7th Jan 2010:
While sitting in the Hanoi international airport I have a few spare moments to reflect on the Hoc Mai experience, some time to revisit my learning objectives prior to arrival here and an endless moment to ponder how I can ever put this experience into words. Here goes.

My background as a physiotherapy graduate, and a practising physiotherapist in a Sydney hospital, tempers my perception of the past month, and did influence my learning goals before arriving. Initially I was keen to see respiratory medicine and its practice from the perspective of Vietnamese doctors, nurses and obviously physiotherapists as well. I was keen to see signs and symptoms of conditions usually reserved for textbooks in Australia. 
At our first meeting with Professor Duong he asked us what it was that we would like to see while we were in Vietnam. I experienced what could only be described as an instantaneous change of heart. I told him I would love to spend time in the department of Pathology at Benh Vien Bach Mai.
I received the warmest of welcomes from all the staff in the department. Apparently I was the first medical student, in 10 the years of exchanges, who had wanted to spend their time in the pathology department. One of the residents (the equivalent of a registrar in Australia), Dr Han, asked me what it was that I would like to learn about. So I thought about it. I presumed that pathology as a science is fairly standard around the world. Efforts from the World Health Organisation and it's 'Blue Book' range of standard criteria for pathological diagnosis has helped to ensure a worldwide standard of practice. I was keen to fill in many gaps in my knowledge of histology and pathology.  For a comprehensive list please see the end of this report.

Many of the staff in the pathology department were very keen to teach me as much as they could, regardless of the language barrier. Where they were unable to speak, they would write, where they were unable to write they would draw, and if all else failed they resorted to showing me in many of the excellent textbooks provided by Hoc Mai, of which the staff seemed very appreciative.

In keeping with my own learning objectives, Professor Duong provided me with an 'exercise'. I was to perform an analysis of two sets of tissue samples, obtained post mortem, of a wild cat and a bear. These animals were rescued by Animals Asia, a group aiming to preserve the wildlife of Vietnam, for whom Professor Duong offers his services. One week later my report was prepared for both animals and Professor Duong and I went through the findings together. It had been a great test of my knowledge of histopathology and was one of the most rewarding experiences of my time at Bach Mai Hospital.

Many of the other pathologists were keen to show me the rare, and exceptionally rare, cases that they had collected during their careers. Other pathologists were keen to take me through 'a day in the life' of their work, examining a multitude of normal papsmears. I cannot speak highly enough of the staff in the pathology department. They did not stop at welcoming me into their work-lives, but also introduced me to many of their friends, and I attended many an enjoyable lunch and dinner with a great array of interesting people.

My time was not limited to the pathology department. I also spent some time in the emergency department of Bach Mai, the department of gerontology and it's Intensive Care Unit, the main Intensive care unit and also a visit to Viet Duc hospital for a lecture on brain tumour pathology (delivered in French and Vietnamese, of which I speak neither, but it was good fun regardless).

It would be impossible to spend a month in Vietnam and not get a taste for the culture and values of the people in Vietnam. I have just returned from Sapa where I explored the villages of some of the minority groups (black, yellow and flower H'Mong and the Dzao people). There I learnt about the interactions between the Vietnamese and the minority groups, as well as some of the social pressures on the minority groups and the political policies in place designed to assist those groups. 

Other trips to Hoi an, the Perfume Pagoda and Ha Long Bay also added to the flavour of my time in Vietnam.

Receiving a Hoc Mai Scholarship has allowed me to explore theoretical knowledge similar to concepts covered in our first two years, but in greater depth. It has also allowed me to learn much more about the way of life in Vietnam, as well as medical practices in a ventral Vietnamese hospital. It has been an incredibly rewarding experience on many levels. 

I will provide some specific detail about my time within the hospital and some of the content I learnt. I was able to learn a little more about basic histopathological staining methods, more than just the usual Haematoxylin and Eosin stains. For example, the relevance and usefulness of Giemsa staining, that is, it allows Helicobacter Pylori (HP) to standout against a background of blue, so it seemed that many HP diagnoses were made pathologically. Other stains I learnt a little about were Periodic-acid-Schiff (PAS), which stains for mucus in alkaline conditions, and a range of more advanced staining and immunohistochemical methods: EMA, GFAP, LCA, Cytokeratin, VIM S100, which all stain for a number of structures including astrocytes, epithelial cells, lymphocytes, keratin and neuroendocrine cells.

My ability to identify tissue based on histological morphology improved over the 4 weeks, under the supervision and tutelage of Dr Han (a very good resident), as well as with Professor Duong during the completion of the exercise he provided for me.
I spent some time in the sectioning room, where I observed gross samples being sectioned by Dr Han. I learnt some basic methods of sectioning and the rationale behind the methods. For example, the vermiform appendix should apparently be sectioned longitudinally and also in cross-section, the cross-section being at a level closer to the caecum, as more tumours arise in that region. I also saw a number of other interesting pathologies during my time in the sectioning room, such as ovarian teratomas and a range of bowel cancers.
After a while I began to see certain conditions more regularly than others, allowing me to infer which conditions are more common in and around Hanoi. There were many cases which demonstrated Tuberculosis, Helicobacter Pylori, thyroid cancer and thyroid disease in general seemed quite common. Infection and abscesses were also quite common. I was also privy to some exceptionally rare conditions such as Erdheim-Chester disease (a haematological disorder which seems to manifest in the bones), of which this was the first ever case diagnosed in Vietnam.
I was also able to observe work in the biopsy room, where Fine Needle Aspiration (FNA) is carried out. FNA seemed to be a common procedure in Bach Mai, however I am unsure how often it is performed in Australia, or by Australian pathologists (I was told in Vietnam that Australian pathologists do not perform FNA). In this setting I was able to examine patients prior to their biopsy, and saw a range of interesting presentations and, most commonly, goitres. Eventually I was offered a chance to perform a FNA and I ended up doing several.

And only an hour and a half late, there's the boarding call for my plane, let's hope I make my connecting flight!

Learning objectives identified:

· basic staining methods

· immunohistochemical staining methods

· histological identification of tissues

· sectioning (of gross tissue samples) procedures

· common pathological findings in Vietnam

· greater depth of general histopathology knowledge

· observation of, and assistance with, biopsy procedures

