
On a mission.
Dr. David Hoganson ’98, surgeon and inventor, is poised 
to save lives in the operating room and the lab. 
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It’s one of many signs, Hoganson believes, that his life is not 
his own, and his calling not to be taken lightly. 
His story starts in Wray, a one-stop-light town of 2,000 set 

on the eastern plains of Colorado. The second of four children, 
he was born into a ranching family (his father later became a 
pastor). It was soon obvious that something wasn’t right with 
the infant. 

Even now, the memory causes his mother Nancy to pause.  
A few emotion-laden moments pass. 

“You know it was hard as a mother,” she said finally. 
“He was probably a month old, and you just knew there was 
something wrong.”

It wasn’t until he was a little older that they discovered the 
problem – he had a heart defect. He needed surgery, but the chance 
of survival was questionable, the doctors told the Hogansons. 
They did open heart surgery, only to find that the defect was more 
serious than first thought. The baby boy needed a second surgery. 

The second procedure was successful; baby David 
immediately began to improve. “He just rebounded,” Nancy 
recalled. “It was so fun to see him healthy and to see him thrive.” 

But a little more than a year later, the family got more bad 
news. David, 3, developed aplastic anemia, a rare condition 
where the body stops producing new blood cells. It could be 
treated with a bone marrow transplant, but his older sister 
wasn’t a match. 

“It was devastating,” Nancy said, “They really thought he 
would die.” 

Without a donor, they began sustaining him on blood 
transfusions a few times a week. After three months, 
inexplicably, the bone marrow came back. 

David was cured. 
“We just had a miracle. There’s just no other explanation,” 

Nancy said. “No one was more surprised than the doctors.” 
He was healthy – and by the time he reached junior high, he 

knew he wanted to be a pediatric cardiac surgeon. 
“I decided I should give back and … give someone else the 

chance to have a totally normal life.”

About an hour into a heart valve surgery at Christian 
Northeast Hospital on the outskirts of St. Louis, Hoganson 

and the attending surgeon lean intently over the patient, hands 
weaving an intricate pattern in tandem as they insert the new 
valve and suture it in place. 

Aside from the occasional exchange between the surgeons 
and the nurses, it’s quiet, almost peaceful. The thick hum of the 
artificial heart and lung machines add a steady bass line to the 
wail of electric guitars on the classic rock station playing softly in 
the background. A few hours in, everyone freezes, all eyes trained 
on the ultrasound. There’s an almost palpable sigh of relief as the 
heart begins to pulse steadily. The surgery is a success.  

Answering the Call
There’s a moment when years of grueling schedules, paying 

dues and waiting – patiently waiting – seem to melt away 

for Dr. David Hoganson ’98. It’s the moment he steps into 

the operating room, scrubbed and ready, surgical cap tied 

securely. He knew more than 20 years ago what he wanted to 

do with his life, and he is well on his way. But that’s not really 

where this story must begin. You see, medically speaking, 

Hoganson shouldn’t have lived past the age of 3. The fact that 

he did – and is now a husband, father, athlete, inventor and 

general surgery resident – is nothing short of a miracle. 

Dr. David Hoganson ’98, pictured above left, pauses during a heart valve 

surgery at Christian Northeast Hospital in St. Louis, Mo. 
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Hoganson is on his way to becoming 
one of only a small number of surgeons in 
the United States specializing in pediatric 
cardiac surgery. He is in the final stages of 
his residency at Barnes-Jewish, which is one 
of only eight programs that offer a year of 
cardiothoracic surgery before the beginning 
of the final step, a surgical fellowship. 

He began the cardiac surgery portion 
of his residency in January, and in May, he 
began pediatric cardiac surgery. As part of 
his training, he also has spent time working 
with Christian Northeast surgeons. 

“Now that I’m doing heart surgeries, 
it’s perfect. I come to the hospital, and all I 
want to do is heart surgery,” he said. 

His single-minded focus on cardiac 
surgery is something of a rarity in a 
profession most settle on through a process 
of elimination. But every breath assures 
him and every beat of his heart reminds 
him: the call he felt from God more than 20 
years ago was the right one. 

“From then until now, I’ve never been 
less convinced than I am now that I would 
do this,” he said. 

Don’t mistake his assurance for 
arrogance. John Nash, co-founder and vice 
president of new technology of Kensey Nash, 
a medical device company, met 19-year-old 
Hoganson when he was beginning a summer 
internship at the company. 

“He’s extraordinarily directed,” Nash 
said. “He had a very clear idea, which is 
very rare, of exactly what he wanted to do 
as a student.” 

The spidery thin lines weave intricate 
designs through the translucent 

square of silicon, imitating the vascular 
system. Despite its diminutive size, the 
object is ground-breaking, and it’s the 
result of Hoganson’s work, which began 
to unfold at Grove City College.

Hoganson learned about the College 
through family and friends and enrolled 
because it was a good fit. (His sister, 
Julia, graduated in 2000.) Unlike the 
majority of pre-medical students, he 
didn’t want to study biology. Instead, he 
chose electrical engineering.

