
Sammy’s  
heart operation
A book for children having heart 
surgery and their families.



This book is for children who need to have  

a heart operation. Some children need to  

have a heart operation because they feel 

poorly, but others need to have an operation 

even if they feel quite well, to help their  

heart do its job. 

It tells you all about what happens when  

you go to hospital, who you will meet and  

how you might feel. 

If you want to talk about anything you read  

in this book, or you have any other questions, 

ask to speak to the play specialist in your 

hospital. They are very nice and it is their  

job to make sure you understand what is  

going on and help you feel safe about it. 

The British Heart Foundation 
have a wide range of books, posters, 

leaflets and lessons plans for children, 
their families and their schools. Go to www.bhf.org.uk/schools 

to find out more.
Join our fight for every heartbeat  

in the UK. Every pound raised, every 
minute of your time and donation to  

our shops will help make a difference  
to people’s lives.
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This is Sammy
He hasn’t been feeling very well lately, he’s 
been getting tired and breathless. The doctor 
said this is because his heart’s not working 
properly and not enough oxygen is going 
around his body. 

The doctor said it’s time Sammy had a heart 
operation to make him feel better. 
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The outpatients department
Before Sammy and his mum go into hospital  
to have his heart operation, he needs to go to 
the part of the hospital called outpatients for  
a few hours. He will have tests to make sure  
that he is well enough for the operation. 

There’s lots for Sammy to do while he waits for 
his tests. The waiting area is full of toys, games, 
art materials and there’s a TV too. It’s not how 
Sammy imagined it would be at all. It’s actually 
pretty cool.

When they get to the hospital, a nice smiley 
nurse says hello to Sammy and his mum. She 
explains that Sammy needs to have some tests. 
She says they’re all really easy, but they will 
probably take most of the day and mum can 
stay with him.

The nurse tells Sammy they’ll need to take  
a little bit of his blood later. 
 

What is outpatients?  
Outpatients is a part of the hospital. People go there 
for a few hours and then go home again. No one stays 
overnight at outpatients.
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Meeting the play specialist
“I’m a play specialist” says the woman in the 
waiting area. 

“What’s a play specialist?” asks Sammy. 

“It’s my job to make sure you understand 
everything that happens to you at hospital”  
she replies. “I can come with you when you 
have your tests if you like and so can mum.” 
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Tests 
A nurse tells Sammy she needs to measure his 
height and weight and to take his temperature. 
She puts magic numbing cream on his hand 
and puts a big clear plaster over it. After that 
she says “I need to check you haven’t got any 
germs in your nose or throat.”

She shows Sammy two long cotton buds  
that she calls tickling sticks. “I hope you haven’t 
got any bogies!” she says laughing. Sammy tips 
his head back so that the nurse can gently put 
one up his nose. “Now your mouth” she says, 

“open wide.” 

“I hope that’s not the same one” jokes Sammy 
after the nurse puts the second cotton bud  
in the back of his mouth.

The nurse puts both sticks in a special bag  
and takes him back to the waiting area. 
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Tests 2
Sammy is doing a drawing of a racing car when 
the play specialist comes to get him. “It’s time 
for you to get your bloods done” she says. 
Sammy and his mum follow her to a room 
where there’s another nurse waiting for him. 

The nurse says that doctors can find out lots 
about you from your blood, so they just need 
to take a little bit from Sammy’s hand. 

He shows Sammy a tiny needle and says that 
he needs to put it in Sammy’s hand to get the 
blood, but it won’t hurt because the magic 
cream has made his hand go numb. The nurse 
puts a special strap around Sammy’s arm and 
pulls it quite tight. “This makes it easier for us  
to see your veins” he says.

The needle feels strange when it goes in but it 
doesn’t hurt. Sammy doesn’t notice the tubes 
filling up with blood because he is looking at a 
book with the play specialist.
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Seeing Sammy’s heart
The next test Sammy needs to have is 
called an echo. The play specialist says 
that it’s like having a video made of the 
inside of your chest. The doctors need 
it so they can look at your heart. 

Sammy lies on a special bed and his 
mum sits next to him. This room is a 
little bit darker than the other rooms so 
that everyone can see the video. The 
cardiac physiologist asks him to stay 
still while she uses a special thick stick 
that is smooth at the end on his chest. 

“Don’t worry,” she says, “I’m not going 
to draw on you. This is a special pen, it 

doesn’t write, instead it takes pictures.” 
“Oh that tickles a bit” says Sammy. She 
squeezes clear jelly onto the pen to 
make it all slippery. Sammy does a 
really good job of staying still. She 
turns the screen around so that Sammy 
can see the video of his heart beating.

The cardiac physiologist says they 
should go to the ECG room next.
 

