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Henson School 6th grader Lavonte Phillips, 11, goes through an eye exam and vision test-
ing before selecting a new pair of eyeglasses Thursday as part of the Give the Gift of Sight
Foundation program. Phillips is the 5 millionth patient to be treated by the foundation.

Foundation'
treats pupils
to gift of sight

.Chicago boy is 5 millionth patieﬁt helped by

group offering free vision testing, glasses "

By-T&ny C.'Yang

Tribune staff reporter

" Lavonte  Phillips, 1,
couldn’t see what his teach-
ers were writing at the front
of the classroom.

. “It was hard to see the
board,” he said. “It -wasn't
clear.” S

The lanky 6‘h grader will
sée things differently now
that he has received a free
new pair of sleek oval eye-
glasses. . N

‘On Thursday, Phillips, a
student at Henson Elemen-
tary School, became the 5 mil-
lionth person worldwide to
be treated by the Give the Gift
of Sight Foundation, said ex-

_ecutive director Joe Dezenzo.

The foundation offers free
eye exams and eyeglasses to
needy people, Its motto is, “If
you can't see, you can't
learn.” : : '

For students who are near- -
sighted, farsighted or color-

blind, tixcelling in school can

" be difficult when homework

directions have to be deci-
phered and textbooks must
be closely read.

T'or the next couple of
weeks, as many as 5,000 Chi-
cago Public Schools students
are participating in a clinice
run by the foundation. This is
the second year for the clinic,
which is being held at Jeffer-
son Elementary.

Studenfs are eligible for
the free eye exams if they fail
two. mandatory  vision
screenings or if a teacher.re-

fers them, said Ken Papi--

neau, director of coordinated

‘school health for Chicago

schools. The benefit of work-
ing with outside organiza-
tions such as Give the Gift of
Sight is that they can provide
what the school district can-
not, he said.

The district and Chicago,

Communities in Schools
workec: together to choose
about 50 students each from
100 schools to participate in
the vision clinic, said Becca
Kopf,

Commumities in

Schools’ director of develop-
ment. . )
“We'll see 400 to 500 stu-
dents in a typical day” she
said. - ' ‘
The effort depends on a
small staff ‘and volunteers
from local eyewear retailers
and optometrists’ offices.
“Alot of people can’t afford
an eye exam #dnd glasses,”
said Dr. Ben Nelson, a Rock-
ford optometrist who worked
at the clinic. “This is an im-
portant need.” He’s been with
the foundation for two years
and has examined patients’
eyes from Mexico to China.

The elemeniary students |

were taken through a series
of eye exams, from a visual

‘acuity test to sitting in front

of a phoropter, an instrument
that helps determine the
proper prescription.

Atone station, a fonometer

. puffed air into Phillips’ pu-

pils to measure eye pressure, -

“It makes my eyes water,” he

said after the test, ‘
ILike Phillips, Vanessa Rey-

na also had trouble in school

because of poor vision.

-Her mother, Gabriela, said
she used to be an honors situ-
dent until her vision grew’
worse, Teachers warned her
that she inight fail 4th grade.

The 4ath grader at Washing-
ton Elementary School said
she’s back on track, thanks to

. glasses she recéived from the

fouhdation last- year “I'm

‘third in the class now,” de-

clared Reyna, who was get-
ting tested again Thursday.

Despite all the fanfare sur-
rounding his special status as
the 5 millionth patient, Phil-
lips remained concerned
about looking good. As he
tried on eyeglass frames, he
deliberated carefully.

- Rectangle? Nq.
" Wire frame? Nah.

Outofa tray of Nautica and
Kenneth  Cole = eyeglass
frames, Phillips selectcd a
dark bronze one. He gazed in-
to a mirvor. -

“I look great,"” he said.
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