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Interviewer- Ayaan Seshadri:

Ayaan: Introduction: Good morning, everyone. | am Ayaan Sashadri, the founder of My
Eyes, My Life, an organization set up to use the power of each high schooler going back to
their respective preschool or elementary school to spread the awareness among teachers
of the role that they play as the first line of defense in spotting young kids suffering from
myopia, but unable to clearly say so because they're so young.

Today, we will speak with my friend and invested guest, Zakayiah Stancil, on pediatric near-
sightedness, or myopia, where it becomes harder and harder to see afar, and hence these
sufferers can only see up close, hence the term nearsightedness.

Myopia is growing at an alarming rate among small children, and high myopia, which refers
to prescriptions less than negative five diopters, is a risk factor for blindness. Zakayiah, for
our listeners, suffers myopia as | do, but at a somewhat higher level.

Her story is one about victory over myopia and of parents and adults who diagnosed her
with alacrity when she was only a toddler. So let's get started. Just one last thing from my
side. | know many of our listeners may have liked us to be on video, but to protect both
Zakayiah 's privacy and my own, we opted to stay on audio only.

Ayaan: Welcome, Zakaya. Thank you. First, I'll kick off with a basic question about your
childhood and what it was like. What city did you grow up in? Talk to me a little bit about
some of your favorite things to do as a child, hobbies. Just give us a little insight on your
childhood experience.

Zakayiah: So | would say that | moved around a lot when | was little. | was born in
Manhattan, and then I lived in the Bronx for some time. Then | lived in New Jersey and back
and forth between Brooklyn and New Jersey for some time before | finally permanently
moved to Brooklyn, moved once from Crown Heights to Bedside.

And this is where | am now. When | was younger, | liked to draw and really just any kind of
arts and crafts stuff that | saw that | thought was cool. Like when | was younger, | used to
make little roses and stuff like that out of ribbons because it was something that | saw
online and thought it was pretty cool.

So | started to do it for myself when | got older.

Ayaan: Nice. Nice and creative of you. So, given that we're talking under the aegis of a
childhood myopia focused organization, Zakayiah, let me ask you today, sitting here at age



17, do you remember as a kid when you have the first recollection of not being able to see
things at a distance clearly? And what were some examples of things you were unable to do
when you first noticed your own near-sightedness?

Zakayiah: | would say | was really young. And of course, my parents' guardians noticed
before | did because they thought there were a lot of things that | did that were particularly
not normal. So like when | was eating things, | would put them close up to my eye to look at
them. And then sometimes my aunt would have to bring me closerto the TV just so | could
see them and things like that.

So they took me to the doctor, of course. And then at two, | was given a prescription and |
got glasses. Yeah.

Ayaan: And what prescription did you start with initially? And what was your prescription
then and what is it today?

Zakayiah: So then | would probably say it was definitely probably over negative five. And
now I think in my right eyes, negative nine. And then in the left, it's negative 9.5.

Ayaan: For our audiences, when Zakayiah refers to these numbers, such as negative 5,
negative 9, negative 9.5, these numbers refer to diopters, which measure the amount of
vision acuity that one has.

So obviously, | know that you only got your prescription or your initial myopia diagnosis at
the age of two and prescriptions change quickly. But for you, do you remember like so many
first see it at school?

Do you remember the classroom board getting blurry? Were your teachers at all involved in
your sort of myopia process? As you know, the role of elementary school teachers in
childhood myopia detection is the mission of our website and organization.

Zakayiah: Well, | would say that they didn't go like above, beyond, and just permanently
seat me in the front. They would often ask me if | needed to be moved like closer to the
front of the room.

But usually | would say no because | always have new glasses. | go to the doctor every five
to 12 months. And every time | get a pair of glasses, | get a second pair of glasses. So I've
always been up to date.

So there's never really a reason for me to kind of sit closer.

Ayaan: Yep, definitely. And so how else could you say that myopia affected your childhood
years? Was there anything else that you were unable to participate in, like sports or
anything for that matter? How would you say your friends perceived you due to your glasses



throughout your life? Were you the subject of any cruel jokes? Just is there any more insight
you can give me on your childhood experience among peer groups having to do with and
relating to your myopia?

