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John Marshall Toomasian was born
September 6, 1953, in Fresno, California. He
was raised by his father John, a basketball
coach and history teacher, and his mother

Dorothy, along with his younger sister, Pam.

In high school, John had interests in
biological sciences and pre-medicine. This
eventually led him to the University of
California, Irvine, where he earned a degree
in Biological Sciences and achieved honors
in Research, among other accolades.

“To see others match,
or exceed, your success
was not just validating,
but humbling as well.”

-John Toomasian, CCP
Emeritus
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His initial plan was to pursue medical school, but as is the case for many, he was drawn
to Perfusion, as if it were always meant to be. At the heart of this trajectory shift was his
attraction to the devices and techniques of extracorporeal circulation.

John was awarded a Certificate in Perfusion from the Long Beach Veterans
Administration Hospital in Long Beach, CA in 1979. His formal education was rounded
out in 1986 with a master’s degree in Clinical Research Design and Statistical Analysis
from the Horace Rackham Graduate School at the University of Michigan.

As a lifelong learner and educator, these accomplishments laid the groundwork for
John to make immeasurable contributions to the field of Perfusion over nearly half a
century. John was the Department Chairperson at the Medical University of South
Carolina School of Extracorporeal Circulation Technology from 1987-1989. These days,
John is an Adjunct Professor for the Perfusion Program at Lawrence Technical
University in Southfield, Michigan - a role that he embraces with all of the passion and
appreciation he has expressed from his first case in 1979 at the Long Beach VA Hospital.

Before attempting to summarize John'’s professional accomplishments in one article, it
is very important to recognize his personal life to truly understand how well-rounded
of a renaissance man he is. John has been married to Denise for over 35 years and has
three children. His son, Cory, is an emergency room attending physician in Southern
California. His daughter, Karen, is an architect in the Washington DC area. His son,
Phillip, is one of few who can say he has completed the triple crown of through hiking
(Appalachian Trail, Pacific Crest Trail and Continental Divide Trail). Although not a
skater, John served on the Board of the Ann Arbor Figure Skating Club, a task which
was a tremendous challenge due to the personalities within the sport. John had season
tickets for over 3 decades to the University of Michigan’s football games. He has had
the great privilege of traveling all over the country and some parts of world. He has
enjoyed the island of Nantucket and particularly loves the out-of-the-way national
parks, such as Arches, Zion, Bryce Canyon and Big Bend. He has recently enjoyed
touring the Adriatic region of the Mediterranean and a few of the Greek islands.

It was at Irvine where he met Dr. Robert Bartlett. John became an early ECMO
Specialist (prior to formal perfusion training) that spanned a nearly 50-year
partnership of innovation, collaboration and friendship with Bartlett. John describes
Dr. Bartlett's lab as full of “gadgets and novelties,” which only fueled his appetite for
extracorporeal science research and redefining the standards of patient care.
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projects John was directly involved in with

relation to ECMO, were:
 Evaluating dual lumen catheter
development
« Long term use of bio passive surfaces
o Trialing centrifugal pumps

« Silicone rubber and polymethylpentene gas
exchangers

Dr. Bartlett’s license plate

 Training ECMO persons of multiple
disciplines

This was all on top of providing clinical support to patients. At the time, most
perfusionists were underwater with the growing field of CABG and expressed little
interest in sitting in the ECMO ICU for days or weeks at a time. John took a position as a
Department of Surgery Research Associate at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor
after his stint at UC Irvine.

In the 1980’s, The University of Michigan sponsored an annual symposium that was
affectionately referred to as “ECMO School” Over a three-day period, centers from all
over the country and world would attend and learn the fundamentals of ECMO, both in
the classroom and in the animal lab. Michigan shared the details of what made ECMO
work and those centers took the information home and applied it to their patient
populations. It was always one thing to describe one’s own center’s experience, but John
stated, “To see others match, or exceed, your success was not just validating, but
humbling as well” That experience led to the meeting of many people who became
lifelong friends and colleagues.

When John was in graduate school at the
University of Michigan, he took on a project of
organizing neonatal ECMO patient data that
had been voluntarily provided from all over
the country. That was at a time when the
violation of the carotid artery and jugular vein
was considered pretty taboo. That work led to
the International ECMO data registry, now
managed by ELSO. That registry currently
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characterizes the patient experience in the
field, as ECMO has grown and expanded into
many other age groups other than just infants.