Who is the cardiac physiologist? 
The cardiac physiologist is the person  
who does the echo test. Say it like  
car–dee–ack fizzy–ol–o–gist.
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Seeing Sammy’s heart beat
In the ECG room, another cardiac physiologist 
says hello to Sammy and his mum. He asks 
Sammy to help put some stickers on his chest. 
The stickers have wires that go to the ECG 
machine. The machine draws a wiggly line 
to show how Sammy’s heart is working.

ECG stands for Electrocardiogram. It’s like a machine 
that draws a graph of your heart beating. Say it like 
elect–row–car–dee–o–gram.
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Who is the radiographer?  
The radiographer is the 
person who takes X-rays.  
Say it like ray–dee–og–raff–er.

The X-ray
Next Sammy and his mum go to the X-ray room. 
He meets the radiographer. “Now we need to 
take a photograph of your chest” she says. She 
asks Sammy to stand against the X-ray machine 
and to be really still. “All done” she says when 
she’s finished. Sammy and his mum go back to 
the waiting area.
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Talking through the operation
“There’s only one thing left to do” says the  
play specialist when Sammy gets back.  

“Let’s have a chat about what will happen  
when you come in for your operation.”

She uses a boy doll to show Sammy exactly 
what will happen. Once he feels like he 
understands, she says “the next time you  
come here it’ll be when you come for your 
operation. Who’s coming with you?” 

“I am” says Sammy’s mum. “That’s good,”  
says the play specialist. “It can be anyone  
who cares for you at home” she explains.
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28 — 29An early start
On the day of the operation Sammy needs  
to get up really early. He’s a bit hungry because 
the nurse told him not to eat or drink anything 
from tea-time the night before. She said  
it’s to make sure he’s not sick while he has  
the operation.

Once he’s packed all the stuff he needs  
Sammy and his elephant go with his mum  
to the hospital.  
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Arriving at the hospital
When Sammy gets to the hospital, they go  
to the ward. Sammy feels a bit nervous. Mum 
says “don’t worry, I’ll be with you all the time.”

“I’m here for a heart operation” he tells the 
nurse. It’s a different nurse to last time. She 
tells Sammy her name.

“We’ve got a few things to do first” she says.  
She seems really friendly. “We need to get you 
a name band, so that even when you’re asleep 
everyone knows who you are. We’ll need to  
put some magic cream on your hand too”.

“While you’re waiting, you can go with the play 
specialist to the play room. Or she can bring 
some toys to your bed for you” says the nurse. 

“I think I’ll stay here for now” says Sammy. He sits 
on the bed with mum while the play specialist 
asks him what sort of things he would like to do. 
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Meeting the anaesthetist
Then someone comes over to see Sammy. 
“Hi,” she says “I’m an anaesthetist. It’s my job to 
help you go to sleep before the operation. I will 
be with you to make sure you stay asleep while 
you have the operation and don’t feel anything. 
I make sure you wake up after too.”

“I don’t feel very tired” says Sammy.  
The anaesthetist laughs. “Don’t worry,”  
she says, “I will give you special medicine  
to help you sleep.” 

She explains that there are two different ways 
of going to sleep with medicine. One way is to 
wear a special mask so you can breathe in the 
sleep medicine, the other is through a cannula. 

“The cannula is a kind of very small tube that 
they put in your hand and put the medicine 
through” she says.

“Sammy says he’d like to have the cannula” 
said Sammy’s mum. “Sammy’s already had 
magic cream on his hand.”

Sammy’s mum signs a form saying that Sammy 
can have help going to sleep. 

Then the anaesthetist talks to Sammy’s mum 
about whether Sammy needs a pre-med.  
A pre-med is a medicine that some children 
have to make them feel extra calm before 
an operation. Sammy’s mum asks if he feels 
nervous. Sammy says he’s fine so they decide 
he doesn’t need one.

Who is the anaesthetist?  
An anaesthetist is the person 
who helps you stay asleep 
for an operation. Say it like 
an–eeth–a–tist.



Who is the surgeon?  
A surgeon is the doctor who 
does the operation on your 
heart inside your body.

34 — 35Sammy and the surgeon
The next person to come and see Sammy is a 
surgeon. He shakes Sammy’s hand and says he’s 
pleased to meet him. “I am one of the team of 
surgeons who will do your operation” he says. 

He says they have done this operation for lots 
of other children and explains to Sammy what 
they will do. 

Sammy’s mum signs another form to say  
that Sammy can have the operation. 

Just before the operation the nurse checks his 
name band and brings a gown for Sammy to 
wear. It’s like a dressing gown but back to front. 
The nurse says that people having operations 
wear them on their way to the operating  
room. Sometimes this operating room is 
called a theatre.



36 — 37Into theatre
Mum goes to the operating theatre with Sammy.