Zakayiah: So as for activities, | would say that things like getting on a roller coaster or, you
know, like doing sports, because | used to do karate and for anybody who does karate, it's
kind of like a lot of sweating.

So like when sweat builds up on the sides of my head, my glasses will go flying off
somewhere. And it's like, oh, | can see to find them, but it's like this is getting annoying. So,
and | don't want to wear a strap, you know, like a strap my glasses.

So yeah. When it comes to school, | would say no, not really. | think that glasses have
already been a part of who | am since a young age. So | was never really that infatuated with
having them off because | know some people at my school, they don't, they can't, see
obviously, but they don't wear their glasses because they think it looks big on their face.

So yeah. When it comes to school, | would say no, not really. | think that glasses have
already been a part of who | am since a young age. So | was never really that infatuated with
having them off because | know some people at my school, they can't see obviously, but
they don't wear their glasses because they think it looks big on their face. But for me, it's
just like I've always been around people who need to wear glasses or wear them part-time
or something like that. And just on top of that, | feel like more they are part of who | am, | get
like all different kinds of glasses, like different colors, different brands, like Fendi, Gucci,
stuff like that.

Soit's always just been a part of who | am. And my mom makes sure that | feel included,
like even though I'm the one who has to wear glasses, she always gives me a nice pair of
glasses. And sometimes they can even be sunglasses type glasses where they will darken
the tent when I'm in the sun.

Ayaan: | know that you're a STEM student and that you're very biology minded. So let me
ask you, why do you think your prescription actually went up so rapidly? Do you think that
there were genetic factors such as members of your family who are fast progressors as
well?

Was there a delay in diagnosis that caused matters to worsen potentially? So what do you
think, Zakayiah, as a biology-minded person, were some of the factors that led up to your
myopia advancing so rapidly?



Zakayiah: | would definitely say it has something to do with genetics because my mom's
side, her sister is legally blind. She also wear glasses when she was living. All of my aunts
and uncles wear glasses at some point.

My grandparents wear glasses. My siblings wear glasses. Some of them, well, one of them
wears it more than the other one. But like just in general, we're kind of like a glasses family
on both sides.

Ayaan: So a huge amount of genetic factors, I'm sure, it play’s into your diagnosis then. So
did you ever consider wearing conduct lenses before? Or has that ever been a part of your
experience with myopia?

Zakayiah: So actually, before I turned 13, it wasn't really like, that's not really something |
knew about.

But when | turned 13, | had a cousin who actually started wearing them or wanting to wear
them. And my mom was like, hey, do you want to try that? And | was like, okay. And, you
know, so we went back to the doctor because you have to get a certain person.

When you get your glass prescription, you have to ask them for a contact lens prescription
too. And then they give you a list of places, especially if you're a specialist because | do due
to my high prescription.

She gave me a list of specialist places to go to for contacts. We went there. They asked me
to practice like touching my eye and things like that. So when | got the contacts, it wouldn't
be as hard.

And | did do that and | did try them. And while the contacts weren't perfect, | feel like it was
just a step. So now at like age 17, I'm going to be trying them again soon. | just have to go
back to the doctor so | can get them.

Ayaan: Definitely. So here you are today, obviously a high school senior applying to
colleges, and your story is really one of extreme perseverance and extreme resilience. So
how did you even persevere and rise above the diagnosis over the course of your life?

Zakayiah: | feel like | wouldn't identify with the word rise up, but rather grew with. Because

even though at some points, like | was in doubt about wearing glasses, because, you know,
sometimes | thought they made that face look big, but you know, | thought that, but it's like,
what am | going to do?

Because | can't just not wear glasses and contacts. They take a lot of, you know, like a lot of
just mismatch. Like, oh, if this doesn't work, got to try this, got to try this. And then on top of
that, for people without insurance, it can get really expensive.



