Pap smear: What women need but avoid

By Kemi Kehinde

Did you know that cervical cancer was the second most common cause of cancer related disease and death among women worldwide?  Many women do not know this fact because they are unaware of how serious it is to get annual checkups.  When we educate ourselves and others about health related issues concerning our bodies, then maybe we can save one life or maybe even two.
Papanicolaou tests, which are commonly called pap smears, have been around for many years.   The sole purpose of these tests is to check for any changes in the cells of a woman’s cervix (lower part of the uterus that opens into the vagina) before it moves to other parts of the body.  It has the ability to tell if the woman has an infection, abnormal (unhealthy) cells, or cancer.

Pap smears really do not have an age limit on them but the starting age of a woman’s first pap smear is the age 18.  It is recommended that if a young woman is or has been sexually active and is under the age 18, she should have one as well.  Pap smears are also recommended for women who have gone through menopause and are of the age 65 and older.  The National Cancer Institute recommended it because older women are at a higher risk than younger women.
Preparation for a pap smear is not difficult at all.  The first step a young woman should take is to make an appointment with her family physician or gynecologist and she should go between 10-20 days after the first day of your period.  The next step a young woman should take is 2 days before her appointment she should not douche, use vaginal creams, suppositories, foams, or vaginal medications (i.e. deodorant spray or powders).  All of these substances can cause inaccurate test results by washing away or hiding abnormal cells.
On the day of a young woman’s appointment it is imperative for her to relax.  Tension can cause her to get nervous and for the procedure to be worse than it really is.  Usually during the pelvic exam, a pap smear will take place.  The young woman is lying on her back with her legs in stirrups.  The doctor will then place a speculum into the vagina to see the cervix.  After which a brush, stick, or swab will take some cells from inside and around the cervix.  After a sample of cells has been taken, it goes to a lab for testing/results.  If the results come up abnormal a second test is done.  If the same results reappear then the doctor performs a colposcopy (procedure that uses a special microscope to look through the vagina and at the cervix.  From there he or she will give one of the two results, false positive or false negative.  A false positive result means that the female has abnormal cells on or around cervix but they are normal and there are not any problems.  An false negative result means the cells are normal but they changed and there is a problem.
Any woman is at risk of getting cancer of the cervix.  A woman is just a greater risk if she:

· Has sex before age 18
· Has many sexual partners

· Has or has had HPV or genital warts

· Has sexual partners who have other sexual partners

· Has or has had a STD

· Is over the age 60

· Smokes

· Low income women

Signs and symptoms for early cervical cancer are usually asymptomatic.  But it can be determined by:

· Abnormal vaginal bleeding (ex. Spotting after intercourse, bleeding between menstrual periods, and increased menstrual bleeding)

· Abnormal (yellow, odorous) vaginal discharge

· Low back pain

· Dyspareunia (painful sexual intercourse)

· Dysuria (painful urination)

In the US, there are about 2-3 million abnormal test results are found each year.  But the incidence of cancer and deaths for cervical cancer has greatly decreased due to prevention, screening, and early prevention.  Cervical cancer has seemed to decrease in Caucasian women but stay the same in African-American, Hispanic, and Native American women.
So to keep these statistics low and prevent more deaths from happening, women should start the practice of annual check ups.  So that way it will be a habit like brushing your teeth, combing your hair, or looking good for that hot guy!  When we put these to practice, we can really live up to the saying “Practice what you Preach and Walk the way you talk.”

