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Abstract

Frederic Albert Woll (1874-1955) had a distinguished career in optometry and as a
member of the faculty in the Department of Hygiene at City College of New York. Woll
was an optometry instructor for many years at Columbia University and wrote four
books significant in optometry. He played a pivotal role in the establishment of
standards in optometric education and in the evaluation of optometry schools in the
1920s and 1930s.
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Frederic Albert Woll was born in New York City in 1874, and attended public
schools there. He quit school at the age of twelve due to vision problems.” At fifteen
years of age, he went to work as an office boy in the optometry office of Andrew Jay
Cross. Cross found that Woll was highly myopic and prescribed his first spectacles. It
was said that Woll's first spectacle correction “unfﬂlded a new world for the young boy
and interested him in the world of ocular refraction.”’ Cross trained Woll as an optician
and then as an optometrist.” By the time Woll was 21 years old, he was doing
refractions in Cross's office." Woll returned to school as an adult, receiving a B.S.
degree from Columbia University in 1910 and an M.A. in 1911. In 1917, he completed a
Ph.D. degree from New York University.>® The title of his thesis at New York University
was “Physique in Relation to Success in Life.™

Woll was a member of the faculty of the short-lived New York Institute of
Optometry in 1909, and was one of the nrlglnal instructors in the optometry school at
Columbia University when it apened in 1910.5 He was an Associate in Optometry at
Columbia University until 1944." He became an instructor in the Department of Hygiene
at the City College of New York in 1913, progressing through the ranks to assistant
professor in 1918, associate professor in 1920, and professor in 1927, until his
retirement in 1944."" He was Chairman of the Department of Hygiene at City College
of New York from 1927 to 1944. He served as chief marshal at City College of New
York for many years, leading academic processions.®

Some of the work for which Woll was particularly well known in optometry was in
drawing up detailed syllabuses of the subjects to be taught in optometry school courses
and in eva1uating optometry schools.® The syllabi were first prepared in 1922 and later
revised in 1935.7 In the mid-1920s, Woll made inspection visits to all optometry schools
in the United States and Canada that were deemed worthy of investigation.
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Woll volunteered to do these evaluations without pay, receiving only
reimbursement for his expenses from the American Optometric Association.'® There
were about 30 optometry schools in operation in the mid 1920s when those evaluations
began. By 1936, the number of optometry schools had decreased to ten and the length
of the optometry curriculum had increased to three years. A significant factor in the
decreasing number of schools was the closure of poorer schools due to the evaluations
and the elevation of standards. Woll's work thus served much of the same function for
optometry as had the Flexner Report for medical education.

Woll was a member of the Committee on Education of the International
Association of Boards of Examiners in Optometry from 1923 to 1942, serving as its
chairman from 1932 to 1942.7 He was a member of the New York State Board of
Examiners in Optometry for over 25 years.”

Woll received a number of awards and recognitions in optometry. He received
the Gold Medal of the Distinguished Service Foundation of Optometry and an award of
merit from the Columbia University Optometry Association.® He was the third person to
receive Honorary Life Fellowship in the American Academy of Optometry." Woll has
been credited with improvements in retinoscopy and methods of grinding lenses and
with being the first to isolate the retina by dissection.’

Woll published four books. The first of these was Technique of Eye Dissections,
published in 1914. A second edition was published in 1924 and a third edition in 1928.
| examined a copy of the first edition (131 pages). In the preface, Woll stated: “The aim
of this booklet is to present to the eye-specialist, the teacher, the student, and others
interested in the study of the anatomy and physiology of the eye, some definite methods
to follow in the dissection of that organ.” Instructions are given for the investigation of
the sheep or beef eye, and of the ocular adnexa and extraocular muscles. The book
includes 64 black and white photographs.

Woll's second book was Hygiene the Optometrist Ought to Know, published in
1921 (208 pages). Woll made the point that the optometrist should know something
about hygiene because the function of the eye and visual system is inter-related with
the function of other parts of the body. Among the topics covered were cleanliness,
nutrition, exercise, sleep, fresh air, accident prevention, and causes of disease. A last
chapter, entitled Hygiene for the Optometrist, expounded on the importance of
optometrists being well-kept and maintaining a professional appearance and healthy
habits. Having a clean, comfortable, safe office and examination room with well-
maintained equipment was also emphasized.

In 1922, Woll edited and wrote most of the First Revision of Optometrical
Syllabuses and Standards, which was adopted at the first conference on standards in
optometric education.’® A revised version was published in 1935. | examined the
contents of the 1935 edition (71 pages). It included short reports and commentary from
participants in the 1922 conference, including William S. Todd, Charles Sheard, and
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Howard C. Doane. Seven pages were devoted to a 1934 classification of optometry
schools and a description of the essentials of an acceptable optometry school. Most of
the monograph consisted of Woll's syllabuses. These were detailed lists of topics that
should be taught in optometry schools, divided into the topical areas of Anatomy and
Physiology of the Eye, Theoretical Optometry, Geometrical Optics, Practical Optometry,
Mechanical Optics, Physiological Optics, Diseases of the Eye, Eyesight Conservation (
which included lighting, nature of print materials, industrial vision, eye protection), and
Hygiene. Some of the categories of topics in the theoretical optometry syllabus were
history of optics and optometry, ophthalmic lenses, nomenclature of optometry, test
charts, trial lenses, general use and theory of instruments, static and dynamic
retinoscopy, theories and methods of correction of refractive errors, theory of muscular
imbalances, and objective and subjective optometric measurements.

In 1928, Dynamic Skiametry: Its Theory and Practice (192 pages) was published
by Thomas G. Atkinson'' and Woll. The authors discussed the optics and theory of
retinoscopy, provided background information on accommeodation and convergence,
and expounded on the theory and methods of dynamic retinoscopy. They also
discussed some related tests and presented illustrative cases.

Frederic Woll died in 1955. An obituary notice in the Journal of the American
Optometric Association said that he was “dedicated to optometry as a practitioner, a
teacher, writer, and lecturer,” and that he was “well-loved and respected by all who were
fortunate to know him."®
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