
There’s an old saying: “Too many 
cooks spoil the broth.” However, that is 
definitely not the case when a patient’s 
treatment plan calls for TAVR (Trans-
catheter Aortic Valve Replacement). 
With TAVR, the patient benefits from 
the expertise of a multidisciplinary 
team of healthcare professionals, all 
of whom play essential roles.

The first TAVR was performed at 
Parkwest in June 2012. The procedure 
gives new hope to patients who suffer 
from a progressive life-threatening 
condition called aortic stenosis but 
who are not candidates for traditional 
open heart surgery. As of the end of 
2104, 152 patients have received this 
life-saving procedure at Parkwest. 

TAVR is a minimally invasive pro-
cedure that involves placing a catheter 
into the femoral artery or through a 
small incision between the ribs and 
deploying a collapsible prosthetic aor-
tic valve into a beating heart. 

At Parkwest, the multidisciplinary 
TAVR team includes physicians spe-
cializing in cardiovascular and tho-
racic surgery, interventional cardiol-
ogy and cardiac anesthesiology, along 
with nurses and technicians with 
specialized training. The team also in-

cludes a nurse navigator who provides 
education, a plan of care, emotional 
support and guidance through the 
TAVR experience.

A patient is referred to one of the in-
terventional cardiologists or cardiovas-
cularsurgeons who perform TAVR by 
his or her own cardiologist or primary 
care physician. The patient first under-
goes a work-up that includes extensive 
outpatient tests, which are presented at 
a weekly TAVR conference. 

Even the operating room used 
for TAVR procedures at Parkwest is 
multidisciplinary in design. A unique 
surgical room, known as a hybrid op-

erating room, combines the resources 
of a cardiac catheterization lab and an 
operating room, including the imag-
ing equipment needed for minimally 
invasive procedures.

While the operating facilities are 
located at Parkwest Medical Center, 
the team includes physicians from 
across Covenant Health and patients 
who come from other hospitals in the 
area to have this procedure.

To learn more about TAVR and the 
cardiac services available through 
Covenant Health, visit us online at 
www.covenanthealth.com/heart or 
call 865-541-4500. 
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CONGRATULATIONS! 
150 TAVR Procedures and Counting.

Learn more at www.covenanthealth/TAVR
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No longer a patient, Sylvia Countess now works as 
a hospital volunteer. Countess had triple bypass 
surgery at Methodist Medical Center in 2010 and 
a TAVR procedure at Parkwest Medical Center last 
year.

Sylvia Countess celebrated her birthday 
working in Palestine in 2010. Thanks 

to cardiac care at Covenant Health 
hospitals, she’s been able to continue 

traveling and doing the work she loves.

Young at heart
Sylvia Countess was walking her 

dog one day last summer when she 
happened to cross paths with one 
of her neighbors. They exchanged 
greetings, and then Countess 
couldn’t help sharing what was on 
her mind.

“I said, ‘Do you know I had heart 
surgery on Monday and I’m walking 
my dog today?’ ” Countess laughs. 
It had been just five days since that 
surgery. 

Countess underwent Trans-
catheter Aortic Valve Replacement 
(TAVR) at Parkwest Medical Center 
last summer. Like so many other 

TAVR patients, she 
now marvels at the 
outcome.

“Dr. [Thomas] 
Pollard and the rest 
of the team at Park-
west were wonder-
ful,” said Countess. 
“I couldn’t have 
asked for better 
care.”

During a TAVR 
procedure, a stent 
is used to insert a 
replacement valve, 
as opposed to 
opening the chest 
through traditional 
surgery. To qualify 
for TAVR, patients 
must be considered 
ineligible for tradi-
tional open heart 
procedures.

Countess had al-
ready had surgery 
for heart problems 
in the past, and 
TAVR turned out to 
be a perfect fit for 
her.

“Most patients 
who undergo TAVR 
are deemed high 
risk because of 
their frailty or mul-

Covenant Health TAVR 
procedure results 
 ‘very favorable’

When Parkwest CAO Rick Lassiter first heard about 
TAVR, his interest was piqued.

The proposal to bring TAVR to Covenant Health was 
brought forth by cardiothoracic surgeons. It meant a new 
hybrid operating room would have to be built at a signifi-
cant investment. It also required that the surgeons per-
forming the procedure must be trained in Irvine, Calif.

Lassiter, who has been in healthcare for more than two 
decades, felt this revolutionary procedure would not only 
save lives, but improve the quality of life for patients who 
have run out of options. He supported the physicians’ pro-
posal.

“After hours of discussions with our physicians and our 
clinicians, a strategic plan was developed and the rest is 
history,” Lassiter said.

