Sam Adam Klippan

As the sole physiotherapist travelling to Hanoi as a recipient of the HocMai scholarship I was filled with a nervous excitement as my final university examinations passed and my departure day approached. Did I have the necessary clinical skills? Would I be able to manage with the language barrier? Would I be able to satisfy my learning goals?

Thankfully I learnt very quickly that this nervousness was unwarranted. Hanoi had me under her spell immediately. We met the very welcoming Professor Duong after arriving and we were all assigned to our respective hospitals and areas of interest. I spent my time at Bach Mai hospital, which is one of the largest hospitals in Vietnam. I was warmly welcomed by the spinal rehabilitation unit and I struggled to take in the many new (and incredibly difficult to pronounce) names. Within the first few days I quickly gained a valuable insight into the Vietnamese character and healthcare system. Where they lacked in resources they made it up in enthusiasm, inventiveness, perseverance, generosity, a willingness to learn and a hard working ‘can do’ attitude. I was astounded to learn that almost all of the local staff that I met worked 7 days a week, year round!

In the rehabilitation unit I was assigned to work with one of the local therapists. Together we treated a number of different patients over the 4 weeks, ranging from high level spinal injuries to stroke, traumatic brain injuries and degenerative musculoskeletal conditions. I was able to establish a good relationship with the local therapists and that allowed us to learn from one another. Often we had to resort to acting out the message we were trying to convey, which proved to be very comical yet oddly successful. One of the most striking differences between health care delivery in Australia and Vietnam was the issue of patient consent and passive treatment. This has helped me to recognise the importance of including patients in the healing process by welcoming their input and empowering them to achieve their goals. 

I also discovered that chest physiotherapy was also somewhat under utilised within the rehabilitation department. I was able to demonstrate to the therapist that I was assigned how and why a patient with a high level (e.g. C4) cervical spinal cord injury required chest physiotherapy. The word quickly spread about the department and before I knew it I had been invited to present a lecture to the rehabilitation department on chest physiotherapy in high level spinal cord patients, which made for a memorable experience. In a small room filled with roughly 25 doctors, physiotherapists and nurses I spoke about the respiratory limitations that a C4 level patient would have and the subsequent importance of secretion clearance and deep breathing exercises. The department was very receptive to the idea of chest physiotherapy and it took a number of hours to demonstrate and answer all the questions (which had to go through a translator) regarding auscultation, positive expiratory pressure devices, assisted cough and deep breathing exercises. All of the staff exhibited a thirst for new knowledge and we swapped journal articles and resources.

I was also lucky enough to gain some experience in some of the other wards within Bach Mai hospital. I had a number of worthwhile experiences in particular in the respiratory ward. For a lot of the staff in the respiratory ward the concept of respiratory or cardiopulmonary physiotherapy was a new concept and it took me several attempts to clarify what it was that physiotherapists could do for patients with bronchiectasis, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, and atelactasis. I really enjoyed demonstrating techniques such as percussion, vibrations, deep breathing exercises and positioning. The staff members, patients and family members all showed an extreme willingness to familiarise themselves with these techniques. Many of the respiratory doctors and nurses explained how they were keen to implement such techniques; however they simply did not have the manpower to do so. I believe this is definitely an area in which the HocMai foundation can greatly assist the delivery of healthcare at Bach Mai hospital. 
I had a similar experience in the rheumatology ward, where the doctors were aware of the benefits of physiotherapy yet they simply didn’t have the resources to deliver this service to such a large busy ward. Along with some of the other HocMai students I was introduced to young boy who was sharing a bed with an older patient and was suffering from juvenile arthritis. It was a profound experience to see how much difference a few simple exercises and positions made to the young boy and his family. The doctors were very open to treatment ideas I was constantly amazed at the openness of the local doctors towards physiotherapy and their willingness to learn more so that they could improve the quality of care for their patients. These experiences helped me realise the importance of the role of the physiotherapist in the delivery of healthcare and the benefit that physiotherapy can make in a patients quality of life. 
In conjunction with some of the medical students who were at Bach Mai, I was able to take part in some English lessons for some doctors who had created an English learning group. I was able to assist with the lecture on ‘the anatomy of the thorax’ and had the privilege of delivering the lecture on the musculoskeletal system. Again I was amazed to see the hardworking dedication of the local doctors who willingly gave up their free time to improve their medical English. It was a humbling experience to receive such respect from such experienced medical professionals.

The lasting memory I will take from Hanoi however is the generosity and openness of the local people. I was constantly invited to various lunches and dinners so that I could be shown the best local dishes and the many different types of noodles. I had to battle each and every time to try and pay for just my own meals. Each time I was told that when one is invited to lunch that it is the hosts’ responsibility to pay. Personally I found it very moving that people who clearly had it tougher than me financially were so willing to share what they had with me so that I could see the ‘true’ Hanoi. I will always fondly remember my 4 weeks in Hanoi due to the time and energy that my new friends invested in me. 
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