
Operation Smile
I would like to take this opportunity to thank AfPP for selecting 
me as a Hilda Winifred Mears Award Winner 2012! I first learned 
about the fund after attending an AfPP study day where applying 
for the award was greatly encouraged. 

The purpose of this award is to assist AfPP members to share 
their knowledge and skills with other volunteer organisations 
that directly influence patient care in countries where healthcare 
is not easily available. The Hilda Winifred Mears Award allowed 
me to join the Operation Smile project to volunteer in Asuncion, 
Paraguay last September!

Operation Smile is a worldwide children’s medical charity that 
provides free surgery for children with facial deformities such 
as cleft lips, cleft palates, facial tumours and burns. According 
to the Cleft Palate Foundation around the world, 200,000 
children are born each year with a facial deformity. Today, tens 
of thousands remain untreated mostly due to lack of resources 
in undeveloped countries. Facial deformities are often life 
threatening and emotionally traumatising; many children are 
unable to eat or speak; some are even kept out of school and 
society.  

On the mission I belonged to an enthusiastic international team 
of medical and non-medical volunteers who had one common 
goal; help in transforming children’s life by giving them a new 
smile. In the first two days, over 300 patients turned up for 
screening. 

During my mission I was a Paper Medical Records volunteer 
(PMR) responsible for organising and accurately completing 
patients charts, track any surgery schedule changes, 
completing statistics and evaluation sheets. My role aimed 
to ensure effective communication, safety to the patients and 
final evaluation of surgery days for monitoring and research 
purposes. Occasionally I would find myself entertaining children 
who had been waiting for their operation for many hours and 
helping out in the operating theatre. However at the time of the 
mission I was still a student ODP therefore my primary task was 
to comply with my own competencies and limitations, and to act 
within my scope of practice.

In four and a half operating days, 103 patients received a gift of 
a new smile. Everyone contributed to these astonishing results 
and made an enormous difference to the future lives of these 
beautiful children.

Together with some local volunteers we visited an orphanage 
house. It amazed me to see a teenager at the age of 13 who still 
cannot read or a boy who was overwhelmed with excitement 
about a new toothbrush as he never owned one. 

The environment and the resources that were available in the 
hospital were very basic. I remember well the night after our first 
operating day, when a strong thunderstorm has left the military 
hospital where we were based without any electricity. Thankfully 
our program coordinator went to the shop and bought loads of 
candles! 

The mission has greatly influenced my practice in the UK and 
taught me a great appreciation of the resources that we have. 
Moreover it has inspired my dissertation project for Cardiff 
University, which seeks to identify perioperative complications 
that occur in pre-school children and infants during cleft lip and 
palate repair. 

Without doubt it has been the most rewarding experience 
of my life. I gained values of commitment, leadership and 
volunteerism. On the mission I met kind, generous people 
with incredible spirit, empathy and passion. The remarkable 
memories that I attained will last a life time. Thank you AfPP!

I would also like to thank Mr Hall, a consultant plastic surgeon 
at Addenbrookes Hospital, who introduced me to the Operation 
Smile project for the first time and Sophie Garbarino (my 
volunteering coordinator) for providing the training and assigning 
me to such a wonderful mission.

Irena Mazur 
Student ODP 