Between June 6, 2012, and Dec. 31, 2014, the Covenant 
Heath TAVR team performed 152 TAVR surgeries at Park-
west, at an average of 59 cases per year. This volume com-
pares to a median average of 30 surgeries per year at the 
223 other medical centers that participated in the PART-
NER (Placement of AoRtic TraNscathetER) Valves Trial.

“The data is very favorable,” Lassiter stated. “We do 
nearly twice as many TAVR procedures on average, and 
our mortality rate for the procedure is well below the na-
tional median. We also have lower rates of major vascular 
injury, valvular leakage and bleeding.”

The Covenant Health TAVR team pictured (L to R) are: Nicholaos Xenopoulos, MD; 
Ayaz Rahman, MD; Sonya Brown; Chad Stouffer, MD; Thomas Pollard, MD; Mike  
Ayres, MD; and Sheilah Vartan (missing from photo: G. Lee Collins, MD and Jeff Ollis, MD).
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Multidisciplinary approach 
benefits TAVR patients

tiple medical problems. This was not 
the case with Sylvia. She actually led 
a very active lifestyle prior to becom-
ing limited by her heart valve dis-
ease. Traditional heart surgery was 
just too high risk for her because of 
her previous history of heart surgery 
and the development of vascular cal-
cification,” Pollard said.

Four years ago, Countess was 
pulling her luggage through an air-
port when she noticed traveling 

wasn’t as easy as it used to be. She 
loved that her job had allowed her 
to travel for years, but suddenly it 
seemed to exhaust her.

“I was huffing and puffing,” says 
Countess, who was 70 at the time. “I 
just thought I was getting old, and 
maybe I was pushing myself too 
hard.”

It was the first sign that some-
thing was wrong, but it was a sign 
she ignored. Later, when she blamed 

her breathing problems on allergies, 
her doctor recommended a stress 
test to see if her heart might be the 
real cause. The results couldn’t be 
denied.

“I was surprised to hear I needed 
triple bypass surgery,” Countess 
says.

However, Countess wasn’t afraid. 
She had confidence in cardiac sur-
geon William Hall, MD, and Meth-
odist Medical Center. 

It’s safe to say the average person 
doesn’t enjoy hospitals the way 
she does, but Sylvia Count-
ess is not the average person. 
For most of her adult life, 
Countess has been involved 
in hospital work, either on the 
payroll or as a volunteer. For 
several years while she was 
teaching advanced placement 
French at Oak Ridge High 
School, she worked nights as 
a certified nursing assistant 
(CNA). While she traveled on 
behalf of her church to train 
teachers in the United States 
and in Palestine, she was also 
working as a hospital chaplain 
in Knoxville.

“There’s just something 
special about being in a hospi-
tal,” Countess says. 

The bypass surgery was 
expertly performed, and she 
got back to her busy life. All 
was going well for a few years, 
until she started to experience 
an old familiar feeling. She be-

gan to be fatigued too easily, and her 
breathing became labored again.

Countess followed her doctor’s 
orders after her surgery at Method-
ist. She had regularly scheduled ap-
pointments with her cardiologist, 
Milan Sheth, MD. He kept tabs on 
the condition of her heart, and when 
those old symptoms started to reap-
pear, she had quick access to care.

“When I had my triple bypass in 
2010, there had been some talk about 

problems with my aortic valve,” 
Countess says. “The decision was 
made not to do anything about it at 
the time, and that was fine with me.”

After four years of careful moni-
toring and less invasive treatment 
options, Sheth determined the time 
was right to get that valve taken 
care of. Because Countess had cho-
sen healthcare through a doctor as-
sociated with Covenant Health and 
a Covenant Health hospital in Oak 
Ridge, she was already connected to 
the wide variety of services available 
through the healthcare system. 

Being part of the Covenant Health 
network allowed Sheth to offer sev-
eral options for his patient. After 
further testing and consultation 
with Dr. Hall, it was decided that the 
TAVR procedure at Parkwest would 
be best for Countess.

She says the whole experience at 
the hospital was very positive, and 
she managed to make a return trip 
to Palestine just a few months later. 

Asked how she’s doing now, 
Countess quips, “I think I’m excel-
lent. Parts of me may be perfect!”

Now 74 years young, Countess 
has returned to her love of hospitals 
and has joined the Covenant Health 
team. She’s a volunteer at Methodist, 
the same Covenant hospital where 
she had her first heart procedure. 
When she’s not busy with that, she’s 
volunteering as a deaconess with the 
Lutheran church.

“Life is too precious to be spent 
sitting around feeling bad,” Count-
ess says. “If there is something you 
can do to improve your quality of life 
– and thereby improve the quality of 
life of the people around you – then 
you go for it.”

To learn more about TAVR 
at Parkwest Medical Center 
or to learn more about the 
cardiac services of Methodist 
Medical Center visit 
covenanthealth.com, or call 
865-541-4500. 


