
Preparing for Your Child’s Cardiac Surgery

Inova Children’s Heart Center 



Your Child Needs Heart Surgery

The thought of any surgery can be scary, especially 
when it involves your child. At Inova Children’s 
Hospital, we are not only dedicated to providing 
the best possible care to the children we treat, but 
also making sure both you and your child feel as 
comfortable and prepared as possible for treatment. 

The information in this booklet answers many of the 
most common questions our team receives from 
families. You will receive more detailed information 
during your child’s pre-operative visit.

In addition, a video providing an overview of the 
pre-operative visit and the day of surgery can be 
found at inovachildrens.org/heart
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Preparations for Your Child’s Surgery

•  Your child should remove all jewelry, including any piercings.

•  Your child should remove all nail polish or make-up.

•  Do not bring valuables to the hospital.

• Bring a container for eyeglasses or contact lenses. If your 
child wears contacts, consider using glasses during the 
hospital stay.

•  Bathe your child the night before surgery, and use the CHG 
wipes as instructed and provided at your pre-operative 
appointment. Your child should sleep in clean pajamas and 
freshly washed bedsheets. Do not use any lotion, perfume, 
powder, deodorant or hair products after this bath. Use the 
CHG wipes again the morning of surgery. You do not have to 
bathe your child before the morning wipes.

•  If your child has long hair, it should be pulled up and secured.

•  Your child should wear comfortable clothes.

•  You may bring a favorite toy or blanket that helps your child go 
to sleep or feel comfortable. Label it with your child’s name. 
Wash blankets and toys before bringing them to the hospital.

Next Steps

1.  A surgical cardiac navigator will reach out to set up an 
appointment in your surgeon’s offi  ce.

2.  You will meet with the surgeon and navigator to discuss 
the surgical plan and schedule the surgery date.

3.  You will bring your child to a pre-operative surgical 
visit at Inova Children’s Hospital 2-7 days prior to 
thesurgical date. During this visit:

- You will meet with the cardiac navigator and/or 
the surgical physician assistant.

- Our team will take your child’s medical history, 
perform a physical exam, draw labs, obtain a 
chest X-ray and EKG.

- You will learn what to expect the day of 
surgery and during the hospital stay.

- We will give you a tour of the surgery center 
and Inova Children’s Hospital.



Age Solid Food/ 
Non-Clear

Clear Liquid Breastfed Formula

Younger 
than 6 
months

No solid food 
for 6 hours 
before arrival

No clear 
liquid for 2 
hours before 
arrival

No breastmilk 
for 4 hours 
before arrival

No formula 
for 6 hours 
before 
arrival

6 – 36 
months

No solid food 
for 6 hours 
before arrival

No clear 
liquid for 3 
hours before 
arrival

No breastmilk 
for 6 hours 
before arrival

No formula 
for 6 hours 
before 
arrival

3 – 12 
years

No solid food 
for 8 hours 
before arrival

No clear 
liquid for 3 
hours before 
arrival

N/A N/A

Older 
than 12 
years

No solid food 
for 8 hours 
before arrival

No clear 
liquid for 4 
hours before 
arrival

N/A N/A

Preparing for Surgery

Food and Drink: The table below outlines the required NPO 
(nothing by mouth) guidelines you should follow based on your 
child’s age. NPO includes any food or liquids, and any candy, 
gum or mints.

• You will be given specific instructions about whether to give 
your child any medicines they usually take on the morning of 
surgery.

• If you have any questions regarding NPO requirements,  
please contact your child’s physician, nurse or other 
healthcare team member.

Questions Before Surgery

If you have questions before your child’s surgery, please  
call the Cardiac Surgery Team at 703.776.6552 or the  
surgeon’s office at 703.280.5858. Visit inovachildrens.org/heart 
for more information.

Day of Surgery

Getting to the Hospital 

On the day of surgery, follow the directions and map located 
in the back of this booklet. 

Use the surgery center entrance where valet parking is available, 
or park in the GREEN garage, and walk across the street to the 
surgery center. 

You will check in at the front desk in the surgery center. 

