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Overcoming stereotypes

Matt Eichhorn, center, co-founded the Epilepsy Council of West Michigan
to fight stereotypes about the disorder. Volunteers helping at an EGR High
School football game are, from left, Lynnea DeHaan, Gary Ritzke, Jaiden
DeHaan (sitting), Mary Ritzke and Linda DeHaan.

MATT EICHHORN UNDERSTANDS why some people make fun
of epilepsy. Before he was diagnosed with the neurological disor-
der in college, he did the same thing.

Now the Grand Rapids native has devoted his life to combat-
ing negative stereotypes and reaching out to others who suffer
from seizures.

“There's a huge stigma associated with epilepsy,” said Eich-
horn, who co-founded the Epilepsy Council of West Michigan in
2003. “But in recent years, we've seen a lot of positive changes.”

The disorder affects more than 2.5 million Americans and
can develop at any age.

The Epilepsy Council has monthly meetings at Saint Mary's
Health Care that offer opportunities for stigma-free interaction,
networking and educational sessions.

Eichhorn also is setting up a Home Safety Program to help
people with uncontrolled epilepsy make their homes safer. And
the council raises money for college scholarships with such
events as an annual Monopoly Tournament.

“Epilepsy can define you when you're young,” said Eichhorn,
who works as a financial planner. This fall he has been a fixture
at East Grand Rapids High School home football games, handing
out literature and talking to students.

“| graduated from Forest Hills Central,” he said. “But East
Grand Rapids was kind enough to let us attend their games. So |
bought an EGR sweatshirt and here | am.”

For more information, www.epilepsycouncil.org.

— REBECCA BEARD
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