are just too important an assst
disregard.”

Optometrists are confident that at
letes will eventually accept visual trof
ing as standard procedure. They'
probably right. As strength training i:
proved its worth, visual conditionir
will gain more and more converts. =
athletes, seeing better will bz believinz.

Arnold Schechter writes frequently abe
medicine for this magazine.