On the days following surgery, please park in the GREEN garage, 
located closest to the hospital entrance with access to Inova 
Children’s Hospital. 

Parking is $5 per day, but for immediate family, parking passes 
will be provided. A parking pass for 10 visits can be purchased for 
$20 ($2 per day) at the garage or in the hospital gift shop. 

Where to Go Before Surgery

Your child will be taken to the pre-operative area to be assessed 
and prepared for surgery by the pre-operative nursing staff. Your 
child will then be taken to the Operating Room (OR) by the OR 
staff. One parent is permitted to accompany their child until she or 
he falls asleep. This is determined on a case-by-case basis by the 
anesthesiologist.

When it is time to go to the OR, it is not uncommon for a child to 
want to stay with their parents as long as possible. Please know 
that our team is very experienced in comforting children during 
separation. To help make it easier:

• Use honest, gentle language with your child about what  
to expect.

• Let your child know where you will be waiting. Reassure your 
child that you will see her/him when they wake up.

Waiting While Your Child Is In Surgery

Waiting for your child in the OR can be very stressful for parents. 
Remember, it is important to care for yourself first so you can take 
care of your child after surgery. 

Some ideas for coping with your stress during surgery include:

• Eat a meal. There are several cafeterias located on the 
hospital campus.

•  Take a walk through the hospital or the nearby area. It is okay 
to leave the hospital grounds, as the OR team will update you 
via cell phone.

• Talk with family members and friends.

• Designate one person you trust to update family and friends. 

• Visit the non-denominational chapel at the hospital, or ask to 
meet with the hospital chaplain. 

• Work on a project you enjoy such as knitting, puzzles or 
games.

• Bring a laptop or tablet. Free Wi-Fi is available. 

• Listen to calming or meditative music.

Duration of Surgery

The length of surgery varies with each child and depends on the 
type of procedure. Our team will provide an estimate, but it is 
important to remember that each child’s case is unique and may 
take more or less time than originally planned. Please do not 
schedule other appointments or activities for the day  
of surgery.
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There is a Ronald McDonald House located on the Inova Fairfax 
Medical Campus. It is open to parents and families of hospitalized 
children. Rooms are available based on space and other criteria. 
For more information about the Ronald McDonald House, contact 
the surgeon’s office, social worker or the cardiac navigator. 

CICU and PIMC Visiting Hours 
 Parents:     24 hours a day 
 Visitors:     10 a.m.–8 p.m.

Friends and family of all ages may visit when your child transitions 
to Pediatric Intermediate Care (PIMC). Both parents may stay the 
night once their child transitions to PIMC.

What to Bring

•  You may want to bring a comfortable bathrobe, slippers or 
other personal items for your child to use during her/his 
hospital stay.

•  Special toys, books for quiet play or videos/DVDs are  
good choices.

•  To help your child cope with their hospital stay, request 
assistance from the Child Life specialists. These specialty-
trained team members can help you and your child prepare 
for procedures through age-appropriate medical play and 
distraction techniques, as well as better understand what 
is happening through explanations and “normalization” of 
medical care. They can also provide coping techniques for 
any siblings during the hospital stay.

Assisting Children with Pain

Each child feels pain differently, so we cannot know exactly how  
your child will feel. We use several types of medicines to help 
ease the pain. Sometimes pain is not just from surgery and can 
occur from sources such as gas, muscle aches, etc.

We ask that you help your child by informing the nurse when your 
child is in pain. You can also help your child by:

•  Positioning your child comfortably

• Holding your child when able

•  Stroking and softly touching your child while speaking softly

•  Using distraction techniques such as playing, singing or  
watching movies

•  Telling your child when you will and will not be at the hospital

•  Offering choices, if possible

•  Encouraging your child to move and walk

•  Allowing for adequate sleep

After Surgery

When the surgery is over, your child will be taken directly to 
the Cardiac Intensive Care Unit (CICU). 

To get to the CICU, follow signs to the Inova Children’s 
Hospital elevators. Take the elevator to the 8th floor, and wait 
for the surgeon to meet you. You will be able to see your child 
about an hour after he or she arrives in the CICU.

