Student travels to Washington, D.C., promotes eye-health awareness
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Lauren Hoover

Lauren Hoover, junior in marketing and management, was chosen to represent Kansas in the Eyes on Capitol Hill convention March 2-4 in Washington, D.C. Hoover met with several Kansas politicians, including Sen. Pat Roberts, and spoke about her vision condition. 

A little girl sits at a small desk in her grade school classroom, trying to understand what the teacher is saying. She leans over to ask her neighbor a question, but gets in trouble from the teacher for talking.

However, what the teacher scolding her does not know is that the girl was simply asking for help because she could not read what was written on the chalkboard.

This young girl is Lauren Hoover, who up until third grade did not know she was severely visually impaired because she had slipped through vision screenings, undetected by her school nurse. In third grade, her vision problems were finally discovered.

"I went three years in school suffering not being able to see," Hoover said. "I remember for the first time being able to see leaves on trees."

Now, Hoover, junior in marketing and management, has decided to use her own personal experience and promote eye health.

Just last year, Hoover discovered she had more eye-related problems, including a condition called retinal detachment. If her retina does, in fact, detach, the issue must be caught in 24 hours or she could go legally blind.

With this new issue on her plate, Hoover began doing online research to see if there was more information out there. While on the Internet, she found a group called Prevent Blindness America, a nonprofit eye health and safety organization. Hoover contacted the group and became an advocate.

Hoover said that 50,000 people lose their sight every year, but half of all blindness can be prevented. She said Prevent Blindness America focuses on early screening and detection, which can help solve many vision problems.

"A lot of people don't know that your eyes are the window to your health," she said, citing instances where eye tests can show cases of heart diseases and other health conditions.

With her involvement in Prevent Blindness America, Hoover learned about a convention called Eyes on Capitol Hill, which draws representatives from various states to promote eye-health initiatives and talk with politicians.

Hoover sent in an application, and along with her mother, was chosen to represent Kansas March 2-4 in Washington, D.C. While there, she was able to meet with several Kansas politicians including Republicans Sen. Sam Brownback, Sen. Pat Roberts and Rep. Lynn Jenkins. Hoover said Roberts and Jenkins were very receptive and that she felt like she got the message across.

"We really hope [the politicians] continue to take preventative methods in health care to save Americans' money, to save sight, to save lives, to save anything," Hoover said.

Hoover's mother, Linda Hoover, also went on the trip and said the experience was very educational. She said her daughter's selection for the trip was a great fit because of her incredible communication skills, experience with vision problems and political awareness.

"She was a perfect candidate," Linda said. "She's devoted. It's where her heart is."

Jennifer Pennock, director of government affairs for Prevent Blindness America, said although Hoover was selected through a paper application process, she turned out to be a "superstar."

"What strikes me about Lauren is she's just very genuine," Pennock said.

"She's genuine about telling her story and passionate about it."

Hoover said she really enjoyed being able to meet with Kansas politicians in hopes of promoting eye-health awareness. With her experience on Capitol Hill, Hoover said she wants to possibly pursue a political career, starting as a staffer for a politician or working as a lobbyist for eye-related issues.

"People think 'lobbyist' is a dirty word, but there are people out there who are truly good for society," Hoover said.

This summer, she plans to be certified as a vision screener so she can volunteer her time in schools doing eye tests.

"I think it’s really important to reach out to others because they might not realize they have a potential problem on their hands," Hoover said.
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