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A NEW FRIEND: Volunteer Meghan Knight (right) puts on a puppet show 
for 2-year-old Yin Chuan at the hospital as he is recuperating from surgery.

By UCI Angel Heart Initiative

Angel Heart International 
(AHI) has expanded to 
University of California, Irvine, 
where a campus organization 
named Angel Heart Initiative 
has begun to take shape. The 
club was initiated by a group 
of students who participated in 
an AHI Lanzhou, Gansu trip in 
March 2013 during their spring 
break.  

The  week-long group trip, 
funded by Edwards Lifesciences, 
was part of a Biomedical 
Engineering senior design class 
aimed at introducing students 
to leadership opportunities and 
real-world application of medical 
devices. 

The club at University 
of California, Irvine aims 
to bring awareness about 
congenital heart disease 
through the volunteers who 
traveled to meet and interact 
with the patients and their 
families in China.  The group 
also strives to provide much 
needed support and strength 
for young patients and to 
inspire more care and support 
throughout the patients’ lives. 
As an organization on campus, 
the group will seek to expand 
students’ perspectives and to 
motivate individuals to support 
the cause by providing a unique 
and valuable experience.

The club will function 
to raise additional funds 
and sponsorships for Angel 
Heart surgeries in addition 
to recruiting additional 
members to participate in 
the overseas experience.  In 
addition, the club will enrich 
the experience of members by 
providing leadership training 
and exposure to techniques 
and equipment commonly 
used in the biomedical field.  
Furthermore, the club seeks 
to increase global awareness 
through guest speakers, Angel 
Heart trips, and personal 
interactions with Angel Heart 
members who have participated 
in the overseas expedition.   

The Angel Heart 
International club at UCI was 
brought about as a result of a group 
of five Biomedical Engineering 
students who were funded by 
Edwards Lifesciences. They 
travelled to Lanzhou on behalf 
of AHI to witness cardiovascular 
surgery and spend time with the 
patients and their families. After 
returning from the trip, these 
students felt compelled to share 
this opportunity with others by 
creating a club on campus that 
will help to continue/expand the 
legacy of AHI. We hope to recruit 
passionate and driven graduate 
and undergraduate students 
who are looking for outreach 
opportunities in community 
service and public health. We 
plan to find these individuals 
who are willing to devote their 
time and effort through spreading 
awareness through newsletters 
and various forms of public 
advertisement.   

The ideals and doctrines 
of AHI are based on the 
foundations of spreading love 
and compassion to those in 
need. We hope to encompass 
these same beliefs into the Angel 
Heart Initiative at UCI, allowing 
our student members to grow 
in personal and career-oriented 
goals. Our members should 
demonstrate genuine passion and 
desire to be a part of something 
bigger than themselves-- to be a 
part of a team of people with the 
same passion aimed at helping 
humanity and saving lives! This 
common drive will serve as the 
uniting factor for our members, 
as well as provide for a strong, 
teamwork-based organization.

Student Group Leaders
Graduate President & Member 
Development (Leadership 
Trainer): Michael Klopfer
Undergraduate President: 
Meghan Knight
Secretary: Hanna Chang
Treasurer: Ji In (Jean) Hwang
Internal VP: Michael Kim
External VP: Daniel Youssef
Liaison: Steven Wang
Faculty Advisor: Dr. William 
Tang

AHI Builds College Presence in Partnership with University of California, Irvine

THE TEAM: (from left) Meghan Knight, Steven Wang, Michael Kim, Jean 
Hwang, Dr. William Tang, Hanna Chang, Daniel Youssef, Michael Klopfer.

