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Susan Eagle named new executive vice chair 
for the Department of Anesthesiology
Article by Erin Wides

Continued on page 3

Susan Eagle, MD, has been named the new 
executive vice chair for the Department of 
Anesthesiology, effective July 1. With this 
role, Eagle also takes on a hospital level 
role as the VUH anesthesiology executive 
medical director of Perioperative Services. 

Dr. Eagle was selected after a formal 
internal search led by the Department of 
Anesthesiology’s Executive Committee.  
Previously, Eagle served as assistant vice 
chair of Anesthesiology Faculty Affairs, 
where she led mentorship and professional 
development for over 170 faculty. 

Clinically, Dr. Eagle has always been 
drawn to high-acuity medical care, so it’s 

no surprise that she has had a two-decade 
career as a cardiothoracic anesthesiologist.

“It is a natural fit for me to do 
cardiothoracic anesthesia, as I am drawn 
to high-acuity cases where the stakes 
are high and the conditions are rapidly 
evolving,” Eagle said. “I have been so 
fortunate to work alongside talented 
and dedicated teams of patient care 
providers at VUMC for over two decades. 
The executive vice chair role feels like 
a natural extension of my work across 
clinical, research, and faculty affairs in the 
Department of Anesthesiology.”
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Dr. Mark Rice transitioning to executive vice chair 
emeritus role in Department of Anesthesiology

He is somebody who has been 
described by colleagues as a 
“transformational” part of the 
Department of Anesthesiology 
at Vanderbilt University Medical 
Center. He’s had multiple careers 
and most recently, transitioned from 
executive vice chair to executive vice 
chair emeritus in the Department of 
Anesthesiology. 

For most of the past decade, Mark Rice, 
MD, has worked in the department. He 
started his career at VUMC in spring of 
2015, when he joined the Department 
of Anesthesiology as professor and 
chief of the Division of Multispecialty 
Anesthesiology. Back in 2018, when 
the department was adding leadership 
roles, Rice earned the role of associate 

vice-chair for Clinical Affairs and, after 
that, the role of executive vice chair of 
Anesthesiology.

“He took over at a time when the 
department’s activities and leadership 
vistas could almost be managed by a 
single person, and as a true executive 
officer, co-led the department to the 
point that the scope of our operations 
requires a second executive vice chair 
to handle the Pediatric Anesthesia 
enterprise,” said Anesthesiology 
Department Chair Warren Sandberg, 
MD, PhD.  “This is a remarkable 
accomplishment for the individual, 
but also speaks volumes about the 
department’s success on his watch.”

Article by Erin Wides

Continued on page 4
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Back at home we have had some leadership transitions. 
Mark Rice, MD, transitioned from executive vice chair 
to executive vice chair emeritus. In this role, Rice 
remains around to help with recruiting and supporting 
faculty and staff. We’re thankful for all that Dr. Rice has 
contributed to our faculty, staff, and patients.

Dr. Susan Eagle was named the new executive vice chair 
for the Department of Anesthesiology. We look forward 
to all that she will do in this role. Dr. Eagle previously 
served as assistant vice chair of Anesthesiology Faculty 
Affairs. 

In federal fiscal year 2023, our department placed fifth 
among U.S. academic anesthesiology departments in 
NIH funding. This included more than $11.8 million in 
awarded NIH grants.

Earlier this year we were able to send a team of 
Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetists (CRNAs) to 
Nairobi, Kenya, to attend the inaugural Pan African 
Nurse Anesthetists Conference. The conference brought 
together non-physician anesthesia providers from 18 
different countries in Africa for continued education 
and networking. The purpose was to reduce maternal 
mortality by improving safe access to anesthesia for 
pregnant women across Africa.

I hope you can take a few moments in the coming 
holiday weeks to reflect on your own accomplishments 
and those you have brought to the department. We are 
thankful for the diverse, vital, and generous community 
to which we all contribute.

MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIR

Warren Sandberg, MD, PhD 
Chair, Department of Anesthesiology 

The end of the year is a great time to reflect on all the 
things our department has accomplished in the past few 
months.

In October a handful of faculty and residents attended 
the 2024 annual meeting of the American Society of 
Anesthesiologists in Philadelphia, PA. We participated 
in over 70 activities. From the medically challenging 
cases to the hands-on workshops to our annual alumni 
reception, the ASA was a huge success.