“I was never very interested in 
biology,” he said. “It was a relief to major 

in something I was interested in.” 
His choice wasn’t a surprise for Nancy. 

She’d watched her son’s creativity develop 
from the very beginning. He would spend 
hours building tree houses or designing 
Lego creations. 

“David was always one of those 
children. He would look at things and say, 
‘How can I make this better?’” 

That creativity, the ability to visualize 
a solution and his keen understanding of 
anatomy made an immediate impact when 
Hoganson began his summer internship 
at Kensey Nash, a position he landed 
through a classmate’s recommendation to 
the company. 

“He proved himself to be incredibly 
directed and quite focused,” Nash said. 
Hoganson’s confidence in his calling left 
also an impression. 

 “It was absolutely astounding. I 
couldn’t believe it,” Nash recalled.

Within weeks of starting, Hoganson 
produced a workable heart device that 
nearly made it to the market, a rare 
accomplishment for an intern; out of 
dozens of interns during the past decade, 
he is the only one to reach that level, 
according to Nash. 

That summer internship led to several 
years of full- and part-time work before 
medical school at Temple University. The 
relationship continues today. Even now, 
Hoganson acts as a consultant for Kensey 
Nash. When products reach a workable 
stage, he assesses them.

His connection to Kensey Nash helped 
open another door. Surgical candidates 
typically log several years of research. 
In 2006, two years after he began his 
residency, he and his wife, Heather 
(Hartwell ’99) moved to Boston in order 
for him to join the Laboratory for Tissue 
Engineering and Organ Fabrication at 
Massachusetts General Hospital. 

The program is run by Dr. Joseph 
Vacanti, who is known as one of the 
“fathers” of tissue engineering, a field 
initiated to address the shortage of organ 
donors in the 1980s. Now, it’s a thriving 
pursuit for researchers. 

So, where does the silicon device 
fit in? It’s one of the results of research 

for liver and lung devices. He and a 
team also created early prototypes for 
an artificial, silicon-based lung for 
premature infants, to be attached outside 
the body and connected to the umbilical 
cord. Once completely developed, the 
device could save babies who otherwise 
wouldn’t be able to survive without fully 
formed lungs. 

Hoganson spent three years in Boston. 
He still drives the day-to-day work on the 
lung device remotely – even conducting 
research in the St. Louis lab. 

As a result of his projects with 
Kensey Nash, Massachusetts General 
and his independent research, Hoganson 
holds 10 patents and has more than 12 
pending; his first was approved just four 
years after college. He’s not looking to 
slow down though, especially when a 
breakthrough in the lung device research 
and development could be within reach. 

The momentum, he said, builds, 
particularly for those leading the field. “You’re 
on the cusp of really making a difference and 

just finding a way to make it work,” he said. 
“It’s inevitable if we continue.”

A couple of blocks from the bright 
lights and crowded sidewalks of 

The Loop, soft lights glow through the 
towering front windows of townhouses 
along a quiet street. Childish laughter 
peals out as Hoganson tussles with his 
sons, Carter, 4, and Luke, 2, on one of the 
front steps. The boys are thrilled to get 
play time with their dad before bedtime.

His residency requires 80 working 
hours a week, but it’s a “sustainable” life, 
Hoganson said. “There will come a day 
when it won’t be 80 hours a week.” 

Heather’s support is invaluable, he 
said. While it’s been a journey for her as 
well, the former teacher doesn’t question 
the path her husband has taken. 

“It’s neat, because I always knew that 
was what he wanted to do,” she said. “It 
wasn’t a surprise.”

Surgical careers require years of 
hard work, long grueling hours and an 

uncompromising drive to succeed. Nash 
believes it suits Hoganson perfectly.

“He will, at some point, create some 
dramatically important advance in 
medicine; I’m absolutely certain of it. He has 
that kind of mind and an incredible drive,” 
Nash said. “He’s going to be a nationally 
known figure. It’s going to happen.” 

As the gradual path has unfolded, 
Hoganson has seen each step fall into 
place at exactly the right time. That’s 
all the confirmation he needs that God 
ordered his steps.

“It’s not for everybody, and the deeper 
I get into it, the more interesting it is to 
see how the demands of the pediatric 
heart surgeon match up with my 
fundamental interests,” he said. “It feels 
very consistent.” 

As big as his goals are, his directness 
may come across as understatement. 

Not to Nash though. 
“He has all of this incredible 

capability, but he has humility. He’s just 
an amazing young man.”   n

“David was always one of 
those children. He would 
look at things and say, ‘How 
can I make this better?’”

Dr. David Hoganson ’98 spends precious moments before bedtime with his sons, Luke, 2, and Carter, 4. A survivor of open heart surgeries and aplastic anemia as a child, 

he views the sacrifices of a path to pediatric cardiac surgery as necessary to reach his ultimate goal: giving other children like his sons a second chance. 

This silicon 

device, one of 

Hoganson’s 10 

patents, is the 

result of liver and 

lung research at 

Massachusetts 

General Hospital 

in Boston. 