The next time you visit, follow the signs to the CICU. To enter, 
press the button on the gray box. The staff will release the 
door to allow you to enter. You will be asked to show an ID 
band, which will be applied when you arrive with your child 
the morning of surgery.

The CICU phone number is 703.776.6053. Only parents with 
their child’s numbered ID band will be given information over 
the phone. You will be asked for part of the number when  
you call.

Staying with Your Child 
You may stay with your child while she/he is in the hospital. 
Parents are welcome in the CICU 24 hours a day. There is 
room for one parent to stay the night with their child while in 
the CICU.

Two people may be present at your child’s bedside at one 
time. All visitors must be over the age of 12. 

You may eat and drink in the CICU, but please do not store 
food in your child’s room. Parents can request a meal by 
asking their child’s nurse.
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Remember crying does not always mean pain — sometimes it 
means “I’m mad,” “I don’t like you” or “I want.” Sometimes  
crying is a good way to expand your child’s lungs after surgery. 

Helping Your Child During a Hospital Stay 

Your role as a parent in the hospital can be different than your  
role at home. Immediately following surgery, your job is to  
support and love your child by speaking softly and gently 
comforting. You will not be able to pick your child up right after 
returning from the operating room (OR), but as soon as the 
medical team feels it is safe, you will be able to hold your child.  
As your child recovers, the cardiac team makes the daily plan 
based on your child’s status. You will be included in the daily 
decision-making process regarding your child’s recovery and  
are encouraged to participate in daily rounds.

Many parents find that during the post-operative recovery, both 
parents and their children may become withdrawn, isolated or 
depressed. This is very common after any major surgery or 
hospital stay. There are many hospital-based counseling 
resources available. Ask to speak with our Child Life specialist, 
your nursing staff or the cardiac navigator for these and other 
local resources.

Transitions During the Hospital Stay 

As your child progresses, he/she will be transferred to the 
Pediatric Intermediate Care (PIMC) Unit (South Wing) to complete 
his/her recovery. The nurses on this unit specialize in cardiac 
care. Moving from the CICU to the Cardiac Unit can cause some 
parents to feel anxious. There are new faces, the medical team 
members have different schedules, and nurses have a different 
nurse-to-patient ratio. This is a positive step in your child’s 
recovery.

Caring for Your Child at Home

As your child is nearing discharge, the cardiac team will begin 
the teaching process to help you feel comfortable providing 
care at home while your child recovers. On the day of discharge, 
the nurse will provide you with written discharge instructions 
prepared by the entire team. It is important that you follow these 
instructions and any special instructions from your surgical team. 
Please contact your surgeon’s office if you have any questions 
after discharge home.
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  Cardiac Surgery Recovery Steps

1.  Having stable vital signs. Stability means a good  
 heart rate, heart rhythm and blood pressure.

2.  Having the breathing tube removed.  
 Your child may still need other types of  
        breathing treatments, including oxygen.

3.  Stopping all IV medicines that are only used in the CICU.

4.  Removing other special IVs, drains and wires placed during surgery.  
  (Your child will keep one small IV in place until he or she is ready to go home.)

5.  Starting to eat and drink regular food, formula and liquids.  
 Being able to go to the bathroom normally.

6. Moving and using muscles normally. As your child recovers, he  
 or she needs to be out of bed. We will help control pain, but the  
 more your child moves, the more comfortable he or she will feel.

7.  Learning from the doctors, nurses and specialists about  
 any special care or new routines that you and your child  
 may need at home. 

Ready to go home!

Goals for Going Home

Your child must complete  
Steps 1, 2 and 3 in the CICU.

After completing Step 3, your 
child’s care team will decide  
if he or she is ready for the  
Cardiac Step-Down Unit. 
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Cardiac Recovery Goals

The journey you and your child take will not be easy, but our 
team will be with you every step of the way. The recovery 
and discharge goals your child must meet before leaving 
the hospital are very specific to help ensure the best overall 
recovery after heart surgery. 

We know that knowledge of your child’s progress in the 
days after surgery helps reduce stress and helps you plan 
confidently for life after leaving the hospital. 

