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YOUR GYNECOLOGICAL EXAMINATION: EVERYTHING YOU SHOULD EXPECT
As females, we have a lot of things that go on with our bodies on a daily basis.  It is hard to keep up with these changes without the help of a good Gynecologist.  A Gynecologist is a doctor that deals with healthcare for women and specializes in the diagnosis and treatment of disorders affecting the female reproductive organs.  The female reproductive organs include the breasts, vagina (a muscular passage that connects the cervix with the external genital organs), the cervix (the lower part of the uterus that separates the body of the uterus from the vagina), the uterus (a hollow, muscular structure), the ovaries (two glands that produce certain hormones and contain tissue sacs in which eggs develop), and fallopian tubes (two muscular channels that connect the ovaries with the uterus).  
Many females feel uncomfortable making and keeping appointments with their Gynecologist for many different reasons.  This article will point out the top three questions that many females have in regard to this exam.  In addition, the entire process of the gynecological exam will be described in detail.  Hopefully by the end of this article you will be more ready for your Gynecological exam because you will be aware of its importance in regard to your health.
The Top 3 Questions that are usually asked by females are: “When should I visit my gynecologist?”  “How should I prepare for my GYN exam?”, and “What can you expect during your gynecology examination?”  Keep reading and you will have all the answers!  

“When should I visit my gynecologist?”
All women who are 18 and over (or younger, if you are sexually active), must have a regular yearly gynecological examination. If at anytime you experience severe pelvic pains you should see you gynecologist.  You should also see your gynecologist if you have any abnormal bleeding, bleeding between your periods, or any unusual discharge, pain, swelling, or itching of your vagina or lower abdomen.  These are all symptoms that could indicate a serious infection or sexually transmitted disease (STD) which could in turn affect your ability to have children in the future.  They could also be signs of endometriosis, pelvic-inflammatory disease (PID) or an amount of other reproductive disorders.   A good way to keep up with any changes is by keeping a weekly diary of them as well as a calendar to date your periods, any pain experienced, discharges, or other symptoms/signs that occur during the month.
Women who are planning a pregnancy, have a STD/have a partner who has a STD, have a history of sexually related illness(es), or who have a mother/sister who developed breast cancer before menopause should see their gynecologist more often.  Also, those women who have a mother/sister who developed any other Gynecological Cancers (Cervical Cancer, Endometrial (Uterine) Cancer, Ovarian Cancer, Vaginal Cancer, Vulvar Cancer) should see their gynecologist more frequently.

Any female should also consult your physician, if you notice any changes in your breasts, for example: puckering, dimpling, or other changes to the skin of your breasts; have newly retracted nipples, or discharge from your nipples, not associated with breast feeding; if there is any change in your breast size or shape; or if you experience an increase in breast pain, discomfort or emotions before your menstruation. 

“How should I prepare for my GYN exam?”
In order for you to achieve the most accurate results from your gynecological examination and annual Pap smear, the absolute best time for your appointment is one week after your period, while the worst time is the week prior to your menstrual cycle.   Douching is never a good idea, because of the risk of infection it presents.  It is especially important not to douche for at least two- three days before your gynecological exam appointment. You also should abstain from sexual intercourse for 24 hours prior to your examination. When you arrive at your doctor’s office, it will be beneficial to you to empty your bladder before the gynecological examination.  This will make you feel more comfortable.  
“What can you expect during your gynecology examination?”
The GYN exam will start with a nurse taking your blood pressure, weight, and pulse.  The nurse should ask you when the first day of your last period was and if you have been having any problems that you will need to discuss with your gynecologist.  (This is when that diary comes in handy!!!)  Next, you will be asked to undress completely and once you are read and sitting on the examining table your gynecologist will come in.  She/He will be accompanied by the nurse.  A nurse should always be in the room during your GYN exam to help you feel comfortable.  If one is not present, you have the right to request one.  

During your gynecology examination your heart and lungs will be listened to and your breasts will be checked for any changes or lumps by your doctor.  The breast exam will take about 30 seconds for each breast.  During this breast exam, your doctor will discuss the monthly breast self-exam (BSE) that you should do.  If you are unfamiliar with this process, he will offer instructions on how to properly perform the BSE.  Next, your gynecologist will push gently on your abdominal area to look for any irregularities.  
Subsequently, you will be asked to lie back on the exam table with your feet in the stirrups located at the end of the table.  (It is at this point that many women begin to get slightly nervous.  Remember that this is normal and it helps to take a few deep breaths to calm down.  Think about how quickly this exam will be over!)

Next, you will need to scoot down to the end of the table and spread your knees apart. A speculum will be inserted in your vagina which will hold your vaginal walls open so your gynecologist can view your vaginal area, including your cervix, and collect your Pap smear sample.  To get this sample, a long Q- Tip will be inserted and brushed against your cervix to obtain cervical cells for examination by a pathologist. (It will generally take about five days to receive the results of your Pap smear, but remember if you receive results which are abnormal, most likely it is not cancer! Cervical cancer deaths have declined substantially due to regular Pap smears.) 

* Note that the Pap smear is not a diagnostic tool, it is a screening tool and abnormal results are followed with further testing.*

After this, a bi- manual exam is frequently performed next. Your GYN will insert a gloved finger into your vagina while palpitating your lower abdomen to note the size, shape, and mobility of your uterus. She/he is feeling for any changes in the ovaries (i.e., cysts or uterine changes including endometriosis, fibroid tumors, or other common uterine conditions). 

Finally, your gynecologist will say you can get dressed and she/he will leave the room to give you privacy.  When you are dressed and ready, your doctor will go over your health diary and any other issues you wish to discuss. This is the point when you should be open and honest with your doctor by explaining the timing and frequency of any illness' you experience; if your periods are irregular or painful; problems with yeast infections; or painful sex.  This is also the time to discuss dramatic changes in your weight, hair loss or skin changes, and other issues such as smoking, drinking, sexual problems, or emotional or family issues which are causing you difficulty. 
The GYN exam is really simple to complete.  The more familiar you are with everything it entails, the more open you are to regularly receive one.  The more regularly you receive one, the better you will understand your own body and the healthier you will be.  Since you are familiar with the GYN exam now, you have no excuse not to schedule your yearly appointment with a good gynecologist!
	Reproductive Health
Pap test & Pelvic exam
	Every 1-3 years if you have been sexually active or are older than 21
	Every 1-3 years
	Every 1-3 years
	Discuss with your health care provider.

	Chlamydia test
	If sexually active, yearly until age 25
	If you are at high risk for chlamydia or other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), you may need this test. See STD section.
	If you are at high risk for chlamydia or other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), you may need this test. See STD section.
	If you are at high risk for chlamydia or other sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), you may need this test. See STD section.

	Sexually Transmitted Disease (STD) tests
	Talk to your health care provider if you or your partner have had sexual contact with more than one person OR if either of you have ever had a STD.
	Talk to your health care provider if you or your partner have had sexual contact with more than one person OR if either of you have ever had a STD.
	Talk to your health care provider if you or your partner have had sexual contact with more than one person OR if either of you have ever had a STD.
	Talk to your health care provider if you or your partner have had sexual contact with more than one person OR if either of you have ever had a STD.


**********My main reference source was http://womenshealth.about.com/cs/gynexam/a/GYNExam.htm.  The chart is from www.4woman.gov .**********