2024 Dr. Charles Beattie Endowed Lectureship

Daniel J. Cole, MD, was the guest lecturer for the 2024 Dr. Charles Beattie Endowed Lectureship on Perioperative 
Medicine and Systems-Based Practice on Friday, October 4, 2024. His topic was “A Transformative Future for 

Perioperative Medicine: Connecting Purpose and Performance.”
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Eagle ascends to these important roles during a massive 
moment of growth for the department and hospital. 
This year, anesthesia services are now being provided 
at both Vanderbilt Bedford Hospital and Vanderbilt 
Tullahoma-Harton Hospital, which brings many more 
clinical positions to the department. VUH-wide, a 
15-story, 470,000-square foot tower is being built, bringing 
additional adult inpatient beds, operating rooms, clinics 
and office space, thus needing additional staff to work these 
spaces. 

“It’s a very dynamic time for VUMC and an exciting time 
to be part of leadership,” Eagle said. “We are at the forefront 
of clinical expansion and innovation in the perioperative 
space, and we continue to positively impact clinical care 
well beyond the borders of Nashville, often for patients who 
have been deemed too sick to be cared for by other medical 
centers. This is a great source of pride for our clinical 
teams.”

One goal Eagle hopes to accomplish is closing the gap a bit 
between leadership and faculty. Now that she’s been in the 
role for a few months, she said that she sees how one can 
get swept up into the administrative tasks, but she will be 
balancing clinical days. 

“I think having visibility in the department is very 
important to really understanding the challenges of and 
barriers to providing excellent clinical care while also 
providing an environment in which faculty and healthcare 
providers can flourish in the academic setting,” she said. 
“Once you establish a thriving clinical team and provide the 
highest standards of clinical care, everything else follows— 
research, education, and innovation.” 

Keeping faculty and their well-being is a focus Eagle plans 
to carry with her into this next chapter.  

Mark Rice, MD, held this position previously and is now 
vice chair emeritus in the department. With the rapid 
growth happening, Rice will continue assisting with 
recruiting.  

“Susan is the perfect person to take over. She does a lot of 
mentoring of young faculty, she already works with our 
professionalism group, and she has the confidence of a lot 
of our faculty,” Rice said. “We’ve been transitioning since 

this announcement was made, and she’s easily taken over a 
lot of this.” 

The formal appointment was made by Warren Sandberg, 
MD, PhD, Chair of Anesthesiology.

“Dr. Eagle has always been fearless with respect to 
challenging or novel assignments. In her assistant vice chair 
role, she has reached in to support and help individuals 
and divisions across the medical center, often far from 
her cardiac clinical home,” Sandberg siad. “I knew when I 
appointed her to the vice chair position and nominated her 
as anesthesia periop executive medical director, we were 
getting a person fully committed to the VUMC patient care 
mission, no matter what setting.” 

Eagle received her anesthesiology residency training 
at Medical College of Georgia (Augusta). In 2003, she 
joined the Anesthesiology faculty here at VUMC and 
completed a cardiothoracic anesthesiology fellowship in 
2005. Throughout her tenure here, Eagle has held various 
leadership positions and served on many committees. In 
2018, she achieved the rank of professor. Since 2021, she 
has served as assistant vice chair, Anesthesiology Faculty 
Affairs, focusing on faculty mentorship, professional 
development, and professional coaching. Eagle is currently 
funded with an NIH R01 grant (co-principal investigator) 
and a grant from the Department of Defense (co-
investigator).

Recent honors for Eagle include the B.E. Smith Faculty 
Mentorship Award (2016); induction into VUMC’s 
Academy for Excellence in Clinical Medicine (2021, 
inaugural class); and Master Innovator Award, Center for 
Technology Transfer, Vanderbilt University (2023). Also 
in 2023, Meharry-Vanderbilt Alliance (MVA) presented 
Eagle with the inaugural Faculty Commitment to Student 
Excellence Award. In addition, she is the recipient of the 
2024 WICTA (Women in Cardiothoracic Anesthesiology) 
Excellence in Mentoring Award from the Society of 
Cardiovascular Anesthesiologists. 
 
