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News From Fort saNders regioNal medical ceNter

Fort Sanders Regional Medical 
Center is a regional referral 
hospital where other facilities 
send their most difficult cases.

● Robotically-assisted surgery
● Certified Stroke Center
● Award-winning Heart Care
● Neuro Center of Excellence

Regional excellence.
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Back to living, farming and riding
For more than a year, Donna 

Barron’s back hurt, the kind of 
pain that keeps you up at night. 

During the day, it kept her 
from doing what she loved. “I 
love farming,” said Barron, 58, 
who lives in Crossville. “We 
retired (from Michigan) and 
moved to Tennessee. I drive 
the tractor and we garden.

“I was really at the point 
of not being able to do any 
activities. Sitting, standing, 
anything like that tore me up,” 
she said. “I had to rest in bed 
four to five times a day.” 

Nor could she ride behind 
her husband, Mike, on their 
Honda Goldwing 1800 
motorcycle anymore. 

“I couldn’t ride. I couldn’t 
bend over and pick up anything, 
either,” she said. “If something 
fell on the floor, it either stayed 

there or I had to ask somebody 
to pick it up. On a scale of 1 to 
10, the pain was a 10.” 

Despite her pain, Barron 
also did not want surgery. “I 
have osteoarthritis. I’ve had 
two knee surgeries and two 
neck surgeries. I didn’t want to 
have surgery again,” she said. 

Barron consulted with a 
doctor in her hometown, who 
prescribed steroid injections 
in her spine to reduce the 
inflammation. While these 
help some people with back 
pain, they did not help Barron. 
So her doctor recommended 
she see Dr. Joel Norman, a 
neurosurgeon at Fort Sanders 
Regional Medical Center. 

He diagnosed her with 
stenosis, a narrowing of the 
spaces in the spine because of 
arthritis and wear and tear on 

the disks. “The vertebrae had 
so much arthritis around them, 
the disk had shifted and was 
slipping out,” said Barron. 

Barron tried a few non-
surgical treatments such as 
physical therapy and TENS 
(transcutaneous electrical 
nerve stimulation), which uses 
electrical pulses to block pain 
sensations. Neither worked to 
relieve the pain, and in March 
2013 she was scheduled for 
surgery at Fort Sanders.

Using minimally invasive 
instruments and only five small 
incisions, Norman replaced 
Barron’s disk and secured the 
two surrounding vertebrae 
with bars, fusing them together 
so they can’t move. 

This realignment of the 
bones created more space for 
Barron’s spinal cord, taking 

the painful pressure off 
immediately. 

“The back pain literally 
disappeared,” Barron said after 
surgery. “I don’t exaggerate 
when I say it was a 10 when I 
went in, and when I came out it 
was gone.”

Barron stayed at Fort 
Sanders just two nights. 

“The recovery from that 
surgery was astronomical,” she 
said. “I did have some residual 
nerve pain in my hip, but he 
put me on a nerve blocker and 
that works,” she said. 

Barron said she’s back 
on both her tractor and 
motorcycle. “I’m back to doing 
all my activities that I’m used 
to, I just have to be smart 
about it,” she said. “They fixed 
it fantastically but I still have 
arthritis.

“The care at Fort Sanders 
was great. It was so quick and 
I was home so quick. It was 
amazing, everybody was very, 
very nice,” she added. 

“That was the best surgery 
I’ve had, and I hope the last!” 

Minimally invasive surgery equals  
less pain, quicker recovery

Eight out of 10 people will have some kind of 
back pain in their lives, according to the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Certainly not everyone needs back surgery, 
however. “An acute back strain 
or sprain is not something that 
needs to be seen by a specialist. 
Those usually resolve on their 
own,” said Dr. Joel Norman, a 
neurosurgeon with Tennessee 
Brain and Spine located at 
Fort Sanders Regional Medical 
Center.

Degenerative arthritis of 
the lumbar spine is a common 
cause of back pain. This same 

condition can cause a narrowing of the spinal 
canal. This narrowing is called stenosis and it 
results in pain radiating down one or both legs 
(sciatica). There is often associated numbness 
and weakness in the legs.

The degenerative process can also lead to 
slippage and misalignment of the vertebrae 
(spondylolisthesis). These conditions can be 
surgically corrected to treat the back and leg pain 
when all non-surgical methods have failed. 

Non-surgical treatments such as physical 
therapy, stretching, pain relievers and 
corticosteroid injections should always be tried 
first. But if those don’t work, surgery may be the 
only path to relief. 

The good news is that at Fort Sanders Regional 
Medical Center, Norman uses state-of-the-art 
minimally invasive techniques to perform spine 
surgery. These techniques allow the surgeon to 
make on a few, small (1 inch) incisions, rather 
than a long incision down the patient’s spine.  

“Smaller incisions mean less damage to 

surrounding tissues,” Norman said. “It gets our 
patients out of the hospital faster, with fewer 
pain medications. They’re back on their feet 
faster. Depending on their occupation, many 
patients can return to work within three to six 
weeks after surgery. It used to be that people 
were laid up for months.” 

“People feel so much better after surgery,” 
said Norman. “They’re out of the hospital 
quicker, walking around the night after surgery. 
It’s (minimally invasive spine surgery) really 
changed what we do dramatically and how 
people respond.” 

With some simpler procedures, such as the 
removal of a ruptured spinal disk, patients can 
even go home the same day. 

“We are a minimally invasive spine center, 
we’re making a difference for our patients,” 
said Norman. “Not many people in town are 
doing this approach. It’s somewhat unique and 
absolutely effective.” 

Keeping your  
back healthy
Although many back conditions oc-

cur because of older age, the National 
Institutes of Health recommend tak-
ing a few steps to slow the process:

n	 Stretch before exercise or other 
strenuous activity

n	 Don’t hunch over while sitting or 
standing

n	 Wear comfortable, low-heeled 
shoes

n	 Eat a well-balanced diet to main-
tain a healthy weight and promote 
bone growth

n	 Quit smoking

Dr. Joel Norman

The back pain literally disappeared. I don’t 
exaggerate when I say it was a 10 when I went in, 
and when I came out it was gone. 

         – Donna Barron

Oh my aching back ...  
Non-surgical option for relief

Before considering surgery to cure your back problems, a great initial step is to try physical therapy. 
At Fort Sanders Therapy Center, a nationally recognized staff develops a personalized approach to the 
needs of each patient.

Often times, a small nagging back injury could develop into something more serious. However, if 
caught early enough, proper therapy can reduce pain and keep you out of the operating room.

For more information on the services provided at Fort Sanders Therapy Center, call 865-541-1300.


