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Getting Beyond the Labels: Project Eye-to-Eye
By Mark Katz, PhD

For some children who struggle with learning disabilities or AD/HD, it’s not their
learning or attention problems that represent their greatest source of emotional distress. It’s the label. The
unfortunate reality is that labels, intended to legitimize learning challenges, also sometimes stigmatize
those with learning challenges. And with stigma comes the risk of something even more troubling—
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self-stigma—or the false belief that all those myths and misperceptions about learning disabilities and
and well-informed
AD/HD are true. Fortunately, there’s an innovative mentoring program that can help. Known as Project
consumers are
Eye-To-Eye, the program pairs trained college or high school mentors with LD and/or AD/HD with
finding creative
younger school-age children struggling with these same challenges.
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Mentors know firsthand the feelings of shame and
embarrassment many children with LD and AD/HD
experience. More importantly, though, they know how
to rise above it. Through weekly ongoing contacts they
provide the younger children with a new way to view
their challenges. Rather than feeling shame and embarrassment about their learning differences, children learn
to celebrate them.
Headquartered in New York City, Project Eye-ToEye has 26 chapters throughout the United States. All
chapters adhere to five core principles.
Mentoring and Hope
By connecting a child struggling with LD or AD/HD
with a successful high-school or college-age mentor
with LD or AD/HD, a child can see firsthand that success is possible, and that there’s every reason to be
hopeful about the future.
Asset-Based Academic Empowerment
Mentors empower students academically by teaching them self-advocacy skills, metacognitive skills
and proactive learning strategies. Self-advocacy skills
help children develop the confidence they’ll need to
advocate for their own learning needs, now and in
the future. Metacognitive skills help them become

more aware of how they learn, including how they
learn best. And proactive learning strategies, including learning about accommodations that match up
best with their unique learning needs, help children
to be more successful in their schoolwork.
Beyond Normal Art Club
Project Eye-To-Eye is not a tutoring model or a remediation model, but rather a model designed to empower.
Art plays a major role in the empowerment process,
in part by allowing children to access spatial, tactile/
kinesthetic or other sources of intellectual strength
and talent. Each local chapter is required to form a Beyond Normal Art Club, where, through the process of
project-based learning, children have an opportunity to
learn about their unique strengths and to reframe their
challenges in a new and more hopeful manner.
Parent Networking and Empowerment
With the goal of creating a cohesive network of
empowered parents of labeled students, each local
chapter develops a parental empowerment plan that
outlines outreach strategies to community stakeholders. With the help of the Internet, efforts are
underway to closely connect parents involved in
local chapters with one another.
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FOR MORE INFO
Be sure to visit the new School
and AD/HD section of chadd.org.

Professional Development
Mentors are required to participate in a training program on
LD and AD/HD, art pedagogy, community networking and community outreach, as well as other topics relevant to starting and sustaining a local chapter.
Related to the last component, all new chapter coordinators are required to attend the annual Organizing Institute, a three-day training
conference where they learn, among other things, how to implement
the Eye-To-Eye model, how to recruit mentors, and how to establish
important connections with stakeholders in their community.
The national program coordinator for Project Eye-to-Eye,
Marcus Soutra, maintains weekly phone contact with each chapter and
visits each chapter twice yearly, once in the fall and once in the spring.
According to Soutra, it costs roughly $14,000 a year to start and sustain
a local chapter. Some chapters have been able to raise funds from local
colleges or high schools, some through donations from the community.
Individuals interested in starting a chapter must first have the
support of a faculty member who agrees to serve as sponsor and
to help recruit potential mentors. They must then affiliate with

a nearby elementary or middle school with an expressed interest
in having its students with LD or AD/HD be mentored by college
(or high school) students with LD or AD/HD. All must also agree to
follow the Project Eye-To-Eye model.
In a recently completed national study on the impact of stigma
on children experiencing mental health challenges, almost half of the
respondents believed that children diagnosed with a mental health
condition and receiving services for this condition would experience immediate and lasting social ramifications, including rejection
in school and later in life.* Fortunately, Project Eye-To-Eye is helping
to change people’s minds about LD and AD/HD along with the lives
of children with LD or AD/HD.
“Children with LD or AD/HD are not the only ones to benefit
from the program,” Soutra reminds us. “Mentors really benefit too.”
Readers are encouraged to visit the Project Eye-to-Eye website,
A
projecteyetoeye.org, to learn more. ●
Pescosolido, B.A. (2007). Culture, children, and mental health treatment:
Special section on the national stigma study—children. Psychiatric
Services, 58(5), 611-612.
*

Project Eye-To-Eye

Through weekly ongoing contacts
mentors provide the younger children
with a new way to view their challenges.
Rather than feeling shame
and embarrassment about their
learning differences, children learn
to celebrate them.
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