 

Eagle
Continued from page 1
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VUMC team attends first Pan African Nurse 
Anesthetists Conference

Rice has a lengthy resume, filled with multiple careers, 
all of which he said he’s enjoyed. From private practice to 
academic medicine to startup work, “I’d have to say that 
the academic work has been the most rewarding, honestly. 
I think back to all the residents that I’ve trained over the 
years, all the mentees that I’ve had, and I’m thankful for all 
the people that have mentored me.”

With explosive growth coming to the medical center and 
department, Rice said it’s important that he remain around 
to help with recruiting. Whether that involves having 
conversations with recruits, interviewing them, helping 
check references—whatever needs to be done—he’s here to 
help.

Rice said his advice to recruits is to keep an open mind, 
nothing is forever, and don’t be afraid to reinvent yourself. 

“I never imagined that I’d being doing administrative work, 
and that’s almost all that I do now. I thought I was going to 
be a researcher,” he said. “So, I would tell people you can 
have several careers, it’s much more fun.”

Rice came to Vanderbilt from the University of Florida 
College of Medicine, Gainesville, where he served as 
section chief for General Surgery in the Department of 
Anesthesiology, and as chief of the department’s Liver 
Transplantation Section. 

He received his medical degree from the University of 
Wisconsin (Madison), and completed an internship 
in surgery, a research fellowship in the transplantation 
laboratory, and a residency in anesthesiology, all at 
University of Wisconsin Hospitals and Clinics in Madison.
From a personal standpoint, family is important to him, 
and Rice said Nashville will remain home base. However, 
he’s got children and grandchildren in three states, and 
his new role gives him the flexibility to be with family 
more often while also staying connected with friends and 
colleagues in Nashville.

Over the years Sandberg and Rice have been able to work 
in tandem. Sandberg said Rice has always been able to 
maintain focus on what makes academic anesthesiology 
special and rewarding, which for him has been the 
education and development of his eventual successors. 

“His students and mentees appreciate this passion for what 
it is: a genuine desire to challenge, educate, and cultivate 
the student,” Sandberg said. “Their appreciation is made 
tangible in the teaching awards he’s won, not just at VUMC, 
but also at his previous institutions.”

Rice mentioned receiving teaching awards as one of his 
most proud accomplishments. “I’ve had six teaching awards 
at three different institutions, which I’m very proud of. I 
had one at Wisconsin, two in Florida, and now three at 
Vanderbilt,” he said. “From a professional standpoint, I’m 
probably most proud of that.”

Rice
Continued from page 1

Article by Matt Batcheldor, originally published on July 
26, 2024, in VUMC News

Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetists (CRNAs) from 
Vanderbilt University Medical Center recently traveled 
to Kenya to attend the inaugural Pan African Nurse 
Anesthetists Conference. The VUMC group raised about 
$34,000 to enable the trip while sponsoring 27 Africans to 
also attend the meeting.

The conference, which took place June 18-20 in Nairobi, 
Kenya, brought together non-physician anesthesia providers 
from 18 different countries in Africa for continued 

education and networking. The purpose was to reduce 
maternal mortality by improving safe access to anesthesia 
for pregnant women across Africa.

According to the United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA) in Kenya, more than 80% of maternal deaths 
are attributed to poor quality of care. By increasing access 
to training, medical supplies and educated professionals, 
Vanderbilt professionals have been working to change that, 
said Brent Dunworth, CRNA, DNP, MBA, associate nurse 
executive for Advanced Practice at VUMC.
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Left: Greg Sund, MD; Mark Newton, MD; Brent Dunworth, DNP, MBA, CRNA; Hollie Humphries, MD; Julian Rios, MD; Jill 
Moore, MS, CRNA; Michael Leersnyder, DNAP, CRNA; Casey Balthazar, DNAP, CRNA; Heather Larson, MS, CRNA;
and Matt Kynes, MD.

Dunworth noted that VUMC clinicians have been working 
in Kenya for about two decades, creating curriculum 
and training nurse anesthetists to address the maternal 
mortality crisis. This work was founded by Mark Newton, 
MD, professor of Anesthesiology, and has resulted in the 
minting of nearly 500 anesthesia nurses in a sustainable 
model with an exceptional reputation of quality care 
delivery. The African nurse anesthetists are often the sole 
anesthetic providers in their rural facilities.

