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Improperly licensed KY optometrists can keep
practicing until next year under new regs

Deborah Yetter

Kentucky Lantern

The board that regu-
lates optometrists in Ken-
tucky has filed emergency
regulations to address
exemptions from licensure
requirements it improperly
granted some optometry
graduates in recent years.

But the Dec. 31 regula-
tions, which took -effect
immediately, are drawing
fire from critics who say
they do nothing to explain
the past actions of the Ken-
tucky Board of Optomet-
ric Examiners or address
whether optometrists who
were exempted from man-
datory exams are qualified
to continue providing eye
care to patients.

“Our focus has always
been on patient safety,” Dr.
Jill Bryant, executive direc-
tor of the National Board
of Examiners in Optom-
etry, or NBEO, said in an
email. “We are deeply con-
cerned that the people of
Kentucky are still receiving
treatment from improperly
licensed optometrists who
have never demonstrated
that they can successfully
pass national competen-

cy assessments — and,
in some instances, have
repeatedly failed those
assessments.”

The regulation allows
any optometry graduate
from 2020-2023 who has
not passed all required
licensure exams to do so by
2027.

The board began grant-
ing waivers to testing
requirements during the
COVID-19 pandemic, cit-
ing travel and other restric-
tions. It continued to
approve exemptions after
the COVID emergency had
ended, including in Decem-
ber 2023.

The NBEO administers

licensure exams for optom-
etry graduates in all 50
states. The Kentucky Lan-
tern reported in December
that the national board
had identified 21 optom-
etrists in Kentucky who
had gained licenses from
2020 through 2023 without
passing “one or more” parts
of the three-part national
exam then required by state
law.

Among them was Dr.
Hannah Ellis, the daughter
of former board president
Dr. Joe Ellis, a prominent
Kentucky optometrist
active in state and nation-
al optometry circles. He
abruptly resigned from the
board last month and has
not responded to requests
for comment.

Several of the optom-
etrists who had not met
all requirements, including
Hannah Ellis, were gradu-
ates of the University of
Pikeville College of Optom-
etry, which opened in 2016
as Kentucky’s only optom-
etry school.

Patient safety ‘forgotten?’

The state board has
not responded to multiple
requests for comment from
the Lantern and has made
little public comment apart
from two brief statements
on its website, the most
recent announcing the
emergency regulations.

The board “feels strongly
that all licensees should
possess the skills and
knowledge to be granted a
license,” the Dec. 31 state-
ment said in part.

But the emergency
regulations fall short of
that goal, according to the
Kentucky Academy of Eye
Physicians and Surgeons,
which represents medical
doctors who specialize in
eye care. In a statement,
it called for “full transpar-
ency” from the state board

in addressing the matter.

“We are concerned that
they do not have a plan to
address the educational
shortfalls of those optom-
etrists who could not pass
the nationally standardized
licensure tests — at least
some of whom are perform-
ing surgical procedures on
Kentucky patients,” the
academy said in a state-
ment.

Optometrists hold a four-
year doctorate of optom-
etry degree and following
a 2011 lobbying blitz at the
Kentucky General Assem-
bly, won a broad expansion
of their scope of practice
including the right to per-
form some eye surgeries.
The NBEO has described
it as “one of the broadest
scopes of practice in the
United States.”

Dr. William “Chip” Rich-
ardson, a Georgetown oph-
thalmologist and former
president of the academy,
said he is “frankly disheart-
ened” by the board’s pro-
posed solution that appears
to allow optometrists who
have not met professional
standards to continue
treating patients. He also
believes the new regula-
tions water down require-
ments.

“What’s sadly forgotten
here is patient safety,” he
said in an email.

‘Kind of puzzled’

A key legislator also
wants  further informa-
tion from the state board,
including why it granted
exemptions for some can-
didates and whether they
hold a valid license to treat
patients.

Sen. Stephen Meredith,
R-Leitchfield and chair of
the Senate Health Services
Committee, said he expects
to seek answers from the
board through his com-
mittee during the legisla-

tive session that convened
Tuesday.

“I'm still kind of puzzled
by it all,” Meredith said.
“We need to know what’s
going on.”

Meredith sought the Oct.
1 Kentucky attorney gener-
al’s opinion that found the
state board circumvented
state law by authorizing
exemptions for licensure
through board actions rath-
er than through enacting
new regulations.

