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A Letter from Our CEO  
Dear Friend of Smile Train,

Because of your support in 2025, children in more than 75 countries gained access 
to care that changed the course of their lives, giving them the ability to eat without 
difficulty, to speak clearly, and to walk into a classroom with confidence. This is the 
impact you make possible. The pages that follow show what it looks like when your 
generosity is put to work in the hands of skilled local providers around the world.

Your support helped drive a milestone year advancing a global effort to ensure 
that no child’s health or future is limited by a cleft. Across Africa, Asia, and 
Latin America, Smile Train’s network of local medical partners delivered tens of 
thousands of cleft surgeries, trained hundreds of healthcare providers, and provided 
comprehensive care that goes far beyond surgery, supporting nutrition, speech, 
mental health, and more, to ensure that each child can thrive throughout their life.

Your generosity powers every surgery, every training, and every community 
healthcare center now equipped to serve patients for decades to come. This report 
is a window into your impact reflected in the data, the milestones, and the stories of 
the children and families whose lives you have helped change.

We are proud of what this year’s numbers represent. But what they cannot fully 
capture is the chain reaction each gift sets in motion: a surgeon trained who goes 
on to train others; a child who finds their voice and one day teaches; a family that no 
longer carries the weight of stigma alone. That is the power of Smile Train’s model — 
built not just to deliver care, but to multiply it.

Thank you for being part of it.

With gratitude,

Susannah Schaefer 
President, Chief Executive Officer 
Smile Train
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PATIENT FEATURE

From a Village in Uttar 
Pradesh to the World Stage 
— and Home Again
When Pinki Sonkar was born in a small village in 
Uttar Pradesh, India, her neighbors whispered 
that she was cursed. She was born with a cleft, 
and in her community, as in so many communities 
around the world, that meant stigma, isolation, 
and uncertainty. 

A social worker changed everything. When  
Pinki was a young child, her family learned  
about free cleft treatment available through 
Smile Train’s local partner network. Her treatment 
was captured on film in the documentary “Smile 
Pinki,” which went on to win the 2009 Academy 
Award® for Best Documentary Short Subject. In a 
single evening, a girl who had once walked home 
from school alone, keeping her distance from 
classmates, stood on stage at the Oscars.

With support from donors like you, Pinki today 
stands as more than a single milestone. Away 
from the cameras, she became the first in her 
family to read, write, and attend college, a quiet 
transformation that changed the course of her 
future. She thrived in school and on the field, 
winning local badminton tournaments and a 
kabaddi championship. Now, she is focused on 
what comes next: giving back what was once 
given to her. Pinki hopes to become an educator, 
stepping into classrooms to open doors for the 
next generation, just as doors were once opened 
for her. 

Her journey illustrates something essential about 
Smile Train’s model. Because our partners are 
local healthcare professionals embedded in their 

communities, not temporary medical teams that 
fly in on short-term surgery mission trips and 
leave, Pinki was able to return for the additional 
surgeries, orthodontics, and other comprehensive 
treatments she required.

Experience Pinki’s story: Watch “Smile Pinki”

Pinki’s story is one.  
Behind it are millions more.

https://www.smiletrain.org/economic-impact-report
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OUR GLOBAL IMPACT — CALENDAR YEAR 2025

What Your Support Made Possible
The numbers below represent the scale of Smile Train’s work in 2025. More than a scorecard, they 
reflect a deliberate model, one designed to compound over time, multiply through local ownership, 
and deliver care that reaches people no visiting team on a temporary medical mission ever could. This 
“whole-patient” approach is changing lives and communities around the world, and none of it would 
be possible without your support.

94,461 Life-Changing Cleft Surgeries Enabled Across 77 Countries
Local surgeons performed 94,461 life-changing cleft surgeries at community hospitals and 
clinics using skills and equipment that will remain long after the procedure is complete. 

For children and families, some of whom have waited months or years for access to  
safe care, cleft treatment represents a turning point. And for the health systems that 
delivered it, something more lasting: growing local capacity, strengthening with every 
procedure performed.

131,886 Non-Surgical Cleft Interventions
Surgery is often the beginning, not the end, which is why Smile Train takes a “whole-patient” 
approach to cleft care. In 2025, Smile Train supported 80,214 speech interventions, 25,903 
orthodontic interventions, and 25,769 nutrition interventions. This is the critical, and often 
ongoing, multidisciplinary care that determines whether a child can fully thrive after surgery 
or even safely qualify for surgery in the first place.