For this reason, we have developed a Cardiac Surgery 
Recovery Steps sheet so you and your child can have a visual 
progress report at the bedside at all times. Each time your child 
meets a goal, we will cheer and mark the sheet with a sticker 
or drawing until your child is ready to go home.
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Parking Information
Parking is $5 per day. However, while your child is in the 
hospital, we will provide parking vouchers for immediate 
family members. On the day of surgery, enter the hospital at 
the surgery center entrance, and check in at the Registration 
Desk. While your child is in the hospital, she/he will always 
be in Inova Children’s Hospital, and you should use the 
GREEN garage and enter the hospital via the skywalk. If you 
have questions or diffi  culty fi nding your way, Inova greeters 
(wearing red jackets) can be found throughout the hospital. 
These greeters or any Inova team member can provide 
assistance in helping you fi nd your way. 

Financial Arrangements
Most health insurance policies have a coinsurance clause, 
copay and/or a deductible, which are the costs not covered 
under insurance that you are required to pay toward your bill. 
We will try to contact you by phone to let you know what your 
costs may be. If you need to set up payment arrangements for 
your upcoming visit, call 703.776.6019.

In addition to the hospital bill, you will receive a bill from 
your child’s surgeon, anesthesiologist and any other treating 
physicians involved in your child’s care during her/his hospital 
stay. If you have any questions regarding these bills, please 
contact the doctor(s)’ offi  ces directly.
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Notice of Non-Discrimination 

As a recipient of federal financial assistance, Inova Health System (“Inova”) does not exclude, deny benefits to, or 
otherwise discriminate against any person on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, disability or age in admission to, 
participation in, or receipt of the services or benefits under any of its programs or activities, whether carried out by Inova 
directly or through a contractor or any other entity with which Inova arranges to carry out its programs and activities.

This policy is in accordance with the provisions of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Section 504 of the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, Section 1557 of the Affordable Care Act, and regulations 
of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services issued pursuant to these statutes at 45 C.F.R. Parts 80, 84, 91 
and 92, respectively.

Inova:

• Provides free aids and services to people with disabilities to communicate effectively with us such as:
- Qualified sign language interpreters
- Written information in other formats (large print, audio, accessible electronic formats and other formats)

• Provides free language services to people whose primary language is not English such as:
- Qualified interpreters
- Information written in other languages

If you need these services, please let our staff know of your needs for effective communication.

If you believe that Inova has failed to provide these services or discriminated in another way on the basis of race, color, 
national origin, age, disability or sex, you can file a grievance by calling 703.205.2175. You can file a grievance in person 
or by mail, fax or email. If you need help filing a grievance, the Patient Relations staff is available to help you.

You can also file a civil rights complaint with the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office for Civil Rights, 
electronically through the Office for Civil Rights Complaint Portal, available at https://ocrportal.hhs.gov/ocr/portal/lobby.jsf, 
or by mail or phone at:

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
200 Independence Ave., SW
Room 509F, HHH Building
Washington, DC 20201 
1.800.868.1019, 800.537.7697 (TDD)

Complaint forms are available at http://www.hhs.gov/ocr/office/file/index.html





Driving Directions
50 West from DC or Arlington

Pass under 495, and use exit 650/Gallows Road. Bear left off 
exit, and turn left at the light onto 650/Gallows Road.

50 East from Virginia

Proceed to 650/Gallows Road exit. Turn right onto  
Gallows Road.

95 North from Virginia

Proceed to Exit 170B, 495 North. Take Exit 51, 650/Gallows 
Road. Turn left at the light onto Gallows Road.

66 West from DC or Arlington

Proceed to Exit 64, 495 South. Take Exit 51, 650/Gallows 
Road. Bear right off exit, and proceed to the left lane on 
Gallows Road. 

66 East from Virginia

Proceed to Exit 64, 495 South. Take Exit 51, 650/Gallows 
Road. Bear right off exit, and proceed to the left lane on 
Gallows Road. 

From Gallows Road

Turn into the GREEN hospital entrance, and drive to the 
GREEN Garage.

Inova Fairfax Medical Campus

3300 Gallows Rd.
Falls Church, VA 22042

inovachildrens.org
G37167/9-19/pdf
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