It directed the board
to review the licensure of
all optometrists granted
licenses with such exemp-
tions.

Meredith said he’s also
concerned that the former
board president’s daughter
was among those granted
exemptions and plans to
inquire about that.

“That’s obviously a con-
flict of interest,” he said.

The emergency regu-
lations state they are in
response to the attorney
general’s opinion.

It found that the board
“acted beyond its authori-
ty” in waiving some require-
ments for licensure, instead
allowing “alternative test-
ing” it did not detail. The
opinion added that “any
person who applied for a
license to practice optom-
etry using the waiver and
alternative testing did not
comply with the relevant
regulations.”

While the board has
acknowledged waiving Part
3 of the exam, an in-person
testing of clinical skills with
patients — citing restric-
tions of the pandemic — it
has remained silent about
any other exemptions.

The Lantern identified
at least six instances when
the board acted on exemp-
tions to testing — includ-
ing an apparent decision
in December 2023, after

the COVID emergency had
ended — to waive Part 1 of
the exam.

Board minutes state
without elaboration that
some optometry school
graduates unable to pass
Part 1 “will be allowed
licensure with additional
educational requirements.”
Part 1, which focuses on
science and medical knowl-
edge, is considered the
hardest of the exam’s three
parts.

Last year, the state board
enacted a regulation allow-
ing Kentucky licensure
candidates to substitute
the Canadian exam, consid-
ered easier to pass, saying
in written comments that
some optometry graduates
were unable to pass Part 1
of the national exam.

Duty to ‘protect the pub-
lic’

The new regulations
state that optometry gradu-
ates from 2020 through
2023 must show that they
have passed either Part
1 of the national exam or
the Canadian exam before
they renew their licenses in
2027.

Also, they must pass
Part 2 of the national exam,
which tests a candidate’s
skills at diagnosis and treat-
ment.

And they must pass
either Part 3 of the national
exam, which tests how well
a candidate performs in
treating people posing as
patients — or it allows for
candidates to pass a new,
Kentucky version of the
test to be developed specifi-
cally for those candidates
previously exempted.

The emergency regula-
tions say that all affected
licensees will be notified by
Jan. 15 of the requirements.

The Kentucky Optomet-
ric Association released a
statement in support of the

new regulation but called
for the changes to be imple-
mented “in a transparent
manner to ensure that pub-
lic safety and licensee quali-
fications are never called
into question.”

The board’s Dec. 31 state-
ment provides no details
of how the board reached
a decision, developed the
emergency regulations or
whether it took a vote on
them.

The board met in Decem-
ber but made no public
comment or what members
discussed in a closed ses-
sion.

It has never responded to
the NBEO which in a May
23, 2025 letter said that it
had identified 21 optom-
etrists in Kentucky who
appear to have been grant-
ed a license without having
passed “one or more” parts
of the three-part national
exam,

The Dec. 31 statement
on the Kentucky board’s
website said the board
acknowledged it did not use
the “correct regulatory pro-
cess” during the COVID-19
emergency when it tempo-
rarily waived the require-
ment that candidates pass
Part 3 of the national exam.
It makes no mention of
waiving Part 1.

However, all candidates
seeking to renew licenses
must show by 2027 that
they have met all require-
ments, it said, stating:

“The duty of the Ken-
tucky Board of Optomet-
ric Examiners is to license
qualified optometrists as
well as protect the public,
and the current board mem-
bers are committed to exe-
cuting this responsibility.”

https://www.kentuck-
ylantern.com
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Written by Ashley
McCarty

The following informa-
tion was entered into the
Jan. 8, 2020, edition of
The Ledger Independent:

Vanceburg officials hear
outrage over daycare

VANCEBURG —Ten-
sions were high at Vance-
burg City Council Mon-
day.

After council opened
the meeting, Mayor Dane
Blankenship opened the
floor to the public. The
atmosphere was volatile
from there.

Tammy Adkins, an
operator for Lewis Coun-

n

ty Child Care, stood up
and spoke alongside fel-
low operator, Becky Ste-
venson.

According to news
reports, Adkins and Ste-
venson had received a let-
ter from Vanceburg City
Attorney Lloyd E. Spear,
dated Dec. 11, that the
building owned by the
city and where the cen-
ter is located would be
up for sale. The auction
date was set for Jan. 17 at
5p.m.