34,619 Hours of Training Delivered to 2,473 Healthcare Providers
Training is in Smile Train’s DNA, and it’s how our impact multiplies. Our sustainable local 
partnership model was founded on the philosophy that if you teach a person to fish, you will 
feed them for a lifetime. Every provider trained carries that expertise to every patient they 
will ever see and, in many cases, passes it on to the providers they mentor in turn. In 2025, 
Smile Train’s training programs reached providers across multiple disciplines, including:

•	Nursing: 365 providers • 9,152 hours

•	Safety: 627 providers • 8,615 hours

•	Speech: 183 providers • 2,780 hours 

•	Anesthesia: 211 providers • 3,994 hours 

~$2.7 Billion in Economic Impact
At an average cost of $400 per procedure, each cleft surgery Smile Train supports 
contributes up to an estimated $60,000 to the local economy, which amounts to more than 
a 150x return on investment. In 2025 alone, Smile Train-supported primary surgeries averted 
an estimated 548,000 disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) — years of healthy life restored 
to patients and their families. Since 1999, the cumulative economic impact of this work has 
exceeded $69 billion.

See our economic impact: Read the full report

•	Nutrition: 175 providers • 4,116 hours

•	Surgery: 318 providers • 3,743 hours

•	Orthodontics: 52 providers • 586 hours

https://www.smiletrain.org/economic-impact-report
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Regional Reach

Region Surgeries Enabled 
(CY25) Countries Active Training Hours (CY25)

Africa 15,285 34 19,008

Asia 70,607 23 13,201

Latin America 8,321 16 2,410

ECONOMIC IMPACT

The Multiplier Effect: How 
Cleft Care Strengthens  
Entire Health Systems
The ripple effect of Smile Train’s work extends 
far beyond individual patients. Support for 
Smile Train’s programs strengthens healthcare 
infrastructure across entire regions, benefiting 
every patient who walks through a partner 
hospital’s doors, not just those with clefts.

Building a local surgical pipeline
With your support, Smile Train funds local 
healthcare centers and partners with regional 
surgical associations on fellowships and 
scholarship programs, creating a pathway for 
talented young healthcare workers from around 
the world to provide cleft care in their home 
communities, directly addressing the surgical 
workforce gap in underserved regions.

Resilience through local ownership
Since Smile Train’s programs are run by local 
partners rather than medical teams visiting 
on temporary mission trips, they are uniquely 
resilient to disruptions, like extreme weather, 
pandemics, and armed conflicts, that routinely 
force externally led programs to suspend 
operations.

A self-sustaining cycle of learning
Smile Train’s train-the-trainer model empowers 
partners to train their peers, who go on to train 
others, setting in motion a cycle of knowledge 
growth that advances cleft care broadly and 
helps dismantle the stigma that so often 
compounds the challenges facing cleft-affected 
individuals and their families.

Upgraded equipment that  
serves everyone
With your support, when Smile Train equips 
regional hospitals with modern surgical 
equipment, those tools benefit every patient seen 
at that facility, not only those with clefts. In doing 
so, we are strengthening the overall healthcare 
fabric of communities around the world.
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COMPREHENSIVE CLEFT CARE &  
HEALTH SYSTEMS STRENGTHENING

Smile Train Cleft 
Leadership Centers: 
Building the Future  
of Cleft Care
Smile Train’s Cleft Leadership Centers (CLCs) 
represent the leading edge of our health systems 
strengthening work. These centers, established 
in partnership with local medical institutions in 
Brazil, Ghana, and India, serve as regional hubs 
for surgical excellence, provider training, and 
comprehensive care delivery. They are designed 
not just to treat patients, but to build the lasting 
regional capacity that makes world-class cleft 
care sustainable, locally owned, and scalable  
for generations.

CLCs are anchored in Smile Train’s belief that 
the best cleft care is comprehensive cleft care: 
treatment that follows a patient from birth 
through adulthood, addressing not only the 
surgical intervention itself but the speech, 
nutrition, orthodontic, psychological, and social 
dimensions that determine whether a child can 
fully thrive. 