FAMILY VISIT: 7-month-old boy Wang Yuli needs heart surgery and was 
visited at his home by Angel Heart volunteers, including Michael Klopfer.
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UC Irvine Gansu Trip: March 25 - March 28, 2013

Day 1: March 25

The children seemed so lively and unaware of their upcoming surgery. If I hadn’t 
known any better, I would have guessed that these were happy, healthy children.   
              --Meghan Knight

“ ”

The true gravity of any situation comes when you 
truly see it with your own eyes. This is how I felt in the 
cardiac surgery ward of the hospital in Lanzhou. Three 
young children wait patiently not knowing their own 
condition in the arms of their families. Of the three, 
two (2-year-old boys Luo Zhaohui and Yin Chuan) are 
slated for surgery, the third still waits with an unknown 
fate. Due to conditional complications, the third child 
awaiting surgery was denied treatment based on surgical 
risk. Seeing this first hand is a powerful event, for two 
of the three, closure has finally arrived to the families. 
For the third, an unavailable transplant virtually closes 
all immediate treatment options. The finality of this 
conclusion struck me in a very profound way and left 
me saddened and heartbroken for this little girl and her 
family. --Michael Klopfer

The next day, Luo Zhaohui’s father was 
emotionally distraught during the operation and 
resisted any of our attempts to comfort or reassure him 
about the likely success of the procedure. Desperate 
to give him confidence in the surgery, we told him 
about the successful procedure we observed earlier 
that morning, and how the surgeon was very skilled. 
This approach didn’t seem to help him very much, so 
we turned to another strategy. Instead of focusing on 
the procedure, we began to ask him questions about 
his personal life, family, and their history together. 
Slowly, as his mind wandered from the operating 
room, his mood improved and he felt more and more 
comfortable with us. The surgery was a success, and 
after seeing his son emerge from the ICU, he began to 
see us in a different way. No longer were we strange 
foreigners from a different world: we were family. 
Thankfully, Zhaohui’s recovery was swift, and he was 
even able to stand, walk, and eat solid foods only two 
days after leaving the ICU. On our last day, the father 
welcomed us graciously, and requested that we sign 
our names on a new shirt for his son so that they 
would always remember us. --Jean Hwang

The moment I walked into the operating room, I 
immediately recognized the patient under anesthesia was 
none other than Luo Zhaohui, one of the AHI children I 
visited the day before. To see Luo Zhaohui being prepared 
to go under the knife made me feel very uneasy. As the 
surgery went underway I couldn’t bear to watch at first, 
but as the procedure continued, I was fascinated to see 
how smoothly and confidently the doctors were operating 
on him. Dr. Xingguang Liu, who was in charge of the 
procedure, proved he was very skilled in his profession. 
After half an hour into surgery, I felt assured that Luo 
Zhaohui was in good hands. --Michael Kim

Day 2: March 26 SUPPORT SYSTEM: AHI volunteers met Luo Zhaohui’s family at the hospital.

MOMENTO: 2-year-old boy Luo Zhaohui’s parents asked the Angel Heart volunteers 
at the Gansu hospital to sign their son’s shirt as a keepsake of this life-altering event.

SCRUBS ON: Volunteers have the rare opportunity to observe heart surgeries.

[Yin Chuan’s mom] told us about how she married 
young because she could only afford to finish middle 
school. When she had a son and later realized that he 
had a heart defect, her husband went off to work for a 
year to make enough money to pay for the procedure. 
When he returned after 6 months, he came back with 
another woman and decided to leave his wife and son. 
To this day, even his own immediate family doesn’t know 
where he is or what he’s doing. The father’s older brother 
was actually the one who accompanied the mother to the 
surgery today. --Hanna Chang      
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It was explained by Steven Wang that the families (and children alike) believe that a number of their shortcomings in 
life are explained by their heart conditions, although in their current state, these conditions have no medical effect on the 
quality of life in these patients. This experience taught me the power of medical education. One of the mothers believed 
that her son’s surgical condition was caused by the flu she had during her pregnancy. Dissemination of knowledge into 
impoverished areas can have a profound effect on empowerment to improve personal health and better manage medical 
conditions. --Michael Klopfer