“Do we need to bring
up the daycare before you
can talk about it?” said
Adkins. Stevenson asked
what the council had
planned for the daycare.

“The city owns the
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building, the city is going
to sell the building. The
day for the sale, it’s an
open auction, it’s a public
auction, whoever is there
can bid on it and own it,”

said Blankenship.
Adkins said that she
and  Stevenson  had

offered in the past to
increase their rent and
pay for the insurance on
the building.

“Well, I'm the mayor,
so I'll take the heat for it.
But the council has dis-
cussed it, and that’s what
has been decided is to sell
it. Like I said, we’re not
trying to close down the
daycare, but we own the
building, we’re going to
sell the building. You all
are more than welcome to
be there that day to buy
the building,” said Blan-
kenship.

Adkins stood up.

“OK, if you sell this
building, you appraise
it at $65,000, can we
get proof from you and
the city council exactly
how much youre out
for this daycare build-
ing? Because it’s not
very much money that
this city and this council
is out. You did — and I
appreciate it — put in a
new system, heating and
air, but we've already

had work on it three or
four times. Who paid for
that cost? We did. So I
don’t know if you put in
a new unit, or some kind
of new unit, or what, but
if you put in a new unit,
there should not be no
work done to it within
four weeks, months, from
that,” said Adkins.

“You know, it’s sad. For
the community. It’s sad.
What’s the reason for sell-
ing it?” said Adkins.

Blankenship said the
reason is purely financial.
Adkins said she wanted
documentation on how
much the city has paid for
the daycare. Blankenship
said that Adkins and Ste-
venson were more than
welcome to come in, and
providing they made the
correct request, get the
information.

“Is anybody concerned
about the daycare kids?
That the community is
losing a daycare?” said
Stevenson.

“Well were all con-
cerned, but I think there’s
been miscommunication
for a long time, because I
know, a number of years
back, the rent was going
to be raised, but we never
did get that passed,” said
Joni Pugh, a member of
the city council.
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“I've been down here

before. Not with this
mayor, but occasional
mayors, we offered to

pay $300 to $400 more
a month on the rent, we
offered to pay the insur-
ance on the building. We
offered all of that,” said
Adkins. She said that
even though they offered,
nothing had ever been
changed in the contract.

Adkins said she and
Stevenson pay a $100,000
policy in case anyone gets
hurt, said Adkins.

“We pay workman’s
comp, that’s another big
bunch of money, people
don’t understand how
much money goes into
that daycare. It’s not like
- somebody posted on
Facebook - $20 a head,
no, these are our kids.
Our school kids, we
charge $50 a week. Is that
a lot of money? Do you
think? Are we overcharg-
ing our kids? We help this
community, and if our
parents can’t afford it, we
knock those fees down to
help them,” Adkins said.

“We'd just like to see
it stay a daycare, regard-
less. This building needs
to be here for the com-
munity of our young kids.
You know, we’ve had par-
ents that couldn’t gradu-
ate high school if it wasn’t
for us. Because they had
help from the assistance
program, to help them
get through high school,
while they had their kids
safe at daycare,” said
Adkins.

According to Adkins,
as of now, 30 kids will be
affected by the daycare
shutting down. There
were more, said Steven-

son, but they had already
left due to the news of its
potential sale. Pugh reit-
erated and said that the
city was simply losing too
much money.

Angie Patton, coun-
cilwoman, said the city
was breaking even on the
building’s insurance and
rent collected per year.

The $65,000 that
the building has been
appraised for will go back
into the general fund for
the city, said Patton.

“I hope you all choke on
that $65,000 that the city
is going to make, and I'd
like to see some proof of
what that money’s going
to go for,” said Adkins,
before leaving.

“We have had discus-
sions and discussions,
you don’t know what
we've all went through.
Discussions of what can
we get rid of, what can
we do to save our city as
it is? Not one person here
is taking this lightly. We
hate it as much as you
do, but we were elected
to take care of the city.
We’re not against nobody,
the kids need some place
to go, but they didnt
elect us to make sure the
kids go, they elected us to
make sure that this city
survives,” said Council-
man Glen Bannister.

Stevenson said she
would be interested to
see what was on the doc-
umentation for city costs
concerning the daycare,
before also taking her
leave.

The meeting was qui-
etly adjourned after the
council approved Brenda
Lykins to fill an open
housing board seat.



