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Michelle Pfeiffer knows that angels 
walk among us. You can be one of them.

Pfeiffer and her husband, Andrew Mer-
rills, are co-founders of Anna’s Angels, a 
nonprofit organization that funds grants to 
support Down syndrome research at Duke 
University Medical center. 

The foundation is named in honor of 
their daughter, Anna, age 8, who was diag-
nosed with Down syndrome at birth. 

The family has seen firsthand the giving 
spirit of the cary community to the founda-
tion’s mission. 

“We have such a strong local following,” 
Pfeiffer said. “Anna is part of this commu-
nity, and Duke is right here. So many people 
can identify with somebody who has Down 
syndrome, and through Anna’s Angels they 
can get involved. it’s a small, grassroots ef-
fort, and they can know where their money 
is going.” 

The foundation’s largest fundraiser of 
the year, the Anna’s Angels Gala, is set for 
March 13 in the Grand Ballroom at Pres-
tonwood country club. The seventh annual 
gala is a black-tie event featuring a dynamic 
speaker, live and silent auctions, 
musical performances, dinner 
and dancing. emcee for the eve-
ning will once again be ABc11 
TV news anchor Steve Daniels.

“The gala is a celebration 
of individuals with Down syn-
drome,” Pfeiffer said. “And every 

year we want to keep doing better than the 
year before.” 

The 2009 gala, despite a bleak economy, 
raised thousands of dollars for research; over-
all 2009 donations to the foundation totaled 
more than $143,000.  

contributing to the numbers was 
another Anna’s Angels fundraiser, the an-
nual 10K and 5K runs, which welcomed a 
record 750 runners in September ’09, de-
spite heavy rains. 

Anna’s Angels was even a featured 
charity on a recent episode of Tlc show 
Home Made Simple, after Terri harlow, a 
friend of Pfeiffer’s who has worked closely 
with the foundation, was selected to par-
ticipate in the show based on her work in 
the cary community. 

Show staff remodeled the harlows’ 
playroom as her prize, while also helping to 
promote the mission of Anna’s Angels. 

Since its inception in late 2003, Anna’s 
Angels, formally The Anna Michelle Merrills 
foundation for Down Syndrome research, 
has raised more than $550,000 to fund re-
search grants.

“And Duke adds its resources and staffing, 
so we’re getting much more,” Pfeiffer said. 

her family’s connection to Duke came 
when Anna was treated there in 2002 for 
Acute Myeloid leukemia. During her che-
motherapy, they learned of Down syndrome’s 
unexplained links to this leukemia as well as 
its links to heart conditions, Alzheimer’s dis-
ease and more. 

research is key to making these medical 
connections, Pfeiffer said. 

Among the studies it funds, Anna’s An-
gels is part of a three-year Bio Bank project, 
where blood, tissue and other samples col-
lected from willing patients are housed and 
catalogued for use by researchers. The Bio 
Bank saves time and money by providing 
ready samples, rather than having to seek pa-
tients for study. 

An iron deficiency study funded by 
the foundation found 30 per-
cent of anemic Down syndrome 
children were not correctly di-
agnosed, due to their different 
red blood cell size. A test de-
veloped by Duke as a result of 
that research now helps address 
these iron deficiencies. 

be an angel
Anna’s Angels Gala Celebrates Life 

“The gala is a celebration of 
individuals with Down syndrome. 
and every year we want to keep 
doing better than the year before.”

— Michelle Pfeiffer
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Team anna’s angels at the annual 10k 
and 5k fundraiser in September.
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“Duke has created a comprehensive 
Down syndrome clinic of experts, but in 
research it brings them together with other 
Duke specialists. it’s a great collaboration,” 
Pfeiffer said.  

Other published medical papers are 
in the works, she said, offering research-
ers’ insights into the connections be-
tween Down syndrome and other medi-
cal conditions. 

“That leads to more research,” Pfeiffer 
said. “Anna’s Angels provides seed grant 
money to begin the research, then Duke 
can approach the National institutes of 
health for larger grants. We’re that step-
ping stone.”

Meanwhile, Anna is a happy second-
grader who enjoys her many friends, school 
activities and life with her two siblings. She 
probably isn’t aware of how she inspires 
grown-ups to help ensure she and others 
live life to the fullest. 

“People want to help,” Pfeiffer said. 
“We have so much gratitude for the sup-
port of Duke and this community.” 

For tickets or more gala information, 
contact Pfeiffer at michellepfeiffer@nc.rr.com 
or visit www.annas-angels.org. 
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Wake County Public School System
Magnet Resource Center located behind  

Millbrook Magnet Elementary School
1600 East Milbrook Road

Raleigh, NC 27609
http://www.wcpss.net/magnet/grant/

EXPLORE MSAP Schools: East Garner 
Magnet Middle, Garner Magnet High, 
Southeast Raleigh Magnet High.

VISIT Open House Sessions
EGMMS - January 19th at 9am and 12pm
GMHS - January 26th at 6:30pm
SRMHS - January 28th at 6:30pm.

INQUIRE about the Magnet Application Process.

EXPAND your child’s educational options.

For more information call the 
Magnet Resource Center at 919-501-7900

Paid for by MSAP Grant Funds WCPSS 2007-2010

Don't miss the 

Magnet

application period

Feb. 1st-21st

Apply online at

www.wcpss.net/magnet

Magnet Application Period


