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Last December I had the privilege of travelling to Hanoi as part of the Hoc Mai scholarship program. I spent the month in the Respiratory department of Bach Mai hospital. 

I was initially overwhelmed by the size of the hospital; it seemed more like a town than a hospital. Having got lost as soon as we arrived at the hospital I was anxious about finding my feet in such a huge, unfamiliar environment. I was therefore grateful when a pharmacist called Hai who had met a couple of us at a barbecue in Sydney last year spotted us looking lost and came over to help us. She ended up taking us to meet our supervisor, then on a tour around the hospital. Such friendliness was characteristic of all the Vietnamese people we worked with. 

I was under the supervision of Dr Phuong. She is a respiratory physician who travelled to Australia with the Hoc Mai program in 2009. Dr Phuong is a fantastic doctor who I learnt a lot from medically. She also became a friend and welcomed me into her life. One of the highlights of my trip was attending Dr Phuong’s presentation of her thesis to see her receive her PhD. 

I consider myself fortunate to have been placed in the respiratory department. The whole staff was friendly; all of the other Australian students at Bach Mai came to visit the respiratory department when they had spare time because they knew they would be welcome. All of the English speaking staff offered to supervise me at different times thereby exposing me to a wide variety of patients. This also greatly improved my clinical examination skills and understanding of the respiratory system. Several of the staff members also asked me to dinner and showed me around Hanoi on their motorbikes. 

A lot of the Vietnamese staff had done some training overseas so they understood what it was like to be a student in a foreign country and were keen to look after me. I became good friends with one of the nurses, Giang, who studied in Thailand. Mindful of what it was like to be away from family on special occasions, she organised a Christmas party for all the Hoc Mai students. It was lovely; I hope that I can be as hospitable to future Hoc Mai scholars that come to Australia. 

Dr Phuong also organised for me to visit the tropical diseases and paediatrics departments for a few days. One of my aims in travelling to Vietnam was to gain exposure to clinical conditions that are rare in Australia such as Tuberculosis and Dengue Fever. The tropical diseases hospital provided an opportunity to see some of these diseases which was fascinating. 

I found the paediatrics department quite challenging. I met several children who had been diagnosed with leukaemia, however, their parents could not afford treatment. It was upsetting to realise that these children were effectively being sent home to die knowing  their condition would probably be curable in Australia. This was a confronting insight into the challenges of third world medicine. 

Another one of my aims was to further develop my communication skills. I was amazed by how much you can communicate with someone without speaking the same language. I had several quite successful conversations with patients based on sign language, a few Vietnamese words and lots of smiling. On another note, I made the mistake in my first week of telling one of the doctors that I had learnt French in high school. This news spread through the department and several doctors started to speak to me in French explaining that they had wanted to talk to me before but didn’t speak English. I had to concentrate very hard to understand and try to reply but it was fun to practice my French again and I met some great doctors in the process, one of whom told me that he would be my Vietnamese father. He was concerned that I would be ripped off by Vietnamese taxi drivers so he gave me his business card with instructions to call him immediately if I was ever suspicious about the meter on a taxi. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]I would like to thank Hoc Mai for sending me to Vietnam. It was an amazing experience. I learnt a lot medically and I’ve come back to Australia feeling more confident about beginning hospital placements.  I was continuously struck by the generosity and kindness of the Vietnamese people. I look forward to meeting the next group of Vietnamese students and Hoc Mai fellows who come to Australia and play my part in providing them with an equally wonderful experience in Australia.  
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