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VP, Psychiatry and  
Mental Health Institute

Novant Health

What or who inspired you to go into nursing?
I always wanted to be in health care, and I knew 
that I wanted to focus on the person and how 
they were managing their illness/medical con-
dition rather than focusing on the illness itself. 
Nursing was a natural fit. 

How long have you been a nurse?
I became an RN in 1984, so 38 years!

Tell me about your first nursing position.
My first position was at the University of Missou-
ri Hospital in Columbia Missouri. I worked on 
a general medical/surgical unit that cared for a 
wide variety of patients. I worked a shift rotation 
of 3 weeks of days / 3 weeks of nights. I loved it!  
The hospital had a clinical ladder, and I was able 
to move up to the top of the ladder in three years. 

How did you become interested in psychiatry?
It was my experience at the University Hospi-
tal that sparked my interest in psychiatry. The 
unit I worked on cared for patients from other 
public services including residential treatment 
facilities, psychiatric hospitals, and jails. I found 
myself volunteering to care for the patients 
from these facilities because I was interested in 
a more holistic approach to nursing. 
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RN, DNP

How long have you been with No-
vant Health and how did you find 
your way there?
I will have been at Novant Health 
for three years and nine months; 
basically, since a bit before the pan-
demic began. I was not looking for 
a career change but was approached 
by a recruiter for the role, and when 
I learned more about Novant I was 

PAULA
BIRD,

interested! What captured my interest was 
that Novant Health  lives its mission and 
does not simply have it as a tagline. The 
system I had been working at previously 
was wonderful, but they did not have a 
robust psychiatric service line. I wanted 
to work for a system that valued the need 
for patients to receive care for their mental 
health and substance use disorder needs, 
and Novant Health is that system. 

As VP, what are some  
of your primary  
responsibilities now?
My role is focused on 
the system and develop-
ment of evidence-based 
strategies that will meet 
the current and future 
needs of our patients, team 
members, and system. 
Currently, we are looking 
at how to best align digital 
technologies to supple-
ment the behavioral health 
care for our patients. And 
of course, there is always 
financial stewardship 
intertwined with how we 
deliver our care, and one 
way we accomplish this is 
to assure we have highly 

functional, interdisciplin-
ary teams where each team 
member works to the top 
of their license. 

What are some of the 
challenges of your job?
There are several major 
challenges for mental 
health nationally: a) work-
force shortage of qualified 
professionals across the in-
terdisciplinary team (RNs, 
Licensed Therapists, Psy-
chologists, Psychiatrists), b) 
reimbursement /parity for 
psychiatric services, and c) 
documentation burden for 
receiving payment. People 
forego care because they 
can not afford it and often 

show up in the ED in crisis. We 
need to begin seeing the provision 
of mental health care the way we 
do primary care; it is essential for 
health and not a “nice to have if 
you can afford it.”

What do you feel your greatest  
skill is as a nurse?
Building a team of great clini-
cians and administrators that 
meet the needs of our patients 
and help the system.

What do you enjoy most  
about your job?
Seeing plans for enhanced and 
evidenced-base patient care 
come to fruition. Also, I like 
working with our team. They 
are simply the best!

What do you find most re-
warding about your job?
My motivation is being  
of service and making a  
difference – my job fulfills 
these motivations. 

What has being a nurse 
taught you?
It has taught me the value 
of listening and seeking to 
understand others. It has 
also taught me the value of 
community and how we are 
all interconnected. We must 
improve our environment 
and other social determi-
nants if we want to improve 
health. Health care needs to 
be a right and not based on 
income or job status. 
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If you had not chosen 
nursing, what profession 
do you think you may 
have chosen?
I briefly thought about 
being a physical therapist, 
but when I learned that 
they had to take calculus, I 
quickly change my mind. 

What advice would you share with 
someone thinking of entering the 
nursing field?
Keep an open mind and know that there 
is SO VERY much you can do with 
a nursing degree. Nursing is needed 
everywhere, not just in hospitals, skilled 
nursing facilities, and clinics. 