So it's like, | have to do what | have to do. And, you know, just grow with it, kind of like, just
grow with it. Like soon enough, you're going to be like, oh, that's just my face. Like, and
then, you know, when it's time for me to get contacts, you know, I'll still be wearing glasses,
but at least I'll feel more confident wearing glasses in contacts at the same time.

Zakayiah: Yeah. And so do you feel like you've sort of come to terms with and embraced
your own identity as someone who wears glasses? And has that sort of become an integral
part of you ? Sometimes | have my bad days where it's like, oh, | wish | had contacts, things
like that, because it would really bring out my face more.

But then again, it's like, what can you do? And my mom already puts a lot of effort into
getting me nice glasses so that | can kind of stand out, different brands, different things
done to the glasses. | might as well live with it and work with them.

Ayaan: Yeah, that's really nice that you and your mom turn this whole negative situation
into a nice fashion statement that gives you confidence. It's great.

NOW you had told me previously that you're planning on getting corrective surgery. So talk
to us a little bit about that. | know that some other young adults consider getting LASIK. So
talk to us a little bit about your surgery and how it combats or affects your myopia.

Zakayiah: So | would say go through my thorough research, | would say that it's less of like
corrective and it's more of like putting a stop sign in front of a road to like to prevent it from
getting worse without making it so | don't have to wear glasses because | can't imagine see
myself not being able to wear the glasses that | always wear because | won't have to wear
them anymore.

And it's like sometimes LASIK isn't for everybody. It's not for me, but whoever wants to do it,
you know, do your research, but it's not for me. And | just couldn't see myself without
wearing my glasses at least part-time is a part of who | am.

Ayaan: So absolutely. So the surgery that you're planning on getting would keep your
prescription what it is right now, -9 diopters and - 9.5 diopters. Yeah, it would keep it level.
Okay, it would keep it level.

Zakayiah: It would not be corrective. So it wouldn't change your diagnosis or change your
prescription at all. No, just to keep it there. So like, oh, it doesn't exceed to like negative 10
or negative 11.

And it did take me some time to find a specialist that did handle my prescription. Even like
doing glasses, you have to find like somebody who, you know, wants to do those high kind
of prescriptions and they can cost a lot of money.



So like for me, because my insurance isn't that great, they could cost up to a thousand
dollars. So it's like, wow. Yeah. And then contacts, oof, the appointments, even those can
cost money too. So it makes sense.

Ayaan: It's a very tricky situation, of course. So finally, Zakayiah, you know that our mission
is for students to return to their preschools and to their kindergarten and run teacher
awareness campaigns because so much of pediatric myopia comes to fore in the school
environment. What is your message to your own elementary school teachers and to all the
teachers out there? What sighs and symptoms do they need to be watchful for in their
students?

Zakayiah: | think (my message is) to just keep an eye out there.

There's not going to be one specific symptom that you're going like, oh, do you have this?
Okay, well, you need to see a doctor. It's a lot of things. Sometimes it even has to do with
like the progression in school for like reading, writing and things like that, or, you know, not
being able to write as confidently, speak as confidently because they're not able to learn
because their vision, hearing.

or something could be impaired, but nobody could know because sometimes when they're
young, when people are younger, like me, for example, when | could still remember that
kind of thing, | wouldn't be like, oh, | can't see. Let me tell my mom.

Because those are not things that kids don't know is not normal. So it's honestly just keep
an eye out for anything weird, like looking into bright lights for long periods of time, looking
like/staring hard at a water, squinting a lot, moving around, not being able to progress, like |
said earlier, and like bumping into things.

It's just all things that you could like keep watch out for. It's not going to be a specific thing.
And these could be other things, but it's just like a doctor's appointment never hurts. Even
you would rather them tell you nothing's wrong for them to tell you that something's wrong.

Ayaan: Yeah, it's very insightful. So would you be willing to go back to either your preschool
or elementary school or both and use the resources of this organization to give the
teachers maybe a 10-minute myopia awareness talk and empower them to spot little kids
who may be struggling but cannot express themselves coherently and clearly.

Zakayiah: Yes, of course, because it's important that our future generations grow up.