Vanderbilt representatives and others began planning the 
conference in 2018. The original date was to be in 2020, 
but it was delayed until this year because of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

“Our successes at Vanderbilt in advanced practice, which 
are many and award-winning and laudable, extend far 
beyond Middle Tennessee,” Dunworth said. “We have now 
taken those gifts halfway around the globe, and we are 
privileged to be able to share our expertise.”

The conference resulted in the formation of the African 
Association of Nurse Anesthetists, and a movement is 
underway to create a standard curriculum for nurse 
anesthetists throughout the continent in coordination with 
the International Federation of Nurse Anesthetists.

Several of the Department of Anesthesiology’s CRNAs were 
involved in planning the conference and traveled to Nairobi 
to lecture and lead workshops, including Dunworth, Jill 

Moore, CRNA, MS; Michael Leersnyder, CRNA, DNAP; 
Casey Balthazar, CRNA, DNAP; and Heather Larson, 
CRNA, MS.

Faculty members included Greg Sund, MD, adjoint 
associate professor of Anesthesiology; Mark Newton, MD; 
professor of Anesthesiology; and Matt Kynes, MD, associate 
professor of Anesthesiology. Two of the department’s 
trainees, who are participating in an elective rotation in 
nearby Kijabe, Kenya, also attended: Hollie Humphries, 
MD, and Julian Rios, MD.

Many members of the Department of Anesthesiology 
contributed financially to the conference’s success. Thanks 
to the generosity of these donors, Vanderbilt International 
Anesthesia was able to award travel scholarships to 27 
participants from 10 African countries to attend the 
conference.

“Fundraising efforts were infectious as our CRNA 
divisions competed to see which group could raise the 
most money to support this inaugural conference,” said 
Amanda Dickert, DNAP, CRNA, assistant professor of 
Clinical Anesthesiology. “Our CRNAs offered generous 
donations and volunteered to organize chili cook-offs, bake 
sales, raffles and silent auctions. This initiative provided 
numerous meaningful ways to participate in impactful 
global work, even for those unable to travel across the 
globe.”
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VUMC Anesthesiology 2024 Graduation

VUMC Department of Anesthesiology’s graduation was held at the Frist Art Museum on the evening of June 15th. 
We had 18 graduates this year.
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2024 Anesthesia Annual Awards Ceremony



8

New VUMC hospital expansion to be 
named Jim Ayers Tower
Article by Nancy Humphrey, originally published 
on Oct. 22, 2024, in VUMC News

Vanderbilt University Medical Center will name the new 
expansion tower for Vanderbilt University Hospital the 
Jim Ayers Tower in recognition of Janet and Jim Ayers’ 
philanthropic legacy and abiding interest in improving the 
health care and quality of life for Tennesseans.

The naming of the 15-level, 470,000-square-foot tower, 
currently under construction between 21st Avenue South 
and Medical Center Drive on the Main Campus in Nashville, 
honors the couple’s steadfast community leadership and 
longtime connection to VUMC. The tower is scheduled to 
open its first floor — Level 7 — in October 2025. 

A Parsons, Tennessee, native, Ayers has achieved business 
successes in financial services, real estate and health 
care ventures, and he is widely recognized for increasing 
educational opportunities for young people. In 1999, he 
established The Ayers Foundation, now known as the Ayers 
Foundation Trust, which supports a wide range of programs 
and institutions. 

“We are honored to announce the Jim Ayers Tower, which 
will allow us to better fulfill the mission of Vanderbilt 
University Medical Center to make health care personal for 
the patients we serve. The tower’s new space is essential as 
we expand to meet the needs of our rapidly growing Middle 
Tennessee communities,” said Jeff Balser, MD, PhD, President 
and CEO of VUMC and Dean of Vanderbilt University 
School of Medicine. 

“As our largest facility expansion to date, this structure 
is being named to recognize the unparalleled dedication 
of Janet and Jim Ayers to the health and well-being of all 
Tennesseans.”  

The Ayerses expressed their gratitude at having the tower 
named in Jim’s honor. 

Construction of the new tower is taking place amid the daily hustle and 
bustle of Vanderbilt University Medical Center’s campus on 21st Avenue 
in Nashville. This picture captures progress as of early October 2024. 
(photo by Susan Urmy)

“To have my name connected with empowering access to 
health care is the honor of a lifetime,” Ayers said. “This 
isn’t just a building but rather a space for families to 
receive care that can improve their lives. I’m humbled that 
it also represents how much Janet and I value the well-
being of everyone in the community and that it will stand 
as a reminder long into the future of the importance of 
helping people,” he said. 