Today we made our visit out to the less developed, more 
rural areas of Lanzhou. The first stop was at the Angel 
Heart International office in Dingxi where Dr. Liu was going 
to screen different children to see who are eligible for the 
surgery. My immediate impression of the area was that it 
was definitely very different from the city and especially from 
Shanghai. The roads were bumpy and unpaved, and the 
houses were more like shacks. When we got to the office, we 
saw that there were quite a few families waiting to get their 
children checked up. With the help of our translators, we 
learned that many of the children were very young, around 
9 months to 2 years old. Because the children were so young 
and unaware of what was happening, diagnosing some of the 
children was a bit difficult. One child was so nervous that he 
cried every time Dr. Liu wanted to check his heartbeat and 
was unable to be diagnosed. --Hanna Chang

After the screening session, we drove out to the rural communities to visit past surgery patients. The first patient was 
a 5-year-old girl named Xue Yijing. She was so happy! Running, laughing, playing, everything a child should be doing. The 
beauty of life was shining through her smile, blasting through her laughter. If it wasn’t for Angel Heart, this young beautiful 
child would not be here, would not be enjoying the simple pleasures of life. The entire family lived in one room smaller than 
our hotel room, yet they welcomed us with open arms, wide smiles, and plenty of food. These people struggle with putting 
food on their table, yet they managed to fill their table with an unnecessary amount of eggs, potatoes, and bottled iced tea 
(which I can only assume they purchased just for us as their guests). Smiles were contagious, and they were so geniunely 
happy to have us in their home and eating with them, despite how little they had to give. I never expected people living in 
such poverty could teach me a true lesson in generosity. 

The next home we visited belonged to the family of two children patients -- one 9 year old girl named Wu Bo who had 
had heart surgery done over a year prior, and one 7-month-old boy named Wang Yuli, who is still awaiting surgery. Wu 
Bo was doing great, and showed us how bright she is when she was able to name several countries both in Chinese and 
English. Dr. Liu examined Wang Yuli and informed the family that his condition was not severe. He suggested that the 
family wait until the boy grows, when it will be easier to operate on him, or even better, when he may not need the operation 
at all anymore. For a surgeon, it is financially beneficial to perform the operation regardless of how severe the condition 
is. Dr. Liu’s integrity did not allow him to take advantage of this situation, and he proved that he has the children’s best 
interest in mind by suggesting to not perform the surgery immediately. The family did not understand this perspective very 
easily, and it took some convincing for them to realize the high risk associated with the surgery. I cannot express the respect 
I have for Dr. Liu, truly an inspiration with life-saving hands. --Daniel Youssef

Day 3: March 27

On our way back from the village I began to realize how drastically different my world was from the people’s we had 
just visited. They seem to be so humbled and so happy living with very little while I sometimes complain about some of the 
most menial items. This trip has undoubtedly brought me a newfound understanding of what’s important in life.  Without 
this trip I may never have reached the level of compassion that I now feel for others in less fortunate situations. I hope to 
take from this experience a humbled state of mind and a greater understanding of the struggles that millions of people face 
on a daily basis. I have realized that helping others is such a rewarding experience that cannot be surpassed by any other 
experience. There are no words to describe the warmth felt by such touching experiences. These families and children will 
always be in my thoughts and memories and I can only hope that I was able to have as great of an impact on their lives as 
they had on mine. --Meghan Knight

SAY CHEESE: 5-year-old girl Xue Yijing was all smiles when volunteers visited her home.

DIAGNOSIS: Dr. Xingguang Liu decided whether each child needed surgery.  