As a practicing perfusionist, John spent about fifteen of his 42 “certifiable” years (1989 -
2003) at Stanford University Hospital in Palo Alto, California where he participated, along
with his colleagues, in some of the most challenging surgical pathology. He also worked
with some of the most innovative adult and pediatric surgeons in the world, including
Norman Shumway, the father of heart transplantation. John learned to always have a
joke for Shumway who, by default, also became a mentor.

Once, Bruce Reitz approached John and mentioned he had a 5" or 6" time redo
sternotomy case pending and recommended putting a pump on the venous line to
aspirate the venous blood from the right atrium. That was John's pilot experience with
assisted venous drainage, which allowed for the circulation to be fully supported for
hours while the adhered heart was pulled off the sternum and the full operation to be
performed without direct cannulation of the heart. The technique has become
commonplace in the field, mostly with vacuum, but the technique was a valuable
addition to the tool bag.

Also at Stanford, he recalled modifying the circuit of a patient on VV ECMO, who
required surgical correction of TAPVR. The patient had been supported on ECMO
related to respiratory failure before the diagnosis of complex congenital heart disease.
That circuit modification to accommodate cardiopulmonary bypass allowed the patient
to have surgical correction, lowering the inflammatory risks of exposure to a new gas
exchange device and more artificial surfaces. In that instance, the patient came off CPB
uneventfully and did not require additional ECMO support post CPB.

John, Esperanza, Dr. Bartlett



As if John's research and clinical pursuits were
not enough extracurricular activities for him, he
has been deeply engaged in all aspects of the
profession since the beginning. John has held the
following positions in the field of perfusion:

« ABCP Director from 1999 to 2007, where he
held executive positions and participated as a
proctor for oral board exams.

« Consultant to industry since 1983 for projects
ranging from device testing, circuitry,
equipment, minimally invasive perfusion
technology and its impact on surgery, and
most recently, ECMO technology. One aspect

of this work included opportunities to

John & Dr. Bartlett donated an
early ECMO System to the
Smithsonian Museum

participate in device clearance processes
with the FDA.

« Advisory board member for the Perfusion Research and Education Foundation
from 1993-2001, Editorial Board member and Associate Editor of the peer
reviewed journal Perfusion since 1999.

« Professional Society memberships of ASAIO since 1982, AACP since 1985, and
ELSO since 1989. His many roles within these societies include presenter, program
advisor, and multiple executive positions. He was awarded AmSECT's Perfusionist
of the Year in 2003. His volume of invited presentations, panel discussions and
moderator assignments reads like a syllabus of current topics in perfusion from
the last 45 years.

One of John's greatest memories is from his AACP Presidential Wharton Lecture in
2003. That was the fiftieth-year anniversary of cardiopulmonary bypass, so an
anniversary program was presented that featured many larger-than-life figures from
the period. As if this were not enough of an honor itself, his talk was attended by Dr.
Shumway and Dr. Bartlett in support of the work he had accomplished with each of
those giants in the field.



John described one story when his
children were in grade school while
he was at Stanford. One evening, he
attended a fundraiser at his kids’
school when a woman approached
him from behind. She threw her arms
around him and administered a
display of affection suitable for a
movie preview. When he turned
around, the woman was in tears. He
wondered what he had done. She
then explained that her son was one

of the early infant ECMO survivors at
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Stanford and without that technology,
she feared her son would not have

survived. She thanked John, although he was not involved directly with boy's care at the
time he was on ECMO. The knowledge of the technology gained from Michigan's “ECMO
School” had been disseminated and that child benefited. John described that as one of
the most memorable and emotional experiences he has had in his career. In later years,
he worked with two medical students in the Michigan lab who were both neonatal
ECMO survivors. They had neck scars to prove it.

John brings a very humble, articulate and positive voice to any conversation, and he has
an uncanny way of making people feel valued and appreciated. Despite his obvious
mind for technical and data-driven subject matter, he is an excellent conversationalist
and gentleman.

Some of the worthwhile lessons and philosophies John cites from his truly amazing
professional trajectory are:

« Do new things and report on it.

« Walk the walk before talking the talk.

« Enjoy what you do.

He summarized it by an expression he likes to model: “If you can’t have fun doing what
you are doing, you shouldn't be doing it." I think John has had a lot of fun!