How do you like to spend  
your free time?
Running, hanging out with my family, 
hiking, and reading.

What is your guilty pleasure?
Ok, I admit it, I can go down a rabbit hole 
watching TikTok from time to time.   
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ERIC J. KROPF, MD

How did you choose sports 
medicine and orthopedics?
For as long as I can remem-
ber, I have wanted to be a 
doctor. I don’t think there was 
one single event but rather 
it was a consequence of my 
upbringing. My mother was a 
nurse and therefore I spent a 
lot of time around physicians 
and medicine. I saw how she 
put others first but also how 
people turned to her when 
they needed help. I can’t say 
exactly why but this clearly 
drew me toward medicine as a 
career path. The ability to help 
patients and be a part of their 
successful recovery from injury 
is uniquely rewarding. Like 
many orthopaedic surgeons, 
I have a strong background 
in athletics. I played multiple 
sports as a young child and 
was fortunate to continue with 
baseball through college. I 
learned the importance of hard 
work, commitment, and ded-
ication to your craft through 
athletics. It was also a reality 
that injuries occurred and 
these could really derail you 
from your sport or chosen ac-
tivity. I entered medical school 
thinking I would explore all 
fields of medicine but I found 
myself constantly drawn back 
to orthopedics and sports 
medicine because I could easily 
relate to and enjoyed spending 
time with athletes of all ages. 
 
Tell me about Atrium Health  
Musculoskeletal Institute 
and how you landed there.
Atrium Health Musculoskel-
etal Institute (MSKI) is a 
multispecialty entity designed 
to provide the highest level of 
musculoskeletal care to pa-
tients throughout the region. 
Prior to relocating to Char-
lotte, I spent 13 years at Tem-
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ple University in Philadelphia. I helped to 
grow and develop our program there and 
was excited to apply those skills at a larger 
healthcare institution. I enjoy the process 
of team building and recognize the great 
potential for continued growth and prog-
ress at Atrium Health MSKI.  
 
Tell me about one of your favorite suc-
cesses as a physician.
Like many physicians, I truly enjoy 
helping patients understand their injury 
or ailment and working to help them 
develop a plan for recovery and return 

to function. When a patient says a sincere “thank you” 
when you’ve helped them understand their problem and 
given them a path forward, I consider that to be a great 
success. That is truly rewarding on a daily basis.  

More specifically, I love working with young athletes. 
Maybe it’s because I look at them and see my own two 
sons or maybe it’s because they’re still full of hope and 
excitement. Many of them still dream big about playing 
in college or professionally. They are still growing and 
becoming the person they will someday be and so much 
lies ahead of them. When they are injured, this is often 
the first time they will face real adversity. How they 
respond to that moment will define them in many ways. 

Associate Professor and Orthopaedic Surgeon
Operative Sports Medicine

Atrium Health Musculoskeletal Institute
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Most times, the patient and even family 
are laser-focused on the time to return to 
play. This is the measurable success point 
that they can wrap their heads around. 
During the recovery from an anterior 
cruciate ligament (ACL) injury, for exam-
ple, I will see this family intermittently 
for often a year or longer. During that 
time, I ensure they hit their milestones 
from recovery but can also personally 
watch them grow. In many ways that 
personal relationship and helping to 
guide them can be the most rewarding.  
The truly most rewarding moment of 
my career is when that patient or family 
sends me an e-mail and asks if they 
could come to shadow me in my office 
to consider this career path or even just 
write them a letter of recommendation 
for something else they’ve chosen to 
pursue. Like a teacher, knowing that I’ve 
been able to positively impact their life 
during a time of perceived adversity is 
the most rewarding experience.
 
How do you try to maintain a  
balanced life outside of work?
I think work-life balance is obviously a 
very personal issue that all of us struggle 
with as we progress through our careers. 
Medicine is exceptionally demanding and 
the early stages of medical school resi-
dency and the start of your career are very 
time-consuming. It is truly challenging 
to do anything else during those times. I 
am fortunate to have a wonderful family. I 
met my wife in medical school and she is 
a very successful oncologist. She under-
stands the demands of this profession 
but also the fact that the two of us need 
to always keep things in perspective and 
spend time with each other and our chil-
dren. There’s no one thing but rather it’s 
knowing that every week you find time to 
step back from your hectic work schedule 
and focus on your family.

