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The past few months have been a whirlwind for 
everyone. It’s been a time of excitement and 
anticipation about the future, mixed with uncertainty 
and apprehension. I understand.  

I want to thank each of you for your patience during 
our transition to UT Health East Texas. I also ask 
that you continue to be patient with the process and 
trust positive intent, but speak up if we are missing 
something.  As we move forward, it is my intent to 
share as much information as possible with you. As 
the saying goes, “Knowledge is power.” I want you 
to be knowledgeable about what is happening in the 
organization, where we are headed, so that you feel 
empowered to help us reach our goals. It will take 
everyone fulfilling his or her role for us to be 
successful. 

We can start by working to fulfill our organizational 
purpose, which is “We care for people – our patients, 
their families and each other.”  

First and foremost, “we care for people.” When we 
care for people we feel interest or concern for them; 
we like them; or we serve them. For us, care needs to 
encompass all of these meanings. We need to be 
compassionate toward and empathize with those we 
encounter throughout the day. We need to seek to 
make personal connections with them. We need to 
serve them by providing “care” that is of the highest 
quality. 

Our care must extend beyond our patients. While they 
are our top priority from a clinical perspective, when 
we care for everyone we encounter, we create an 
atmosphere or culture of caring – where everyone feels 
important. Everyone feels valued. Everyone feels 
loved. Why? Because they genuinely are important, 
valued and loved. 

Is it always easy to care for people? No. Sometimes, 
people are demanding. Sometimes, people don’t 
understand. Sometimes, people are unkind or any 
number of unlikeable traits. A natural reaction to such 
behavior may be to return it in kind. But, I challenge 
and trust every one of us to choose to care.  

Choosing to care takes conscious effort. We have to 
think before we speak or act. We have to put ourselves 
in the place of the difficult patient or family member 
or coworker. If we dig a little deeper, we may find 
they are hurting in some way. By caring and acting in 
kindness, we may be the balm that soothes their hurt. 
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As we approach the end of another calendar 
year, we have all experienced life, learning, 
growth and aging among joys, sorrows and other 
experiences that contribute to who we are and 
how we view the world. I’m thankful to say that, 

for my family, we’ve become Tyler citizens as we complete our first full 
calendar-year here in East Texas.

UT Health East Texas also is closing out its first full calendar year of 
existence, and what a year it has been.  Among the challenges — we 
experienced 37 surveys from regulatory agencies including The Joint 
Commission, CMS and the state of Texas. The great news is you all 
excelled at these invasive tests of our quality. Most of our survey results 
were exceptional, and for those that identified issues, we addressed them 
promptly and received a clean bill of health. Among the surveys was our 
successful accreditation by The Joint Commission as a Comprehensive 
Stroke Center. We were also reaccredited as a Chest Pain Center 
and redesignated our trauma status at several hospitals. We received 
Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education (ACGME) approval 
for our new internal medicine residency and our new general surgery 
residency programs.

From the perspective of our people, we had the opportunity to recognize 
more than 1,000 caregivers for exceptional kindness, caring and service in 
2019.  We fondly paid our respects to the former CEO of ETMC, Elmer 
Ellis. We welcomed more than 1,000 new caregivers, and significantly 
reduced the number of open positions that need to be filled. We recruited 
dozens of physicians, including an ear, nose and throat (ENT) group.

For improved communication, we implemented a “caregiver app” — UT 
Health East Texas Connect — to keep you updated on the latest news and 
information. In 2020, we will reduce the production of our newsletter to 
two editions per month. With the app available, you’ll be able to keep up on 
your phones and devices with up-to-date information on what’s happening 
in your location and across the division. Speaking of communication, we 
completed another employee engagement survey in the fall, and began 
to use the results to implement changes to improve as an employer. We 
implemented a merit increase and a targeted wage-adjustment, and we 
added weekend differential and premium pay for six holidays.

We experienced tremendous growth in 2019. Our admissions, surgical 
volumes, deliveries and ER visits were up, as most of you experienced. We 
also grew in facilities, as we added a new ENT clinic in South Tyler off 
Old Jacksonville Highway, a new ENT and primary care practice in Mt. 
Pleasant and we reconfigured our clinic in Lindale. We grew by acquiring 
high-quality physician groups and facilities. Starting with the HOPE Cancer 
Center, we then added the Pulmonary Specialists of Tyler group, Urology 
Center of East Texas in Athens, and finally the Urology Tyler group to our 
physician faculty and our medical group. We recruited and implemented a 
hospitalist program at Athens to cover unassigned patients.  

Finally, we signed an agreement with Premier Health to place and construct 
multiple UT Health East Texas Urgent Care centers across East Texas.

