
Cards for Hospitalized Kids helps kids 

deal with loneliness 

Jen Rubino was a worried 11-year-old recovering from surgery when a card 
from a stranger arrived for her at the hospital. Filled with warmth and 
compassion, it would inspire Rubino to reach out to thousands of other 
hospitalized children. 

“I was in ICU going through a really hard time and was in a lot of pain after 

the surgery. I was not doing too well,” recalled Rubino, now 18. “Then, I 

received a card from a hospital volunteer. It meant so much to me.” 

The senior at Maine South High School lives in Park Ridge. She has a 

connective tissue disorder and has undergone 23 surgeries, so she knows how 

lonely hospitals can seem. She wants kids to know they are not forgotten. 

“I kind of felt forgotten about,” she said. “When I got the card, I felt I was not 

forgotten and people were thinking of me. That is what it is really about, and 

that is what I want to do for other kids.” 

In March 2011, Rubino and her friends began making cards to distribute to 

sick children in local hospitals, messages of inspiration, encouragement, hope 

and love. That September she founded Cards for Hospitalized Kids. So far the 

not-for-profit has sent cards to more than 14,000 kids in more than 150 

hospitals and Ronald McDonald Houses nationwide. Over the past holiday 

season, the organization sent out 3,000 Christmas cards. 

The cards are made by volunteers locally and from across the nation and the 

world, including in Japan, Israel and Australia. Anyone can host a card-

making event. Participants include community, church and sports groups. The 

Des Plaines Public Library holds a monthly card-making night. 



The charity, which uses social media to spread the word, has received celebrity 

attention and support from people such as fashion designer Lauren Conrad, 

singers Jesse McCartney and Cody Simpson and several Olympians. 

Hospitals let Rubino know how many children they have staying with them, 

and cards are delivered once a month. 

Mackenzie Tannhauser, 18, of Crystal Lake, was a patient at Ann & Robert H. 

Lurie Children's Hospital of Chicago, where she received a heart transplant on 

Sept. 7, 2011. She remained in the hospital for weeks. 

“Those weeks ended up being very hard emotionally for me because all I 

wanted to do was go home, and that's when I received a card and recovery 

journal from Jen and her foundation,” Tannhauser said. “It was very 

reassuring to see this young girl who was so willing to lift the spirits of other 

kids like her who were facing hardships in the hospital. The card made me feel 

so much better about myself and reminded me that the battle I was fighting 

was almost over, and I just had to power through it.” 

Justyna A. Griffin, activity and donations coordinator at Lurie, said cards from 

the organization are placed in a special basket in the play center for family 

members to pick from and deliver to a child, rather than having hospital staff 

or volunteers deliver them. 

“Cards from Jen's organization are simply beautiful, and they are very 

popular,” Griffin said. “We'll fill the basket with cards from Cards for 

Hospitalized Kids, and by the end of the day it is empty.” 

She said some parents use the cards to decorate their child’s room. 

“I think that the notion of a complete stranger taking the time to create 

something beautiful to convey an uplifting message to them and their sick 

child really touches them,” she said. “They take the cards because through 

their beauty, through simple words and wishes, the cards give parents a sense 



of optimism and maybe even hope. It's like they represent good energy of the 

universe that is being sent to their family in crisis. That matters and it helps.” 

Rubino, who was a gymnast from the age of 4 until she had to give it up 

because of her illness, still undergoes doctor’s appointments and treatments to 

manage her pain. 

“It’s ongoing, something I’ll probably face the rest of my life,” she said. “I just 

have to make the best of it.” 

She hopes to attend college and maybe write a book about her charity and her 

health challenges. 

“It not only helps the kids, but it helps me as well,” she said. “To somebody on 

the outside, it probably seems like it’s such a small gesture … but for a kid 

struggling with (an illness in the hospital) it means so much.” 

Rubino recalled how one mother buried her daughter, who had died from 

cancer, with the cards she’d received. 

“It really makes such a big impact,” Rubino said. 

To get involved, visit cardsforhospitalizedkids.com. 

 


