HOC MAI ALLIED HEALTH REPORT – LUCY BATH

There is so much to reflect upon when returning home from a trip such as the one we have experienced in Vietnam. 

Before I left, I was interested to know how much was known about Speech Pathology in Vietnam or if there was a recognised need for it. In terms of knowing the scope of practice for speech pathology, in the first week it was difficult for Dr Duong to find areas at Bach Mai hospital other than the rehabilitation (consisting of physiotherapy) for us to work in. We were keen to see stroke patients, throat and neck cancer patients, cleft palate surgery and anything related to our field, but it seemed that what the Vietnamese thought speech pathologists did, was very limited. When speaking to some Vietnamese medical students about speech pathology and its place in healthcare, they were interested to learn that it was a separate degree to medicine in Australia. They found it hard to believe that we covered all of the areas that we do.

We began in The University Hospital speech department which was a small corner of a larger room, in which Miss Ly taught mostly very young children communicative intentions such as requesting and corrected articulation problems such as lisping. She had the same patients every day for an hour and although the activities and goals were basic, I learnt a lot from watching her work with these young children. She had endless amounts of patience, she worked so hard on the same things everyday and yet she never tired or gave up when the children did. The quality of her interactions with the children was something that I've taken home with me. Miss Ly had a big cupboard of toys to use with the children yet each day she took out the same ones and repeated the same activities but kept her focus on the goal of each exercise. It made me reflect on how we interact with children in Australia. So often we go overboard, thinking children need all manner of stimulation and excitement when really it’s about human interaction, stimulation of the senses and making sure our own energy is endless.

In the last two weeks, we spent a lot of time in the ENT department, which was fantastic. We have had one lecture from an ENT doctor in our course at uni, but we don't get the experience to actually watch what they do and observe surgery. Speech pathologists play such a large part in the rehabilitation of such procedures as removal of throat cancers, nodules and polyps. What a great opportunity it was to be able to have so much exposure to such surgeries and be able to view the larynx, palpate patients' throats and watch so many endoscopes each day. We were able to help with voice patients, especially those with pre-nodule swellings. The ENT doctors encouraged us to recommend some exercises for the patients to do, to help practice good voice techniques and give some advice on how to use their voice safely in their work environment. The ENT doctors really took us under their wing, they were very welcoming.

Both the ENT and speech departments made it clear to us that there was a need for further training in speech pathology in Vietnam. The head of ENT spoke to us about his want to send Vietnamese students to Australia. He believed there was a great need for speech pathologists, especially for referrals from the ENT department. For example, there are no options for a patient with nodules in Vietnam; they have surgery. In Australia, surgery may still occur, but speech therapy then prevents the nodules reappearing. He said they need Vietnamese to learn speech pathology in order to implement it into their health care system. The head of the speech department at the University Hospital also stated how wonderful it would be if they could send students over to be properly trained in speech pathology. What they have now is a very basic speech department, which uses conventional practices but no evidence based practice. After having this experience in Hanoi, I would love to return to help train future speech pathologists and observe the current training that has begun in Ho Chi Minh City. 

Another great part of being in the hospital was the multidisciplinary environment which I was looking forward to experiencing. We were able to spend a little time in areas with other Hoc Mai students such as tropical diseases and the respiratory unit. We saw patients with diseases that would never exist back home, one in particular that comes to mind was a man in ICU with tetanus. The med students were able to talk us through what they were learning from the Vietnamese doctors and keep us updated with progress of patients we'd met in the first week.

Whilst in Vietnam, I spent time reading about the many wars the Vietnamese have fought and I visited memorial sites down the coast after my time in Hanoi. Watching them work each day and learning about what they have achieved both during the war and since the war has ended, made me realise what strength the Vietnamese people have. We could learn from this strength of character. The women work so hard and rarely does one see timid older women, they are strong. No wonder this country is growing so rapidly, they have a population who strive for greatness. I found this incredibly inspiring. 

This scholarship has enabled me to discover my interest in the area of voice and to pursue further experience in this specialty area of speech pathology. I feel more confident as a clinician and more enthusiastic about helping people in the world through my profession. The opportunity to become familiar with a new culture and live in one city for a month, learning about the people and culture around me was a privilege and an experience I'll never forget. Thank you so much for making this experience possible for me, it is an incredible scholarship that I will urge all speech pathology students to apply for. 

Many thanks

Lucy Bath


