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oncological expertise of the University of Colorado Cancer Center 
(UCCC) with the exercise-science skills of the Anschutz Health and 
Wellness Center. For a greatly reduced monthly rate ($20), cancer 
survivors participating in Fit2BWell get a membership to the  
Wellness Center and one-on-one coaching from Stark or Wellness 
Center Fitness Specialist Nicole Klochak up to three times a week.

Tom Purcell, MD, an oncologist and the Cancer Center’s medical 
director, sparked the program about a year ago. In addition  
to providing subspecialty care in specific cancers, National  
Cancer Institute-designated Comprehensive Cancer Centers like  
the UCCC offer nutritional, physical therapy, psychosocial and 
financial support. 

Purcell wanted to add a wellness and exercise program to the 
Cancer Center’s supportive-care menu. He touched base with Anschutz 
Health and Wellness Center leadership, who led him to Stark. 

Get moving. There were a couple of reasons for Purcell’s push. 
Exercise helps cancer survivors – anyone who has been diagnosed 
with the disease – invest in their stamina and boost their overall  
capacity to handle chemotherapy and other treatments. For those 
finished with treatment, physical activity helps to reduce fatigue 
and improve quality of life. Exercise has been shown to decrease 
the chance for recurrence of certain cancers, including breast and 
colon. But there’s still little in the way of survival research data 
for other cancers, Purcell said. Fit2BWell, as it grows, aims to 
change that.

“This is really the first step in creating a research focus around 
what the benefits to cancer patients actually are,” Purcell said. 
Last July, Stark and Klochak spent a week at the University 

Jay Van Dover stood on a treadmill. Elbows bent, he slowly rotated 
his arms out wide as if he were trying to fly, but not trying very 
hard. At the head of the machine, Rebecca Stark did the exact 
same thing.

“The lymphatic system interacts with the cardiovascular system at 
the thoracic duct,” Stark explained. Getting the contents of lymph 
ducts into the bloodstream – important for cancer survivors like 
Van Dover – happens only with massage or muscle movement,  
she added. 

Stark, a PhD student in the University of Colorado Graduate School’s 
Rehabilitation Science program, is spearheading a new program 
designed to get cancer survivors moving. Fit2BWell combines the 

Lung cancer survivor Jay Van Dover, left, follows the lead of Rebecca Stark, 
the CU Graduate School Rehabilitation Science PhD student spearheading 

the Fit2BWell program at the Anschutz Health and Wellness Center.
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of Northern Colorado’s Rocky Mountain Cancer Rehabilitation 
Institute, which has been creating exercise programs for cancer 
patients since 1996. Both came back as certified cancer exercise 
specialists. With help from Cancer Center funding, the first patient 
enrolled in Fit2BWell on September 1 of last year. Eleven people 
are now in the three-month program, the youngest 34, the oldest 
79. They have battled various cancers, including gastrointestinal, 
genitourinary, lung and breast.

Different needs. Van Dover, 58, started the program in early 
January. He recently moved to Denver from Las Vegas, where he 
was diagnosed with stage four lung cancer in 2008. He underwent 
chemotherapy as well as Gamma Knife surgery for tumors that had 
spread to the brain.

“I feel blessed, I do,” he said, now walking a brisk 3.8 miles per 
hour on a treadmill in the Wellness Center’s upstairs gym. “A lot of 
patients don’t do this well, but I’m here to keep fighting.”

Stark counted Van Dover, an avid golfer who disdains using carts, 
as being among the “green” group in terms of fitness. There’s  
also a red group, she said. Particularly with patients who are early 
in the recovery process, she and Klochak are careful to dial back 
workloads and keep close tabs on how a patient is doing. If a patient 
has yet to see a physical therapist at University of Colorado Hospital, 
they bring one over to do a screen. Chemotherapy is hard on the 
body, punishing the lungs, the cardiovascular system, and the digestive 
tract. Surgeries such as mastectomies can affect strength and range 
of motion, too. There’s also a hidden emotional toll.

“You end up being a cheerleader as much as a coach,” Stark said. 
“You have to keep reminding them why they’re doing it.”

The program’s location at the Wellness Center was deliberate, she 
said. Cancer patients can feel isolated and different, and they’re 
tired of being in hospitals. At the Wellness Center, they’re just 
working out, she said.

“It just proves to yourself that you’re still part of the normal  
population,” Van Dover said.

In the pool. Shirley Allen, 79, was in the Wellness Center pool 
last month as Van Dover walked the treadmill. Allen, a patient of 
Purcell’s, is also a lung cancer survivor. She is in the pool twice a 
week for Klochak and once on the weekend on her own.

“She works me,” Allen said from the turquoise water.

“You keep coming back, though,” Klochak said. 

Allen swam a couple of laps and, with the help of a buoyancy belt 
and Klochak’s guidance from the edge, jogged in place and flapped 
her arms in the deep-water jogging well. During a break, Klochak 
asked, “How do you feel?” Allen was floating on her back.

“Tired,” Allen answered. 

“Are you ready to be done?”

“No,” Allen said. 

A few minutes later, warming up in the hot tub, Allen said she feels 
much stronger than when she started two months ago. Her arthritic 
knees feel better, too, she said. 

“I’m able to do more,” she said. “I’d definitely recommend it.”

Funding constraints are limiting the program to adding about four 
patients a month, Stark said.
“We have far more interest than space available,” she said.

Purcell said Fit2BWell’s broader aim is to harness the skills of 
cancer specialists, physical therapists, and exercise and rehabilitation 

Lung cancer survivor Shirley Allen works out in the  
Anschutz Health and Wellness Center pool under the guidance  

of Fitness Specialist Nicole Klochak.
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specialists, ultimately to make cancer rehabilitation as central  
to the standard of care as cardiac rehabilitation is today for  
heart patients.
  
“This is a pilot that we really hope to make a huge part of the 
Cancer Center,” Purcell said.  “We have such outstanding facilities 
and great interest by many groups on campus.  Our goal is to focus 
on what is best for the patient and remove the siloes that exist on 
campus to develop the most integrated cancer rehabilitation and 
exercise program in the country.”   

For more information on Fit2BWell, contact Rebecca Stark at  
(303) 724-7497 or Rebecca.Stark@ucdenver.edu. To help support 
the program, contact Alissa West of the UCH Foundation at  
(720) 848-7864 or Alissa.West@uch.edu.
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