UT Health East Texas established new services to advance our vision of 
being “your health partner... for life.” We increased equipment and clinical 
capabilities in the long-term acute care hospital to allow us to manage more 
complex intensive care patients. We re-opened the intensive care unit at 
Jacksonville. We established community infusion programs in several of our 
rural affiliate communities.  A new intensive cardiac rehabilitation program 
was established. A new athletic trainer program was established to serve 
the Jacksonville Independent School District and Jacksonville Community 
College, and we are the chief corporate sponsor of the Tomato Bowl. Our 
food services team took over the program at UT Health North Campus 
Tyler. We opened 11 after-hours clinics across Tyler and East Texas, 
allowing those seeking care to see a physician before or after work hours, 
with or without an appointment.

We built a new ENT group that offers a broad spectrum of capabilities, 
from pediatric procedures like tonsils and ear tubes to complex head and 
neck surgical procedures. We are implementing an artificial intelligence 
system to improve our ability to more accurately diagnose patients in our 
outlying hospitals that could benefit from interventional stroke procedures. 
We expanded our bariatric program and established an obesity clinic. We 
recently implemented an online scheduling system that allows anyone to 
schedule their own appointment with one of our primary care or pediatric 
physicians. We kicked off the Epic electronic health record implementation 
process, as well as the Lawson (supplies, payroll and human resources) 
management system. 

As if this wasn’t enough, we significantly improved our performance in 
all major quality improvement categories. As Tracy O’Daniel told you 
in a recent newsletter, we have made great progress in reducing hospital-
acquired harm. That’s what is most important, and we earned improved 
quality scores as a result. We successfully settled a lawsuit that resulted in 
UT Health EMS maintaining our exclusive contract to provide emergency 
medical services in Tyler and across Smith County, providing citizens with 
one of the most highly accredited and decorated ambulance services in the 
nation. 

While this list is certainly not all-inclusive, it gives you an idea of the 
tremendous accomplishments we have achieved in 2019. All of this 
wonderful effort has resulted in significant improvements in our financial 
performance and stability as a health system. That’s an amazing story, 
considering that the former ETMC teetered on being insolvent just two 
short years ago. The leadership of UT Health East Texas recognizes that we 
owe our turnaround and success to each of you. You make the wonderful 
care happen each day, and that’s what we are all about — caring for people, 
our patients, their families and each other. Merry Christmas and Happy New 
Year to you all! I’m excited for what we will accomplish in 2020.

Looking back at a successful 2019
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KETK interviewed Dr. Andrew Bowers about listeria after news 
broke about an outbreak related to packaged hard-boiled eggs.

Cassie Ebert, UT Health Tyler’s volunteer resources manager, was 
interviewed by KYTX about the TISD LINK program students who 
were completing their internships. The program offers work-based 
learning experiences for students 18 and older who have special needs. 

KYTX also interviewed clinical psychologist 
Stephanie Simmons about dealing with holiday anxiety. 

KLTV interviewed Dr. Jessica Bracks about the flu.

Connect to Purpose
Connect to Purpose stories are examples of how our team 
members go above and beyond to show they care.
The following was a 5-star Google review for UT Health Tyler 
that was submitted by a patient.
On Nov. 2 the emergency room staff SAVED MY LIFE. I went to 
the emergency room with lower right abdomen pain. I’m thinking 
maybe a bladder infection or something went wrong with a 
previous procedure I had. After taking blood, urine, etc. the nurse 
and a doctor came in and said something that broke me down to 
tears. They informed me that my appendix had ruptured and it was 
an emergency situation. After receiving some pain medication I 
was whisked away to the OR. 
When I woke up I was in a room. While being at the hospital for a 
week I was treated excellent. Several doctors came to check on me 
each and every day. The nurses, nursing assistants, housekeeping 
and cafeteria staff were the best. I’m so indebted to UT Health 
Tyler and also the staff at UT Health North Campus Tyler for 
everything they’ve done and continue to do. Here it is over a 
month later and I’m still being treated. They’re trying to clear the 
rest of the infection before actually removing my appendix. So be 
it. I’m so grateful for being alive first to God and secondly to UT 
HEALTH EAST TEXAS. THANK ALL OF YOU.

Send Connect to Purpose stories to connecttopurpose@uthet.com

In the news

Catch of the Week
Catch of the Week is an example of how our caregivers put safety 
first, recognizing that everyone has a responsibility to speak up 
for safety. 

We had a patient scheduled for a total knee replacement at the 
Ambulatory Care Center at UT Health Jacksonville and the 
patient had a documented nickel allergy. Cindy Gilmore, RN, was 
giving Amber Parrish, RN, a report about the number of allergies 
the patient had and they decided they should notify the surgeon. 
Amber notified the surgeon and they spoke with the implant rep 
and discovered there was nickel in the implant, and the case was 
canceled. If this had not been caught it could have been devastating 
for the patient.  
Please submit catches to todaniel@uthet.com.
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On Dec. 5, the Tyler Bariatrics Center, including surgeons Dr. Hugh 
Babineau and Dr. Charles Keith, held a bariatric surgery information 
session in Athens.