Do you have any medical role models 
who have influenced you along the way?
There have been many physicians who 
influenced me along the way. Like a great 
teacher or coach, sometimes you don’t 
appreciate the impact they have had 
until much later on in life. I went to the 
University of Pittsburgh Medical Center 
for residency and fellowship. I spent 
six years with Dr. Freddie H. Fu. He is 
an orthopaedic icon. Everyone in our 
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profession across the globe knows who 
he is. He is considered by many to be a 
visionary in the field of sports medicine 
and specifically ACL surgery. On the sim-
plest level, he taught me how to interact 
with patients and how to do surgery. 
Most importantly, he taught me that we 
should never settle for anything less than 
perfection. He dedicated his entire life 
to ACL research. If there was a question 
about what could be done to improve the 
surgery or how to improve the outcome, 
he dedicated the time and his team to 
the research to find that answer. This was 
constant and unrelenting. Watching his 
quest for perfection was similar to watch-
ing a great athlete strive to be the best at 
what they do. But Dr. Fu was much more 
than just a great surgeon, he connected 

people in many ways. When he passed 
a year ago it became apparent that 
orthopaedic surgery was just the vehicle 
by which he touched so many lives. His 
legacy continues on through his former 
students, residents, and fellows.   
 
If you were not practicing medicine, what 
other profession would you have chosen?
This is a common question that people 
ask and it’s really difficult to go back in 
time and think where you would have 
gone if you didn’t go down this path.  
The only possibility in my mind would 
have been teaching or coaching. I think 
that would have afforded me the oppor-
tunity to interact with the young people 
and help guide them through growth 
and adversity similar to how I do today.  

What would you like to com-
municate to primary care and 
referring physicians?
Orthopaedic and musculoskeletal 
information is challenging for 
most patients to wrap their heads 
around. Injury, whether acute 
or chronic, can be debilitating 
and emotionally upsetting to 
patients. Patient education is the 
most important aspect of a strong 
patient/physician relationship. 
There are many great orthopaedic 
surgeons in the Charlotte region. 
I think the most important thing 
is for patients to find a physi-
cian they trust who helps them 
understand their problems. As 
orthopaedic surgeons, we have 
the exact same conversation with 
patients on a regular basis. We 
need to remember, that this is 
all new to the patient and invest 
the time upfront with them. I 
believe that is a cornerstone of 
the foundation at Atrium Health 
Musculoskeletal Institute.

If you could offer any  
advice to younger physicians, 
what would it be? 
One of my mentors once told me, 
“if you want to be an orthopaedic 
surgeon, you’re not allowed to 
have a bad day.”  Your patients 
expect the most of you at all 
times. They expect perfection 
just like we do when we watch 
athletes on TV. Therefore, we 
have to be constantly preparing 
and constantly working at im-
proving patient experience and 
process. In that sense, we are just 
like the athletes we care for.

What are some of your hobbies 
or interests outside of work? 
I enjoy most sports and the op-
portunity to share them with my 
sons. My oldest son, Wesley and I 
are Villanova basketball fanatics 
and Charlie is a baseball player 
like I was. During this stage of my 
life, I try to spend as much time 
with them as possible. Watching 
them grow and succeed at what 
they love has become my full-time 
hobby for the next few years.  
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Dr. Brown, tell us about your ex-
perience in medicine up to now.
I am privileged to celebrate my 
30th year practicing family med-
icine in Charlotte and recently 
opened our new practice with Dr. 
Rounds, Avance Care Midtown. 
The physician/patient connec-
tion is at the heart of a healing 
office and starts with a conversa-
tion and leads to a relationship 
focused on support, guidance, 
and acceptance. The provision 
of care has changed significantly 
over these 30 years with better 
tools and a greater understanding 
of health and disease prevention. 
Technology brings great advance-
ments and has the potential 
to enhance care and yet, it can 
interfere with the physician/pa-
tient relationship with too many 
boxes to check and too much 
clicking through an electronic 
health record and focusing on the 
computer screen.