“Jim and I hold Nashville and all of Tennessee close to our 
hearts,” said Janet Ayers, who spent her career in health 
care administration. “The Jim Ayers Tower reflects the 
principles we share with VUMC of serving others and 
ensuring the best quality of life, including for those who 
may otherwise be underserved. We are so touched to see 
Jim recognized in such a meaningful way.”

The Ayerses have a long history of philanthropy and 
community leadership. 
 
“Janet and Jim’s desire to open doors and change lives has 
had a widespread impact on so many institutions, so many 
people, and in so many ways all across Tennessee, from 
rural Tennessee to Nashville and beyond. As leaders who 
truly care about and invest in others, they have influenced 
education, research, patient care and much more,” said C. 
Wright Pinson, MBA, MD, Deputy CEO and Chief Health 
System Officer for VUMC.  
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At VUMC, the Jim Ayers Institute for Precancer Detection 
and Diagnosis at Vanderbilt-Ingram Cancer Center was 
established in 2005 to help researchers find early markers 
for colorectal cancer that could improve diagnosis and 
potentially save lives. 

Within nine years, the center had yielded an impressive 
return: identification of protein “signatures” of the genetic 
mutations that drive the nation’s second leading cancer 
killer after lung cancer.  

Janet Ayers has served as a member of the Vanderbilt 
Eye Institute (VEI) Advisory Board since 2012, and the 
couple has supported VEI research in regenerative visual 
neuroscience, low-vision patients and families, and a 
directorship in the low-vision program. Joshua Robinson, 
OD, assistant professor of Clinical Ophthalmology 
and Visual Sciences, holds the Janet and Jim Ayers 
Directorship. 

Their community involvement is also extensive. They 
established the Ayers Foundation Scholarship Program, 
supporting almost 20,000 students over the past 25 years 
to attend postsecondary education in over 100 institutions 
of higher education. 

In recognition of their community support, the Ayerses 
received the Association of Fundraising Professionals 2007 
Philanthropists of the Year Award. 

The Jim Ayers Tower is the largest expansion to date for 
Vanderbilt University Hospital.

The last sizable expansion was the 11-floor Critical Care 
Tower that opened in 2009. The need for the tower is a 
result of the area’s booming population growth and the 
hospital operating at more than 90% capacity most of the 
year. It will initially include 180 inpatient beds, with five
shelled floors for additional inpatient beds in the future. 

The building will also include radiology services, a 
spacious lobby, a three-floor expansion to Central Garage 
adding 600 spaces, and 44,000 square feet of operating 
room space in adjacent Medical Center East. A two-story 
bridge will connect the new tower to the existing The 
Vanderbilt Clinic at levels 3 and 4.  

The Jim Ayers Tower will also include a statue of his 
likeness, commemorating Ayers’ enduring influence for 
generations of patients. Serving as the new front door to 
Vanderbilt University Hospital, the building serves as a 
visible reminder of the monumental impact Janet and Jim 
Ayers have had on the people of Tennessee.

Currently under construction between 21st 
Avenue South and Medical Center Drive on the 
Main Campus in Nashville, the Jim Ayers Tower 
is the largest expansion to date for Vanderbilt 
University Hospital.

Scheduled to open its first floor — Level 7 — in 
October 2025, the Jim Ayers Tower will include:
•	 15 levels
•	 470,000 square feet
•	 180 inpatient beds initially
•	 5 shelled floors for future inpatient beds
•	 Radiology services
•	 Spacious lobby

The building project will also include:
•	 3 floors with 600 parking spaces in 
Central Garage
•	 44,000 square feet of operating room 
space in adjacent Medical Center East
•	 2-story bridge connecting the Jim Ayers 
Tower and The Vanderbilt Clinic at levels 3 and 4

By the Numbers
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Jonathan Wanderer, MD, MPhil, and Ron Bell, CRNA, DNAP, presented a talk on May 2 at XGM 2024, the 
annual conference of Epic’s Expert Group Meetings, held April 29- May 9 in Verona, Wisconsin. The talk was 
titled “Block and Tackle: Two Approaches for Coordinating Regional Anesthetics.

Congratulations to Melissa Chont for being promoted to Clinical/Translational Research Coordinator IV within 
the Research Division.