Caregivers and community members enjoyed cookies with Santa at 
UT Health Pittsburg.

Caregivers and community members in Jacksonville also enjoyed 
cookies with Santa at UT Health Jacksonville.

UT Health Jacksonville participated in Sharing the Magic of Christmas 
- Children’s Christmas Tree. Children’s Christmas Tree launched in 
1985, when a local resident and a school teacher friend decided to 
collect new gifts for local children who might not otherwise receive 
Christmas gifts.

At an Athens City Council meeting earlier this month, UT Health 
East Texas EMS/AIR 1 recognized several people for their quick 
actions helping save the life of a man experiencing a heart attack in 
a bank. The man eventually was stabilized by the emergency team at 
UT Health Athens and then transported to UT Health Tyler by AIR 1, 
where he had quadruple heart bypass surgery, was discharged and is 
now doing well.

UT Health Athens had plenty of everyday heroes on their float in the 
annual Christmas parade, which fit nicely with the parade’s superhero 
them. 

In the community
Athens bariatric surgery session Cookies with Santa - Pittsburg

Cookies with Santa - Jacksonville

Children’s Christmas Tree

EMS presents award in Athens

Athens Christmas parade
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Picture from left to right are Jon McCullough from the NTCC Foundation, 
Kim Ledbetter, Rodger Ledbetter, Beth Ledbetter and Curtis Duncan

UT Health Pittsburg last week presented a $1,000 check to the Northeast 
Texas Community College Foundation for two nursing scholarship in honor 
of Judy Ledbetter, UT Health Pittsburg’s wound care and stress lab nurse 
who passed away earlier this year. The scholarships will be for the 2020-2021 
school year and at least one will go to a nontraditional student. 

UT Health East Texas will be hosting employment open houses on a 
regular basis across the division in the new year. We have openings to 
fill at all of our hospitals and these hiring events are designed to make 
the process easier. The events will focus on clinical and nonclinical 
openings, and attendees can expect to meet with a hiring manager 
regarding positions they have either applied for and/or are qualified 
for. No appointment is needed.

The schedule through June is as follows. These come-and-go events 
are from 2 to 6 p.m. at the hospital on the specified day. 

Jan. 8 – UT Health Athens
Jan. 21 – UT Health Tyler (Pavilion)
Feb. 6 – UT Health Quitman (includes Pittsburg openings)
Feb. 18 – UT Health Jacksonville
March 4 – PMG (UT Health Tyler Pavilion)
March 24 – UT Health Henderson (includes Carthage openings)
April 8 – UT Health Tyler (Pavilion)
April 22 – UT Health Athens
May 6 – UT Health Jacksonville 
May 20 – UT Health Pittsburg (includes Quitman openings)
June 10 – UT Health Carthage (includes Henderson openings)
June 24 – PMG (UT Health Tyler Pavilion)

Tom Cummins, MD, has been named as our new Chief Medical 
Officer, effective Jan. 6. 

Tom’s responsibilities will include medical staff services and relations, 
quality, risk, performance improvement, clinical documentation 
improvement, hospital-based physicians (hospitalists, ER, Path, 
Radx, Intensivists), ethics, Institutional Review Board and resident 
physicians outside of North Campus.

Tom most recently was CMO for Bon Secours St. Francis Health 
System in Greenville, South Carolina, where he set standards for all 42 
hospitals within the health system. Before that he was CMO for CHI 
St. Vincent Arkansas in Little Rock, where he led numerous financial 
turnarounds and improved safety reporting and performance, and he 
was CMO for White River Medical Center in Batesville, Arkansas, 
prior to that.

Tom received his Doctor of Medicine from the University of Arkansas, 
his master’s in medical management from Carnegie Mellon University 
and his bachelor’s degree from Baylor University. 

Nursing scholarships in 
memory of Judy Ledbetter

Employment open houses

Caregivers at UT Health Tyler had a holiday gift drive for Azleway, 
one of the largest providers of care to children who have been 
removed from their homes, often due to abuse or neglect.

Azleway gift drive

In the community (continued)

New CMO
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Holiday happenings

O Christmas treeVolunteer brunch

Holiday breakfast Hot chocolate bar

UT Health North Campus Tyler caregivers recently got 
in the Christmas spirit by forming a human Christmas 
tree. 

Volunteers at UT Health Tyler celebrated the season with a holiday brunch 
featuring a waffle bar, French toast and other goodies. 

Caregivers at UT Health Athens were treated to a holiday 
breakfast. 

UT Health Henderson caregivers got a visit from Santa and 
enjoyed a hot chocolate bar and other sweet treats. 


