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Chris Spruiell

If you’re hospitalized with heart 
disease, your doctor may recom-
mend cardiac rehabilitation. Get-
ting professional help in your re-
covery is important, and patients 
have a right to choose the place 
where they get it. 

Karen Kirkland, RN, CCM 
works with patients in the Parkwest 
Medical Center Cardiac Rehabilita-
tion Program at Fort Sanders West. 
Patients who have experienced a 
cardiac event are prescribed a pro-
gram of education and exercise to 
help their recovery and improve 
their odds for avoiding future visits 
to the hospital. 

“It boosts their confidence level, 
too,” Kirkland said, “and lessens 
their anxiety.” 

Patients meet with a case man-
ager for evaluation and usually fol-
low a schedule of three days a week 
for 12 weeks. The process includes 
meeting with an exercise physi-
ologist for a program specifically 
tailored to the patient’s personal 
needs and ability. 

Exercise can include treadmills, 
arm ergometers, stationary bi-
cycles, elliptical machines, weights 
and steps. Each patient wears a 

heart monitor and is constantly 
being evaluated. The exercise pro-
gram is updated as the patient pro-
gresses. 

Cardiac rehab also includes 
classes covering topics like cooking 
heart healthy foods and interpret-
ing what’s on food labels at the gro-
cery store. 

While some patients may be-
lieve they can complete the appro-
priate exercises without coming to 
rehabilitation, Kirkland explained, 
the benefits in health and wellness 
gained at cardiac rehab change 
their minds. 

“Although some patients may 
have exercised before their cardiac 
events and think they know how 
to maintain a healthy heart, many 
change their minds after attend-
ing cardiac rehab,” Kirkland said. 
“With our help, they learn the best 
way to exercise specifically to im-
prove the function of their hearts.” 

You can learn more about 
cardiac rehabilitation and 
heart health at  
TreatedWell.com under the 
Clinical Services section or call 
Parkwest Medical Center Car-
diac Rehab at (865) 531-5560.

House call
Parkwest founding physician returns for cardiac care

Charles Gouffon, MD, was one 
of the first physicians at Parkwest 
Medical Center. “I went to Parkwest 
the day it opened on Dec. 10, 1973,” 
he said. “I was there from that day 
until my retirement in 2006.”

The orthopedic surgeon played a 
major role in establishing Parkwest 
as a leader in joint replacements and 
treating joint disease. He spent 33 
years on medical staff at the hospi-
tal and served as the chief of staff 
from 1992 to 1993. When Gouffon 
was experiencing neck and arm pain 
in December 2014, he went back to 
his former place of employment as a 
patient.

“I was having a heart attack,” he 
said. “I had never had heart symp-
toms in my life.”

Gouffon had an emergency stent 
placed in his right coronary artery 
by A. Robert Blacky, MD, Parkwest 
cardiologist. While the procedure 
allowed the blockage in his right 
artery to be cleared, Gouffon had 
coronary artery disease elsewhere 
that could not be treated with a 
stent. He returned to Parkwest on 
Jan. 7, 2015, to have a coronary ar-
tery bypass graft (CABG), in which 
blood vessels from other locations in 
Gouffon’s body were placed around 
the blockages to restore blood flow 
to his heart. 

After four weeks of recovery at 
home, Gouffon began his prescribed 
appointments at the Parkwest Car-
diac Rehabilitation Center. The 
12-week program was divided into 
three visits per week to the rehab 
center located at Fort Sanders West. 
During his sessions, Gouffon com-
pleted exercises on various equip-
ment including the treadmill and 
stationary bike. Over time, his team 
of exercise physiologists and case 
managers modified the difficulty 
and length of his workout based on 
muscular strength, endurance, re-
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sults of electrocardiogram (EKG) 
and heart rate. Gouffon’s heart rate 
and EKG were monitored through-
out all his workouts.

“At the end of each workout, Dr. 
Gouffon could tell us how he was 
doing physically on the outside, like 
how out of breath he was or if he was 
feeling tired,” Chris Spruiell, Park-
west Cardiac Rehab clinical exercise 
physiologist, said. “We could moni-
tor how well he was doing on the  

inside in terms of his EKG and heart 
rate and would know if something 
went wrong.”

