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Stephen Pardue tries his hand at 
sewing.

Megan Morgan, Hailey Schneider, Dr. Tom Pollard and John Grant Little Jacquie Downey, Christian Bruner and Dr. Chadwick Stouffer

The heart team group help-
ing stage the “heart lab” at 
CAK recently are, from left: 

Dr. Chadwick Stouffer, Gary 
Lawrence of Edwards Life-

sciences, Bob Brown, Becky 
Nicholson, Dr. Tom Pollard, 

Mark Clem, David Evans, Lee 
Speed, Brian Murphy, Adam 

Mattison, Nicki Bridges, David 
Peppers, Sarah Staggs, Daryl 
Mitchell, Leeanne Evers and 

Mary Katherine Laughlin.

CAK students get lesson in heart surgery
Using real pig hearts as their 

“patient,” students in two anat-
omy and physiology classes at 
Christian Academy of Knoxville 
recently got a glimpse into what 
two top cardiothoracic surgeons at 
Parkwest Medical Center do daily.

“They do their calculus and 
don’t really know if they will ever 
use it again even though we know 
they will,” said cardiothoracic sur-
geon Dr. Tom Pollard. “But with 
this, they can see what they’re 
learning really has an impact on 
what I do every day.” 

Pollard and his partner, Dr. 
Chadwick Stouffer, both members 
of Covenant Health’s highly prized 
transcatheter aortic valve replace-
ment (TAVR) team, brought along 
a 12-person contingent of regis-
tered nurses, physician’s assis-
tants, scrub techs and profusion 
technicians. 

“Heart surgery is kind of a team 
sport – it takes a lot of people to 
do a heart surgery,” said Stouffer. 
“And this team really loves to 
teach.”

The surgeons and heart team 
worked side-by-side with the stu-
dents at lab tables, exploring the 
pig heart’s anatomy and explain-
ing the circulatory system. Stu-
dents also got to try their hand 
at implanting an artificial heart 
valve into the heart and sewing 
arteries.

“It’s not only a blast teach-
ing the kids and interacting with 
them, but it’s also very education-
al for us because it isn’t every day 
that we get to look at a certain part 
of the anatomy,” said David Pep-
pers, a registered nurse. “We can’t 
just cut it open and look at some 
of the internal structures. I find it 
very helpful and educational for 
me.” 

At one lab table, David Evans, a 
scrub tech, and Bob Brown, a reg-
istered nurse, were clearly having 
fun with the students. 

“They were a little timid at first 
but then once you get in there, it 
was, ‘Let me touch this,’ ‘Let me 
see that’ and ‘Let me try that,’ ” 

said Evans. “It was kind of neat 
watching their reaction.”

“I like seeing their eyes get big 
and start dancing around,” said 
Brown. “They’re like, ‘Do what?!’ 
‘I want to touch it.’ It’s a lot of fun. 
Last year, this student was stand-
ing there as I was going over the 
anatomy part and he bent over 
like he was trying to get a better 
view, and his buddy stepped back, 
he just passed out in the floor.” It 
was the first time I ever had one to 
go down, but it happens every now 
and then.”

In fact, it happens often enough 
that before each class, Pollard 
puts their minds at ease by tell-
ing them, “Everyone here has had 
a bad experience at some time in 
their careers.”

“You can see it on the screen or 
in your book or whatever, but it’s 
fun to be able to go in and see the 
different valves and veins,” said 
Matthew Little, a junior.

It’s realistic enough that teach-
er Karen Moore says the Feb. 27 
event has likely spoiled her stu-
dents. “They’ll never be happy 
with just a PowerPoint now,” she 
said with a laugh.

Stephen Pardue, a junior, 
agreed. “It’s going to be hard to 
stay awake in class now that we’ve 

had the real deal,” he said. 
Pardue, whose parents are doc-

tors, said he still has other careers 
he wants to consider but medicine 
remains a big interest. “I had no 
idea what to expect,” he said. “But 
it was definitely fun. I’ve never 
done anything like that before.”

“It’s been fun, seeing how you 
can open into a heart like that,” 
said Jim Hahn, a junior. “It’s crazy 
to see what they can do in an ac-
tual human heart with this blood 
and stuff. I can’t imagine what it’s 
like actually doing it. It’s cool. It’s 
a good simulation.”

Jacquie Downey, a senior who 
hopes to become a pharmacist, 
was clearly tickled by the chance 
to work with Stouffer and sew the 
heart valve. “It was sooo great!” 
she said. “I really liked being able 
to see it firsthand because the pic-
tures in our book are not exactly 
how it looks in real life.”

Ms. Moore said of 22 students 
in one of the classes, 18 were 
weighing careers in healthcare, 
but the heart lab may have over-
whelmed some of them. “I heard 
a lot of brain-dead people today 
who forgot everything they knew 
in the face of real professionals,” 
she said and laughed. “I heard 
somebody ask them, ‘What’s the 

big blood vessel that leaves the left 
ventricle’ and they’re going … uh-
hhhhhh. … They were fine yester-
day. I don’t know what happened.”

The pig hearts were donated by 
Edwards LifeSciences, the Irvine, 
Calif., company that provides 
Parkwest with the bovine valve 
used in TAVR surgeries. The pig 
heart is so similar in structure 
and function to the human heart 
that it is often used as the model 
for research. 

“People ask me, ‘Are these spe-
cial pigs?’ or ‘Are they fed a spe-
cial diet?’ No, there are farms that 
specialize in donor pigs, but they 
are not particularly special,” said 
Gary Lawrence, a sales represen-
tative for Edwards Lifesciences.

“If you look at the Latin word 
for doctor, it means teacher, and 
that’s what we are doing,” said 
Stouffer. “We are not only teach-
ing future healthcare profession-
als, but we’re also educating the 
community about what we do. If 
that can help with health mainte-
nance and have a healthier com-
munity around us, then we’re suc-
ceeding.” 

Find out more about cardiol-
ogy services at Parkwest by vis-
iting www.TreatedWell.com or 
calling 865-374-PARK. 


