
The ophthalmic examination
A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO THE EXAMINATION OF THE EYE
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Number 1



Tools of the trade

¸ Focal light source

¸ Dark Room

¸ Lens

¸ Diagnostic consumables

¸ Tonometry 

¸ Direct Ophthalmoscope

¸ (Slit lamp biomicroscopy)

¸ Ultrasound

¸ Smart Phone
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I V C  E V I D E N S I A 10 stage exam

Signalment

Distant exam

History

Hands on

Cranial Nerves

STT (tear test)

Light & mag

Distant direct

Lesion localisation

Fundoscopy

Function

Adnexa

Anterior to 
pupil (lit)

Posterior to 
pupil (dark)



STEP 1: Signalment
THE IMPORTANCE OF  THINKING ABOUT DIFFERENTIALS BEFORE OPENING 
THE CONSULT ROOM DOOR
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1: Signalment

ωCat ς infectious & trauma, brachycephalic ocular syndrome

ωDog ςtrauma, KCS & heritance

ωRabbit ςdental disease & infectious
Breed

ωBrachycephalics ς corneal disease

ωAbbysinians ςGPRA

ωDogs ςalmost everything ςremember the eye scheme
Heritance

ωPups ς cats

ωFighter ςcorneal trauma, FIV, FeLV

ωHunters ςtoxoplasmosis, mycobacteriosis
Temperament

ω<2weeks ς ophthalmia neonatorum

ωKittens ςchlamyd, FHV, congenital dz

ω>12years - hypertension
Age
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Conformation ς small brachycephalics



I V C  E V I D E N S I A



I V C  E V I D E N S I A

Conformation ς small brachycephalics
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Brachycephalic ocular 
syndrome

Reduced 
corneal 

sensitivity

Altered tear 
film quality

Reduced 
blink rate

Nasal folds

Medial 
canthal 

entropion

Incomplete 
blink



STEP 2; The Distant Examination
YOUR BEST OPPORTUNITY TO ASSESS PAIN AND VISUAL BEHAVIOUR, TRY TO 
ASSESS WHILST TAKING YOUR HISTORY
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The distant examination; 5 Q's

VISION PAIN DISCHARGE COLOUR SYMMETRY
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VISION PAIN DISCHARGE COLOUR SYMMETRY

The distant examination; 5 Q's
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#1 Vision

ωLowered or raised, sometimes searching
Head 

carriage

ωJumping? High stepping gait? Gait

ωowner

ωvet

ωother animals
Response

ωVoluntary ς Light (cats) food (dogs) threat (prey 
spp)

ωInvoluntary - Falling objects
Tracking
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#1 Vision

ωAversive conscious, 
learnt, response to 
perceived threat

Menace 
response

ωSub cortical reflex 
leading to reflex blink 
response

Dazzle 
response



Quantifying Retinal function

Electroretinography
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#2 Pain ς άǘǊƛŀŘ ƻŦ ƻŎǳƭŀǊ Ǉŀƛƴέ

Photophobia

Lacrimation

Blepharospasm

+

behavioural changes
- Sleep

- Temperament

- Rubbing



Ocular pain



#3 Discharge Classify ~ Quantify ~ Localise

ωIncrease tear production.

ωDecreased tear drainage.

ωBoth.
Serous

ωMucus membrane inflammation

ωi.e. conjunctivitis (think mucochezia)

ωTear film abnormalities
Mucoid

ωBacterial infection

ωAlways secondary & reflects environment

ωdogs/cats = skin = gram + cocci
Mucopurulent

ωBlood = trauma (dipstick to id occult blood)

ωAcute trauma ςsharp>blunt

ωChronic trauma (Foreign body, SCC)
Sanguinous

Sticky brown stuff
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#4 Symmetry

¸ Gait

¸ Head

¸ Ears

¸ Muzzle

¸ Globe size & position

¸ Squint

¸ Pupils

¸ Vision



#5 Colour

Red

Blue

Black

White

Yellow



#5 Colour

Red

Blue

Black

White

Yellow



STEP 3; OPHTHALMIC HISTORY TAKING
FAMILY HISTORY

TRAVEL

PREVENTATIVE MEDICINE HISTORY

LIFESTYLE

PREVIOUS MEDICAL PROBLEMS

PREVIOUS OCULAR PROBLEMS
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3: History

¸ Breed, breeder and relatives.