The anaesthetist is waiting for him. “Hello,” she 
says “me again!” She asks Sammy to lie down 
and takes the clear plaster off his hand. She 
puts the cannula in but Sammy doesn’t really 
notice because he’s talking to the play specialist 
and the magic cream has numbed his hand. 

“Let’s start counting”, says the anaesthetist “and 
see what number you can get too”. Sammy only 
gets to 5 and then he’s fast asleep. 

Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz





1  This is a catheter. It collects 
your wee so you don’t have 
to get up and go to the loo. 

2  This is a heart monitor.  
It helps doctors see your 
heart beating.

3  This is a temperature probe. 
It’s to make sure that you  
are not too hot or too cold.

4  This is a neckline. The 
medicine goes through  
here into your body. 

5  This is a chest drain. It  
gets rid of any extra fluid 
and blood in your chest.

6  This plaster is covering  
the place where you had 
your operation.

7  This is a ventilator. It’s to 
make breathing easy while 
you are getting better.

Intensive care (ITU) 
Sammy wakes up after the operation and the 
first thing he sees is his mum smiling at him. 

“It went really well”, she says, but for a minute, 
Sammy doesn’t know what she’s on about. 
Then he remembers he’s in hospital and he’s 
had an operation. 

He feels a bit achy and he’s got lots of tubes on 
him. There’s a new nurse and she explains that 
he’s in a hospital ward called intensive care.  
She says “I’m going to be here all the time in 
case you need anything.”

She explains about the tubes and machines 
around his bed and tells him if he feels sore 
to let her know so she can give him more 
medicine if he needs it.

Sammy feels tired and his mum tells him  
“that’s fine”.



42 — 43High dependency unit (HDU)
“Welcome to HDU” says the nurse as 
Sammy is wheeled into the room on his 
bed. We’ll look after you here until you 
are well enough to go back on the ward.

After being in the high dependency 
unit for a while, Sammy starts to feel 
a lot better. Nearly all the tubes have 
been taken out and the nurse says he’s 
ready to move back to the ward. 



44 — 45 Back to the ward
It is great to be back on the ward again. 
Sammy has a bed by a window where 
he can watch TV. The play specialist 
is waiting for him with a big box of 
games. She says “I know you like art,  
so I’ve brought paint and paper.”

Sammy stays on the ward for quite  
a while, but he doesn’t mind as there 
are loads of interesting things to do  

and his mum is around. He does some 
school work and makes friends with 
some of the other children.

The doctor checks on him every day 
and he has to have more tests to check 
that he’s getting better properly. 

Then one day the doctor comes to tell 
him some very good news. “You’re 
doing brilliantly” he says. “You can go 
home tomorrow.”



Going home
On going home day, Sammy is very 
excited. His mum helps him pack  
his stuff. 

The nurse comes to talk to Sammy’s 
mum about what medicine Sammy  
will need to take at home and how 
long he should wait before he goes 
back to school. 

Sammy feels a bit sad to say goodbye 
to all the people he’s met on the ward. 
But his mum says “we can come back 
and see them sometime.” She reminds 
him that they’ll need to go back to 
outpatients in a few weeks to make 
sure his recovery is going well. Sammy 
is looking forward to seeing his family.

“Thank you for looking after me” he 
says to everyone. “Thanks for being 
such a great patient!” they say to him. 

“We’re so glad you’re recovering well.”
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For more information and resources for 
healthcare professionals, parents and carers 
of under 11 year olds with heart conditions, 
visit bhf.org.uk/congenital

Understanding your child’s heart series 
A series of 18 booklets for parents of babies 
and children with congenital heart conditions. 
For more info, visit bhf.org.uk/congenital

Children with congenital heart disease: 
Understanding your child’s heart DVD 
A DVD for parents of children with 
congenital heart conditions offering practical 
information, help and support. DVD 24

Heart health resources and services 
A catalogue of all our heart health information 
for healthcare professionals and anyone 
promoting heart health to others. M116

Meet@teenheart 
meet@teenheart is the BHF’s programme 
for young people aged 13–19 who are 
living with a heart condition. For more 
information visit yheart.net/meet

To order any of our heart health 
information call the BHF orderline on 
0870 600 6566, email orderline@bhf.org.uk 
or visit bhf.org.uk/publications



For over 50 years we’ve pioneered research 
that’s transformed the lives of people living 
with heart and circulatory conditions. Our 
work has been central to the discoveries of 
vital treatments that are changing the fight 
against heart disease.

But so many people still need our help.

From babies born with life-threatening 
heart problems to the many mums, dads 
and grandparents who survive a heart attack 
and endure the daily battles of heart failure.

Join our fight for every heartbeat in the UK. 
Every pound raised, minute of your time  
and donation to our shops will help make  
a difference to people’s lives.
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