Spotlight: The Ghana Cleft  
Leadership Center
In June 2025, Smile Train opened Africa’s first 
Cleft Leadership Center, at Komfo Anokye 
Teaching Hospital in Kumasi, Ghana. It is the 
continent’s largest dedicated cleft facility, and a 
landmark in Smile Train’s ongoing work to build 
durable local capacity across Sub-Saharan Africa. 
The Ghana CLC will increase treatment capacity 
more than fivefold and surgical training capacity 
sixfold, serving patients from across the region 
while training the next generation of local cleft 
care providers. 

The first patient treated at the Ghana CLC 
was a six-month-old girl named Miracle. Born 
prematurely, she was referred to Komfo Anokye 
Teaching Hospital after months of difficulty 
feeding and breathing and was finally strong 
enough for surgery just as the new center 
opened its doors. Her parents named her Miracle 
before she arrived at the hospital. The name 
proved apt.

Watch Miracle’s journey and see the Ghana Cleft 
Leadership Center in action

https://www.smiletrain.org/blog/miracles-story-africas-largest-cleft-care-center
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COMPREHENSIVE CARE IN ACTION

Beyond Surgery: Speech, 
Hearing, and the Training 
That Makes It All Possible
Surgery is Smile Train’s most visible intervention, 
but for most cleft-affected children, it is not the 
whole story. Cleft surgery restores structure and 
creates the physical foundation that everything 
else depends on. What it cannot do on its own is 
guarantee that a child will eat well, hear clearly, 
or speak in a way that others can understand. 
Those outcomes require a different kind of care: 
sustained, multidisciplinary, and deeply local. 

This is the premise of Smile Train’s 
comprehensive cleft care model, and it is one of 
the most important ways Smile Train’s approach 
differs from organizations focused on surgical 
intervention alone. Across a network of more 
than 20,000 medical professionals in 75+ 
countries, Smile Train supports the full arc of a 
patient’s cleft care journey: nutrition, surgery, 
speech therapy, specialized oral health care, 
orthodontics, hearing care, and psychosocial 
support delivered by local specialists who share 
their patients’ language, culture, and community. 
Care that is continuous, not episodic. Integrated, 
not siloed. 

Speech and hearing are among the most 
consequential and most often overlooked 
components of that journey.

Speech and Hearing: Essential,  
Not Optional
Speech therapy makes surgery meaningful, 
ensuring a child can fully use the anatomy that 
surgery restores. Clinical research shows that 
between 50% and 75% of children born with 
a cleft palate will need speech therapy, not as 
an optional add-on, but as a critical next step 
toward clear, functional communication.

Speech intelligibility — how well a person is 
understood by others — is one of the strongest 
predictors of long-term quality of life, influencing 
confidence, social connection, educational 
attainment, and economic opportunity over  
a lifetime.

Hearing is equally foundational. More than 
90% of children with a cleft palate experience 
conductive hearing loss in their first year of life, 
and over 60% continue to show some degree of 
hearing loss into school age. Without the ability 
to hear clearly, children cannot fully benefit from 
speech therapy, education, or social connections. 
In 2025, with your support, Smile Train supported 
ear and hearing care for more than 650 patients 
across eight countries, including 380 surgeries 
that restored hearing for children who would 
otherwise have faced ongoing impairment.

Building the Provider Pipeline
Our speech programming has grown by more 
than 200% over the past five years. Today, 
Smile Train’s partner network delivers speech 
therapy in 96 languages worldwide. That reach 
is not simply a function of scale; it is the result 
of a model built around local providers. These 
specialists live in the communities they serve, and 
remain present not for a single visit, but across 
the months and years that effective speech 
care requires. Speech therapy is inherently 
longitudinal. Progress unfolds across many 
sessions over an extended period, which means 
it cannot be delivered by medical teams that 
are visiting on temporary mission trips, and it 
cannot be standardized without being localized. 
Smile Train’s education and training programs 
trained approximately 200 speech providers in 
2025, delivering nearly 3,000 hours of speech-
focused training. These are the providers who will 
carry this work forward in their clinics, in their 
languages, for their communities.
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Innovation in Service of Access:  
The Speech Surgery Simulator
Simulare Medical, a division of Smile Train, has 
spent years developing high-fidelity surgical 
simulators that enable surgeons to practice cleft 
procedures before operating on patients. In 
2025, that work expanded into a new domain: 
Simulare Medical debuted the Speech Surgery 
Simulator at the International Congress on Cleft 
Lip and Palate. This innovative tool is designed 
specifically for speech-related procedures that 
follow primary cleft surgery.