Congratulations to Thomas Myles for being promoted to Research Assistant II within the Research Division.

Holly Ende, MD, Jonathan Wanderer, MD, MPhil, and Matt Zapf, MD, presented at the Vanderbilt 
Symposium on Implementation Research in the Learning Health System. Their presentation was titled “Tackling 
Clinical Challenges with Artificial Intelligence: Implementing Models into Practice.”

Congratulations to the faculty and CRNAs at Vanderbilt Cool Springs Surgery Center. They have been 
nationally recognized as one of the top Ambulatory Surgery Centers by U.S. News & World Report’s inaugural 
ranking of the best ASCs in the state of Tennessee. 

Christina Boncyk, MD, was promoted to Associate Professor.

Lindsey Efird, MD, was selected as the Medical Director of our FEL Surgery Center.

 Lauren Siemer, MD, appointed to Director of Undergraduate Medical Education.

Danial Shams, MD, appointed to the leadership position of Rotation Director, APRN Regional Anesthesia/APS-
PMCS. 

Stephanie Woodward, MD, appointed to Obstetric Anesthesiology Fellowship Director.

John Bryant, MD, was named as Assistant Program Director of the Adult Cardiothoracic Anesthesiology 
Fellowship.

Daniel Larach, MD, MSTR, has been promoted to Associate Professor of Anesthesiology.

Vikram Tiwari, PhD, was promoted to Professor of Anesthesiology.

Brooke Hoover was promoted to Program Manager in the Education Office.

David McIlroy, MBBS, MD, MClinEpi, has been promoted to Professor of Anesthesiology.

Julia Mitchell has been promoted to Research Nurse Specialist IV (PCRI).

Nicholas Statzer, MD, appointed to Associate Director of the Acute Pain and Perioperative Medicine Consult 
Services.

Martha Tanner has been promoted to Senior Communications Specialist in the Chair’s Office.

Aditi Balakrishna, MD, accepted the role of Quality & Patient Safety Director.

Department Accomplishments
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Jonathan Wanderer, MD, MPhil, was nominated back to the Epic Anesthesia Steering Board.

Susan Eagle, MD, has been named the new executive vice chair for the Department of Anesthesiology, effective 
July 1.

Congratulations to Julie Bohannon, PhD, and graduate student Mary Oliver for being selected as a mentee-
mentor pair for the Howard Hughes Gilliam Fellowship! Vanderbilt has been awarded one out of 50 fellowships 
nationwide.
 
Lusine Danakian, MD, accepted the role of Associate Quality and Patient Safety Director.

Susan Eagle, MD, has been accepted into the membership of the Foundation for Anesthesia Education and 
Research (FAER) Academy of Research Mentors in Anesthesiology. Academy members include academic 
anesthesiologists who have demonstrated outstanding contributions to the development of anesthesiologist 
investigators.

Jason Slagle, PhD, was promoted to Research Professor of Anesthesiology.

Michelle Binkley has been promoted to the role of Administrative Supervisor.

Tanya Bradley has been promoted to Administrative Supervisor.

Lexi Davis has been promoted to Administrative Supervisor.

Erica Luhrs was promoted to Administrative Supervisor.

Lisa McIntosh has been promoted to Program Manager for the residency program. 

Willie Agee, MD, PhD, joined the Office of Educational Affairs as Assistant Program Director of Anesthesiology 
Residency.

Meredith Kingeter, MD, has been promoted to Associate Program Director of Anesthesiology Residency.

Cara Lyle started a new position as Associate Program Manager for our Pediatric Anesthesiology, Cardiothoracic 
Anesthesiology, and Pain Medicine fellowships. 

Rachel Herrmann was promoted to Financial Manager.

Amy Zipp has been promoted to Program Manager in the Research Division.

Christian Jasper was promoted to Associate Program Manager in our Research Division.

Dr. Jonathan Wanderer was invited to speak at a virtual Grand Rounds meeting for the Department of 
Anesthesiology at the Mayo Clinic Hospital in Phoenix, Arizona. He discussed the “Artificial Intelligence in 
Anesthesia: Are Zombie Robots Going To Take Your Job?”