At all times, a physician is on 
stand-by for patients in cardiac rehab 
in case medical attention is needed. 
The workouts are not meant to be 
high intensity, Spruiell explained, 
but focused on strengthening and 
recovering the heart in the long term.

“You cannot push yourself into 
getting better, and there’s a fine line 

between rehabilitation and injury,” 
he explained. “The patients here have 
had a traumatic injury inside of them 
from which they need to recover, 
even though they may look healthy 
from the outside. It takes time.”

For Gouffon, the educational 
component of cardiac rehab was es-
sential. “The program requires that 
you attend an hourlong class in addi-
tion to your workout,” he said. “The 
classes include medical education 

about what happened to your heart, 
nutrition lessons and overall lifestyle 
changes. They were excellent about 
answering our questions.”

As a non-smoker who reported 
low levels of stress, Gouffon’s car-
diac rehab plan was focused on the 
diet and exercise portion of the pro-
gram. “He did very well on changing 
his diet and working out both here 
and at home,” Spruiell said. “The 
nutrition plan we teach encourages 
a healthy meal plan meant to lower 
blood pressure, lower cholesterol, 
control diabetes and improve body 
composition.”

At the end of 12 weeks, Gouf-
fon’s physical evaluation revealed 
he had lost 10.5 pounds of fat and 
gained 12 pounds of muscle. His 
cholesterol and blood pressure had 
fallen into normal range, which 
treatment by medication alone 
had not been able to accomplish. 
“My wife says I have more energy,” 
he said. “I used to get fatigued but I 
thought that was age, not anything 
to do with my heart. I certainly 
have a better understanding now 
about why I need to be active.”

Now that Gouffon’s 36 pre-
scribed visits to cardiac rehab are 
complete, he continues to work out 
at his neighborhood club. “I preach 
to all patients that this is some-
thing they must keep up,” Spruiell 
said. “This is a lifelong commit-
ment to being heart healthy and 
improving your quality of life. Dr. 
Gouffon was someone who was 
very teachable and had excellent 
results and improvement.”

“It was fun to come to cardiac 
rehab, because everyone is friend-
ly and encouraging,” Gouffon said. 
“They create your rehabilitation 
specifically for you and at your 
level. It’s a really great program.”

Eating heart healthy
A significant aspect of cardiac re-

hab at the Parkwest Cardiopulmo-
nary Rehabilitation Center is help-
ing patients improve their nutrition 
and relationships with food. 

“You can’t exercise away a bad 
diet,” Chris Spruiell, Parkwest Car-
diac Rehab clinical 
exercise physiolo-
gist, said. “There’s 
no answer to the 
question of what a 
perfect weight may 
be. It’s all about 
what food your 
body can process 
well and what gives 
you energy.”

Many patients at cardiac rehab 
are aiming to lower blood pressure 
as part of their heart healthy life-
style changes. Through the eating 
plan taught at cardiac rehab’s edu-
cational classes, these patients will 
learn what nutrients they need and 
what foods to avoid. “The diet we 
teach is focused on low sodium and 
low fat items. Everyone should limit 
their intake of red meat, sweets and 

sugary beverages,” Spruiell said.
Cardiac rehab’s heart healthy 

diet includes the following informa-
tion about what you should aim to 
eat in a day and the benefits of these 
foods:

• 7-10 servings of fruits and 
vegetables for potassium, 
magnesium and fiber
• 6-8 servings of whole 
grains for energy and 
fiber
• 2-3 servings of 
dairy for calcium 
and protein
• 2 servings of lean 
meat, poultry or fish 
for protein and magne-
sium 
• 1 serving of nuts, seeds or 
dry beans for energy, magne-
sium, potassium, protein and 
fiber

Spruiell advises that sweets 
should be limited to less than five 
times per week. Reducing sodium 
intake is key, as this action is prov-
en to lower blood pressure. 

“It’s important to change your 

diet gradually, so you won’t be 
discouraged when you no longer 
get to eat everything you used to,” 
Spruiell said. “Better nutrition is a 
part of larger lifestyle changes to 
prevent cardiac events. Don’t wait 
until something happens. Take 

your nutrition seriously now.”

Parkwest Cardiac 
Rehab offers public 
classes on bettering 
your nutrition. Call 
(865) 531-5560 for 
more information.

Cardiac rehabilitation 101