The simulator provides an anatomically accurate 
pediatric oral cavity with detailed soft-tissue and 
muscular anatomy of the soft palate, allowing 
surgeons to practice incision, dissection, and 
suturing using real surgical instruments in a safe, 

controlled environment. The principle is the 
same one that has guided Simulare Medical from 
the start: no surgeon should have to wait for 
experience, and no patient should have to be  
the first.

Learn more about Simulare Medical

“Simulare Medical simulators create a safe training 
environment where surgery can be performed, mistakes can 
be made, and learning happens alongside experts — fostering 
safe, reliable surgery.”

— Dr. Roberto Flores, Director, Cleft Lip and Palate and Plastic Surgery 
Craniofacial Fellowship Program at NYU Langone Health; Smile Train 
Medical Advisory Board Member

https://www.smiletrain.org/simulare
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COMMUNITY & ADVOCACY

Amplifying the Cleft 
Community’s Voice
Alongside our clinical work, Smile Train plays an 
important role in raising awareness, advancing 
advocacy, and providing a broader platform 
for the voices of cleft-affected individuals and 
families around the world. Shifting conversations, 
breaking down stigma, and ensuring that people 
living with clefts are seen, heard, and understood 
are important advocacy efforts that complement 
everything we do on the ground.

Our two marquee community convenings,  
Cleft Con and Virtual Cleft Con, are at the center 
of this effort, bringing together cleft-affected 
individuals, families, medical professionals, 
researchers, and supporters each year to 
connect, share, and amplify one another’s stories.

Cleft Con is held annually in the United States 
each summer. Virtual Cleft Con takes place 
each fall and reaches participants worldwide. 
Together, they reflect our belief that community, 
lived experience, and advocacy are as vital to 
advancing cleft care as any clinical intervention. 

 Learn more about Cleft Con

The Frost Family
Parker Frost’s voice was a highlight of the day 
at Virtual Cleft Con. Born with a cleft, she spoke 
openly and courageously about her own journey 
— an act of advocacy that reflects exactly the 
kind of space Smile Train’s community work 
makes possible. Parker’s perspective has not 
only shaped her own path, it has also been 
instrumental in bringing her entire family into  
Smile Train’s community.

At the event, Parker was joined by her father,  
Ben Frost, along with her mother and sister, 

on a full-family panel. Together, they shared 
an honest and generous conversation about 
navigating cleft care across generations, how 
their shared experiences have strengthened their 
relationships, and why supporting Smile Train’s 
vision is deeply meaningful to them.

For Ben, that connection is both personal and 
evolving. Also born with a cleft, he has long 
supported Smile Train, but Parker’s journey 
has deepened his commitment in new and 
meaningful ways. Their shared experience 
continues to shape how they support one 
another and advocate for the cleft community.

In addition to the family panel, Ben also 
participated in a dedicated session for fathers. 
Designed to help dads of cleft-affected children 
connect, process, and support one another — 
areas often overlooked in family-facing cleft care 
programming — the session was a meaningful 
addition to Virtual Cleft Con and a testament to 
the strength of the community.

Watch the Frost family’s session at Virtual Cleft 
Con 2025

https://www.smiletrain.org/cleftcon
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jwfOY3B_ZNY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jwfOY3B_ZNY
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World Cleft Awareness Day — July 20, 2026
World Cleft Awareness Day was established in 2025 as an annual opportunity to elevate global 
understanding of clefts, including what they are, why they matter, and what it means to live with one. 
While Smile Train played a foundational role in launching this day, it is intentionally designed to be 
bigger than any single organization: a collective moment for the entire global cleft community.

Cleft awareness matters. Cleft lips and palates are common, affecting approximately 1 in 700 babies 
worldwide, according to studies, yet are widely misunderstood. Raising awareness replaces myths 
with facts, centers lived experience, and drives advocacy for the timely, comprehensive treatment that 
every cleft-affected individual deserves.

World Cleft Awareness Day 2026 
July 20 | #CleftDay2026
World Cleft Awareness Day celebrates the 
global cleft community and spotlights the trials, 
triumphs, and lived experiences that make each 
cleft journey extraordinary a shared moment 
for the entire world to stand with cleft-affected 
individuals and families. On July 20, join us on 
social media: What do you want the world to 
understand about a cleft lip or cleft palate? 	
Learn more at cleftday.com

https://cleftday.com/
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DONOR STORY

A Doctor’s Kindness,  
Paid Forward: The Legacy 
of Dale Shields
Dale Shields was born with a cleft in Finley Lake, 
New York, in 1943 into a family that could not 
access surgical care. He might have carried that 
untreated condition through his entire life except 
that a local doctor stepped in and performed the 
procedure at no cost. It was an act of generosity 
that altered not only Dale’s health, but his values. 

