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Academic optometrists flourish in dynamic educational and research settings, predominantly 
found in universities or colleges of optometry, as opposed to exclusively practicing in clinical 
settings. Within these environments, they assume various responsibilities, such as teaching, 
conducting research, providing mentorship, and actively engaging with the wider healthcare 
community. These diverse responsibilities are all interconnected by a common objective: to 
progress the knowledge and practice of eye health and vision care.

Shaping Minds, Changing Lives

Academic optometry is driven by a strong passion 
for teaching. Academic optometrists are responsible 
for developing and delivering advanced coursework, 
providing thought-provoking lectures, and mentoring 
students during their clinical rotations. They strive to 
ignite curiosity and instill confidence in their students, 

empowering them with the necessary skills and 
knowledge to excel as optometrists. 

Deans and Presidents play a crucial role in advancing this 
leadership by shaping the strategic direction of academic 
programs, innovating curriculum development and 
delivery, and ensuring academic excellence throughout 
their institutions.
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Path to becoming an academic optometrist and career progression

It is common for academic optometrists to begin their journey in clinical practice, later transitioning to academia to 
share their experience and passion. Others pursue a one-year residency (the most common path) and other advanced 
degrees—such as a Master’s or PhD in vision science, research, or a related field—to further deepen their expertise.

The potential for career growth in academia is rich with possibility. One can progress from being a lecturer to 
achieving the rank of full professor and even take on roles such as department chair or dean. Additionally, there are 
diverse opportunities for research and development within the industry, as well as options for consulting roles and 
leadership positions in related organizations.

Why choose  
this path?

As an academic optometrist, I 
get to experience the best of all 
worlds—I make a meaningful 
impact every single day, whether 
it’s through helping a student 
finally master a tough concept, 
discovering something new in 
the lab, or watching graduates 
go on to change lives in their 
own communities. I enjoy the 
credibility and respect of being a 
medical professional, the joy of 
lifelong learning, and a career 
that offers both intellectual 
fulfillment and a healthy work-
life balance. 

Howard Purcell, OD, FAAO
President and CEO, New England 
College of Optometry Boston, MA

Co-Founder and Board Member, 
Latinos en Optometry
BOSTON, MA

“
Innovating at the Forefront of Research

Academic optometrists are not only eye care practitioners but also 
researchers who explore new frontiers in vision science and contribute to 
top-tier journals. Their work involves pushing the boundaries of what can be 
achieved in eye care and collaborating with experts from various disciplines 
such as pediatricians, endocrinologists, ophthalmologists, engineers, 
physicists, biologists, and nutritionists to develop innovative technologies 
and treatments. They conduct pioneering vision research, aiming to unlock 
new insights that can lead to significant advancements in the field. 

In addition to their research efforts, academic optometrists also play a crucial 
role in mentoring and supervising PhD candidates, guiding them through 
complex research projects with real-world applications. 

Mentorship and  
Leadership That Matter

Mentoring is an important aspect 
of the role. Academic optometrists 
are role models, guiding both 
undergraduate and postgraduate 
students through challenges and 
milestones, helping them grow 
personally and professionally. 
They are also deeply engaged with 
the wider community—serving on 
institutional committees, partnering 
with external organizations, and 
always staying ahead of emerging 
trends and technologies in the field.
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