Christie Crotts, CRNA, received CRNA of the Year award for National Advanced Practice Provider (APP) 
Week.
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Department attends 2024 American Society of Anesthesiologists 
Annual Meeting in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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High or low oxygen levels are safe 
during heart surgery: study

Two out of 10 people who receive cardiac surgery are affected by acute kidney injury, prolonging their hospital stay and 
increasing their risk for chronic kidney disease, cognitive decline and heart failure.

A Vanderbilt University Medical Center study explored one possible cause — hyperoxia or high concentrations of oxygen 
given to such patients during surgery — as opposed to doses more similar to air. The study, recently published in the journal 
JAMA Surgery, concluded that hyperoxia increased oxidative stress during surgery, but this effect did not persist after surgery 
and did not lead to more acute kidney injury. 

The results suggest that administering high or low levels of oxygen are both safe during cardiac surgery, said corresponding 
author Frederic (Josh) Billings IV, MD, MSc, professor of Anesthesiology and Medicine.

“This study broadens the acceptability of various oxygen administration strategies during cardiac surgery,” Billings said. 

The clinical trial, from April 2016 to October 2020 with one year of follow-up, took place entirely at VUMC. Participants 
were randomly assigned to receive high oxygen (hyperoxia) or a lower amount of oxygen intended to maintain normal blood 
oxygen levels (normoxia). 

Two hundred study participants were assessed for oxidative stress, acute kidney injury, delirium, myocardial injury, atrial 
fibrillation and other secondary outcomes. Other than an increase in oxidative stress, the participants in the study who 
received hyperoxia had similar outcomes as those with normoxia. 

First author Marcos Lopez, MD, MS, associate professor of Anesthesiology, said, “The study was designed to examine oxygen 
administration at the high and low ends of the spectrum to maximize the likelihood of seeing an oxygen treatment effect. We 
achieved oxygen treatment goals with meticulous protocol adherence but saw no significant differences in organ injury.”  

Billings noted that the study covered just the operative period and suggests future research might examine the results 
of extending hyperoxia or normoxia into the postoperative period. This is a time when cardiac surgery patients receive 
mechanical ventilation and may benefit from other oxygen administration strategies, Billings said. 

Other authors of the study were Matthew Shotwell, PhD, Cassandra Hennesey, MS, Mias Pretorius, MBChB, David McIlroy, 
MBBS, Melissa Kimlinger, MD, Eric Mace, MD, Terek Absi, MD, Ashish Shah, MD, and Nancy Brown, MD.

Article by Matt Batcheldor, originally published on August 21, 2024, in VUMC News

Josh Billings, MD Marcos Lopez, MD, MS
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Our NIH sponsored training grant, T32 GM108554, was renewed for an additional five years. The training program, 
entitled “Training in Perioperative Science,” supports trainees in our BH Robbins Scholar Program. The Robbins Scholar 
Program was founded in 2007 and continues to pursue the mission of training the next generation of physician-scientists 
in Anesthesiology.

Dr. Eric Delpire serves as principal investigator of the T32 grant. The Robbins Scholar Program is led by Drs. Josh Billings 
(director) and Carrie Greuter (associate director). Congratulations to the leaders of the program for continuing to provide 
outstanding training and mentoring to the Scholars. This award underscores the outstanding quality of research training 
in our department.

National Institutes of Health 
sponsored training grant renewed 

for an additional 5 years

Josh Billings, MD Eric Delpire, PhD Carrie Greuter, PhD

Vanderbilt graduate student among the 
2024 HHMI Gilliam Fellows

Vanderbilt University graduate student Mary Oliver and her adviser, Julia Bohannon, PhD, have been named to the 
2024 cohort of the Howard Hughes Medical Institute (HHMI) Gilliam Fellows Program in recognition of “their 
outstanding research and commitments to advancing equity and inclusion in science.”

Oliver, a graduate student in Molecular Pathology & Immunology, is working with Bohannon, associate professor of 
Anesthesiology and of Pathology, Microbiology and Immunology at VUMC, on ways to modulate innate immunity, 
the body’s first line of defense against infection, to prevent infection and sepsis in patients with severe burn injuries.

HHMI, the nation’s largest private biomedical research institution, created the Gilliam Fellows Program in 2004 
to nurture excellence and diversity in science and in recognition of the importance of mentorship in developing 
tomorrow’s scientific leaders.

Excerpts from article by Bill Snyder, originally published on July 19, 2024, in VUMC News
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