For the rest of his life, Dale was shaped by that 
doctor’s decision. He knew what it meant for 
a community physician to look at a child in 
need and simply say yes. As he built his own 
life, serving in the US Air Force and later as a 
manager of Winn-Dixie’s semi-truck fleet in 
Louisville, Kentucky, he found himself drawn  
to the idea of paying that kindness forward. 
When he discovered Smile Train, the connection 
was immediate.

Smile Train’s model, enabling local doctors to 
provide free cleft care to children in their own 
communities, was precisely the kind of help  
Dale had received and wanted to give. His 
support of Smile Train grew into a personal 
passion. He spoke of it freely, and he was open 
about his intention to leave a legacy gift when 
the time came.

When Dale passed away in 2024, he fulfilled this 
deeply held intention by leaving his entire estate, 
nearly $600,000, to Smile Train. His sister-in-law 
and nephew traveled from Kentucky to New York 
City to deliver the gift on his behalf, a moving 
tribute to their love for Dale and to his profound 
commitment to Smile Train’s vision.

Dale’s legacy gift ensures that children and 
families will receive lifesaving cleft care not 
only today, but for generations to come. His 
generosity will help make cleft treatment 
possible for an estimated 1,400 children, 
while also strengthening Smile Train’s training 
programs, supporting local partners, and 

expanding access to comprehensive care in the 
communities that need it most.

In this way, Dale’s gift is far more than a financial 
contribution. It is his doctor’s kindness, multiplied 
over time, creating a lasting future where more 
families can find hope, healing, and opportunity.

Leave a Legacy of Smiles
Planned Giving is one of the most meaningful
ways to ensure that children born with clefts
have access to the care they need — for
generations to come. 

Learn how your estate giftcan transform lives. 
Visit smiletrain.giftplans.org or scan the QR code 
below, or reach out to Smile Train’s Director 
of Planned Giving, Julie McIsaac, for more 
information at JMcIsaac@smiletrain.org.

https://smiletrain.giftplans.org/
mailto:JMcIsaac%40smiletrain.org?subject=
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ACCOUNTABILITY & RECOGNITION

Our Commitment to 
Transparency and 
Excellence
Smile Train holds itself to the highest standards 
of nonprofit transparency and effectiveness. 
We are proud to be recognized by leading 
independent evaluators as a trusted steward  
of donor resources.

STAY CONNECTED

Your Partnership Drives 
This Work
Your support makes it possible for every training 
session to be completed, every healthcare 
provider to be equipped, and every child to grow 
up able to eat, breathe, speak, and engage with 
the world without the barriers a cleft can create. 
None of this would be possible without donors 
like you who choose to support our work. 

Thank you for being part of Smile Train’s 
community. We hope this report reflects both our 
gratitude and our commitment to deploying your 
generosity where it is needed most.

Help Change Lives Around the World
Your gift to Smile Train supports surgery, 

training, and comprehensive care for the cleft-
affected children and families who need it most. 

Donate at smiletrain.org

Website: smiletrain.org  |  Donor Relations: info@smiletrain.org 

Planned Giving: smiletrain.giftplans.org • Julie McIsaac • JMcIsaac@smiletrain.org 

Follow us: @SmileTrain on Instagram, Facebook, X (Twitter), LinkedIn, and YouTube

http://smiletrain.org/givenow
https://www.smiletrain.org/
mailto:info%40smiletrain.org?subject=
https://smiletrain.giftplans.org/
mailto:JMcIsaac%40smiletrain.org?subject=
https://www.instagram.com/smiletrain/
https://www.facebook.com/SmileTrain/
https://x.com/Smiletrain
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-smile-train/
https://www.youtube.com/user/TheSmileTrainCharity


Thank you.



Smile Train is a leader in efficiency, 
transparency, and impact. Smile Train 

is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit recognized  
by the IRS, and all donations to  

Smile Train are tax-deductible in 
accordance with IRS regulations.

© Smile Train 2026