SURGEON: Dr. Xingguang Liu with volunteer Daniel Youssef.
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Today was our last visit to the hospital to drop off 
some gifts and say our final goodbyes. The visit was 
quick because we didn’t want to disturb the children 
and keep them from sleeping and recuperating, but we 
had the opportunity to take a lot of pictures and put on 
puppet shows for the kids. Both children were fortunately 
looking even stronger and healthier than the day before, 
and the parents were undoubtedly even happier. Yin 
Chuan’s mother seemed especially relieved and her 
genuine happiness was contagious; in fact, watching 
both parents attending to and comforting their children 
was such a heartwarming sight that I couldn’t help but 
smile. When we headed out to leave, Angie translated the 
messages that we had written on the children’s clothes 
the day before and the parents were really grateful. We 
left with an awesome feeling of having left a positive mark 
on someone’s life and I consider myself immeasurably 
lucky to have had this experience.--Hanna Chang

My whole experience in China was powerful in many 
aspects.  The poverty of Dixing and the surrounding 
communities juxtaposed with the rugged modernization 
of Lanzhou and the opulence of Shanghai shows how 
much China has progressed in its development and 
modernization, but as with the United States, during 
its own modernization in the early 1900’s, the rural 
poor commonly slip through the cracks.  Angel Heart 
International has sought to help these families who 
have no direction to turn to.  The family dynamics that 
result from the cost of the surgery results in a unique 
situation where families are destroyed by a condition that 
is commonly treated in the United States.  I am deeply 
grateful to Angel Heart for allowing us the opportunity 
to see their work first hand.  I hope one day to return 
to Lanzhou and help Angel Heart in their mission of 
assisting the people with nowhere to turn to in this region. 
--Michael Klopfer

As we were leaving the hospital I told the family how thankful we were to them for allowing us to go through this 
experience with them and that we will always remember them.  They immediately responded saying they would never forget 
us.  I felt such a sense of purpose and joy in knowing that we had both affected each other in ways we may not ever be able 
to tell each other.  I will always remember them and hope to be able to participate in the follow-up surgery to visit the family 
next year. --Meghan Knight

I think this is the true magic of Angel Heart International and other such medium sized non-profit organizations. Not 
only is Angel Heart able to help with the financial aspect of the procedures for these family truly in need, they are able to 
provide the much needed emotional support through what must certainly be the most difficult and scary time in their lives 
– both for the patients and their families. After living through this experience with these families, I realized that not only 
did I have a significant impact on their lives, they had a sizeable influence in mine as well. I don’t see them as people I have 
helped, but as family who I care about, and would like to visit again someday. --Jean Hwang

Day 3: March 27 (continued)
The most memorable part about this visit for me 

personally though was my connection with the Angel 
Heart patient Wu Bo. Immediately after I came in the 
house, I tried my best to interact with the Wu Bo. It was 
honestly a little awkward at first due to language barrier 
and age gap, but as soon as I said hello in Chinese, she 
gave me a warm smile filled with excitement and said to 
me in English, “brother.” I did not see that one coming, 
and I was so touched by such a trivial moment. 

Wu Bo and I spent the whole hour and a half of our 
visiting time together. She had a children’s encyclopedia 
with her and we went through the book slowly. The book 
was in Chinese but had a lot of English translations so 
Wu Bo and I went through the book and essentially we 
were teaching Chinese and English to one another. Time 
really flew for me this visit and before I knew it, it was time 
to go. A little before the departure time however, Angie, 
an Angel Heart volunteer, asked Wu Bo what she wanted me to call or say to her since my Chinese was very limited (almost 
non-existent) and she told her she wanted me to call her “Mei-Li,” meaning you are pretty. So from the little time I had left, 
I repeated to Wu Bo the phrase Mei-Li and every time I would say it, I saw her face brighten and giggle, and that alone was 
all the motivation and energy I needed to remind me what this trip entirely meant to me. I know for a fact now, that if I ever 
came back to China, I would definitely want to come back to Lanzhou so I can see Wu Bo again and that smile.   
                        --Michael Kim

Day 4: March 28

“MEI-LI”: Volunteer Michael Kim bonded with 9-year-old Wu Bo at her home.

HEALTH & HEALING: Yin Chuan recovered quickly after his heart surgery.