¸ Travel
- Angiostrongylus

- Leishmaniasis

¸ Access to drugs
- Ivermectins, fluroquinilones, 

Sulphonamides

¸ Parasite control & access
- Ticks

- fleas

¸ PMPs?
- Lumps

- Teeth

- Endocrine

- Season?

- Previous medication?

¸ PEPs?
- Vision? Nyctalopia?

- Appearence? Pain?

- Discharge?

¸ This problem.....







I V C  E V I D E N S I A Caution in the cat (&dog); 
maxillary nerve blocks

Journal of Feline Medicine and Surgery (2015) 17, 66ς72 
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Angiostrongylus vasorum
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Angiostrongylus vasorum



STEP 4; The Hands On Examination
EXPLORE ORBITAL AND ADNEXAL ANATOMY

ASSESS GLOBE PRESSURE AND OCULAR PAIN

PALPATION, RETROPULSION, EVERSION & ALWAYS OPEN THE MOUTH
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¸ Temporal muscles

¸ Orbital rim

¸ Maxilla

¸ Globe

- IOP

-Retropulsion (NM)

¸ Open mouth

Hands on examination - Palpation



STEP 5; CRANIAL NERVE ASSESSMENT 
A FUNCTIONAL APPROACH TO NEUROOPHTHALMOLGY

DEMONSTRATE NORMALITY, INVESTIGATE ABNORMALITY



Assessing cranial nerves function

ÅKeep it simple

ÅAsk the following questions 

ÅInvestigate abnormalities
CAN THEY SEE, 
SMELL & HEAR? 

CAN THEY EAT 
NORMALLY?

CAN THEY FEEL?

DO THEY BLINK? DO THEIR EYES 
MOVE NORMALLY?

PUPILS?
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ά/ŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜΚέ
Optic Nerve

¸ Behaviour

¸ History

¸ Tracking
- Conscious

- Unconscious

¸ Placing reflex

¸ Maze testing

¸ Menace

¸ Dazzle

¸ (consensual)
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ά/ŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŦŜŜƭΚέ
Sensation ς Trigeminal N

¸ Ear

¸ Nose

¸ Medial canthus

¸ Lateral canthus

¸ (Cornea)
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ά/ŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ ōƭƛƴƪΚέ
Eye lids ς Facial & Oculomotor

ωPtosis (drooping lid)
Eye lid 

position

ωConjugate blinking? (blink same 
time)

ωComplete blinking?

ωBlink rate?

Eye lid 
movement

ωEar?

ωMuzzle?

And also 
check
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Do their eyes move normally?
Eye position ς Oculomotor,   abducens & vestibulocochlear

¸ Eye movements
- Squint?

- Tracking?

- VOR

- Nystagmus

¸ NB Trochlear 
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Pupil control ï a balancing act

¸ Anisocoria
-CN3 constricts (PSN)
-Sympathetic dilates

¸ Dyscoria
-Neurological (Reverse D 

pupil ï cats)
-Synechiae
- Iris atrophy

¸ Resting pupil diameter?

¸ PLR
-Direct & Consensual



Direct & consensual PLR

¸ Cover / un-cover

¸ Swinging flash 
light

¸ PLR

¸ Distant direct



Dilation

¸ Sympathetic n. 
- adrenergic

- Fight, flight

ÅArousal, Fear

¸ Iris muscle atrophy

¸ Loss vision -> relative dilation 

¸ Loss constrictor tone or innervation 



Constriction

¸ Parasympathetic
-CN3

¸ άwŜŦƭŜȄέ Ƴƛƻǎƛǎ
-CN5 stimulation

¸ Uveitis

¸ Loss of sympathetic 
ǘƻƴŜ ŜΦƎΦ IƻǊƴŜǊΩǎ 
syndrome