Dr. Rounds, tell us about your ex-
perience in medicine up to now.
In 1849, French writer Jean-Bap-
tiste Alphonse Karr wrote “plus 
ça change, plus c’est la même 
chose,” – the more things change, 
the more they stay the same. A 
lasting, personal relationship is 
at the bedrock of what we do. 
Medical knowledge has exploded 
in the 38 years since I started 
medical school. There were no 
mobile phones, personal comput-
ers, electronic health records, or 
MRIs then. Medical practice, at 
all levels, was in many ways still 
a cottage industry without the 
horizontal and vertical integra-

tion that has become the norm today. 
The constant in my professional life has 
been change while at the same time the 
constant in my professional life has stayed 
the same – lasting personal relationships 
where we work together with individuals 
to help them maximize their health and 
reach their personal health goals.

How did you decide to partner together?
We completed residency together here in 
Charlotte. There is no one I trust more 
and have as much respect for their medi-
cal knowledge, skills, and compassion.

RHETT BROWN, MD       CARSON ROUNDS, MD

Why did you choose to partner  
with Avance?
Unlike large health systems, Avance 
Care is focused on providing extraor-
dinary primary care. Their leadership 
understands the stress the US health-
care system is under. The focus is on 
creating an environment that allows 
primary care physicians to have the 
tools and resources readily available 
for high-quality primary care. This 
includes providing in-office services 
that create synergies such as behav-
ioral health and nutritionists.

What are the goals for your  
new practice?
To be your medical home. If you are a 
patient, we hope you never have the need 
to go to urgent care or minute clinics. We 
are open M-F 7-7 and anticipate adding 
Saturday and Sunday hours soon.

What makes your practice unique?
The sign on our front door: we welcome 
all, all ages, and all families. Our goal is to 
provide support, guidance, and acceptance 
and not judgment. We want you to bring 
all of yourself into our office and start a 
conversation with us.

What is the culture like in your practice?
A relaxed, fun, and professional office. Our 
team works hard, and we invest in them 
and their personal growth. We provide pro-
fessional coaching for each team member, 
encourage work-life balance, and actively 
ask for their input on how we improve and 
become even better.

Tell us about your staff.
Our team is truly amazing and gifted.

What services do you provide?
Primary care for all ages from birth to 
earth. We provide care for transgender pa-
tients. We also perform minor procedures 
including joint injections, skin biopsies, 
cryotherapy, laceration repair, wart treat-
ment, and ingrown nail removal. In addi-
tion, we provide IV services, in-office labs, 
X-rays on-site, and ultrasound services. We 
have mental health providers and nutri-
tionists full-time in our office.

What would you like your peers in health-
care to know about your practice?
Despite the many challenges facing health 
care currently, there is still joy in being a 
family physician in our office.

How can we get in touch with you and 
where are you located? 
New patients can register at  
www.AvanceCare.com or call  
980-375-0550.
We are located at 205 S. Kings Drive, 
Charlotte, NC 28204 (at the corner of Kings 
Drive and Charlottetown Avenue)  
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We hosted our Fall Social on Thursday, November 10th 
celebrating featured physicians and our local medical 
community. A HUGE thank you to our event sponsors 
Audiology & Hearing Services of Charlotte, Avance 
Care, Carolina Digestive Health Associates, Davis Moore 
Healthcare Practice Group, Gardner Skelton, Neuros 
Medical, Oncology Specialists of Charlotte, Sentinel, 
Social Med Consultants, and Spectrum Enterprise.

Thank you Juan Zambrano for all of the great pictures!  
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11121 Carmel Commons Blvd
Charlotte, NC 28226

(Located in the Carmel Park II Building)
AudiologyCharlotte.com

704.412.7975

Dr. Ivy Saul, Au.D.      Dr. Melissa Karp, Au.D.
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24/7 online scheduling available.

We work with hearing loss, tinnitus, sound 
sensitivity, and auditory processing disorder.




