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When learning about Dr. Patricia Bath, | didn't just see a list of
groundbreaking achievements; | saw someone who embodied
the kind of eye care provider | aspire to be. She was a pioneering
ophthalmologic surgeon, inventor and an activist who broke
through racial and gender barriers, transforming not only how eye
disease is treated, but also who has access to that treatment. Her
story, filled with firsts and fueled by compassion, resonates deeply
with me as a future optometrist who hopes to care, innovate and
lead with that same sense of purpose.

Dr. Bath was born in 1942 in Harlem, New York, to parents
who nurtured her curiosity and love of education. Her father,
a merchant seaman, and her mother, a homemaker and
housecleaner, encouraged her to dream big. Dr. Bath's academic
journey was extraordinary. She earned her bachelor’s degree at
Hunter College and then attended Howard University for medical
school. After receiving her M.D. degree with honors in 1968, she
returned to New York for her internship at Harlem Hospital and
completed her ophthalmology training through a fellowship at
Columbia." It was during this time that she noticed something
troubling: blindness and visual impairment were far more
common among patients at Harlem Hospital than those seen at
Columbia’s clinic. She realized this difference wasn't due to biology
but to lack of access to care. Dr. Bath conducted a study that
confirmed that Black patients were going blind at twice the rate of
white patients, primarily due to limited access to ophthalmic care.
This discovery led her to create an entirely new field: community
ophthalmology, which focuses on bringing preventive eye care to
underserved populations. Today, this approach is practiced around
the world.

Dr. Bath never stopped breaking barriers. She was the first Black
ophthalmology resident at New York University, then became
the first Black woman surgeon at the University of California,
Los Angeles Medical Center and the first woman on staff at the
Jules Stein Eye Institute."” In 1976, she co-founded the American
Institute for the Prevention of Blindness, based on the principle
that eyesight is a basic human right and that primary eye care
must be made available to all people, everywhere, regardless of
their economic status.

Dr. Bath wasn't just improving eye care, she was transforming it.
In 1981, she invented a new tool that would forever alter cataract
treatment: the Laserphaco Probe.? Traditional cataract surgery
could be invasive and risky, but her device used a laser to gently
and precisely remove cataracts, making the procedure faster and
safer. It took her over five years to perfect the concept and secure
patents, but her persistence eventually paid off. She earned four
U.S. patents as well as international recognition. This invention
has restored vision to patients across the globe and laid the
foundation for laser-assisted cataract surgery.

As an optometry student, I'm deeply inspired by Dr. Bath's life
and work. She showed that being an eye care provider means
more than just correcting vision; it means advocating for those
without access and making a real difference in people’s lives. Her
commitment to equity has shaped how | see my future: helping
underserved communities, addressing health disparities and
finding new ways to make care more accessible. Even though
she passed away in 2019, her legacy lives on. Dr. Bath reminds me
that with compassion, courage and determination, we can truly
change lives.
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