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What Is The Cervix?
The cervix is the lower part of the uterus (womb) that connects
the body of the uterus to the vagina or birth canal.

What Is Cervical Cancer?
Cervical cancer occurs when abnormal cells develop in the
cervix and grow out of control. Cervical cancer begins in the
lining of the cervix. This can take many years, but sometimes it
develops rapidly. These changes to the cervix are referred to by
several terms, including dysplasia.

What Causes Cervical Cancer?
Cervical cancer is cause by several strains of the Human
Papilloma Virus (HPV). This virus is spread through sexual
contact. Most women’s bodies are able to fight the HPV, but
sometimes the virus could lead to cancer. Women are at higher
risk for cervical cancer if they smoke, have many children, use
birth control pills for a long time, or are infected with HIV.

What are the symptoms of Cervical Cancer?
Cervical pre-cancer or cancer in its early stages, often exhibits
no signs or symptoms. If symptoms do exist they can include:
• Bleeding from the vagina that is not normal, or an
unexplained change in the menstrual cycle.
• Bleeding and pain when something comes into contact
with the cervix, such as during sexual intercourse, or when
a diaphragm is inserted.
• Vaginal discharge that is tinged with blood.

How Is Cervical Cancer Prevented?

Cervical cancer is preventable as well as a treatable if discovered early.
The most effective way of making an early diagnosis of abnormal
changes in the cells of the cervix is through a Pap test.You can also
reduce the risk factors giving rise to abnormal cell changes by:
• Quitting smoking
• Getting the HPV vaccine
• Reducing your risk of sexually transmitted diseases (use condoms)

When Should Women Begin Screening
For Cervical Cancer?

All women should begin cervical testing (screening) from the
start of sexual activity or at 21 years. A regular Pap test or wet
mount examination should be done every year.
Beginning at age 30, women who have had 3 normal Pap test
results in a row may be tested less often – every 2 to 3 years. Some
women should continue getting tested yearly – such as women
exposed to DES (Diethylstilbestrol) through their mothers before
birth and those with a weakened immune system (from HIV
infection, organ transplant, chemotherapy or chronic steroid use).
Women 70 years of age or older who have had 3 or more normal
Pap tests in a row and no abnormal Pap test results in the last 10
years may choose to stop having cervical cancer testing. Women
with a history of cervical cancer, DES (a man-made hormone in
the estrogen class) exposure before birth, HIV infection or a
weakened immune system should continue to have testing as long
as they are in good health.
Women who have had a total hysterectomy (removal of the uterus
and cervix) may also choose to stop having cervical cancer testing,
unless the surgery was done as a treatment for cervical cancer or
pre-cancer. Women who have had a hysterectomy without removal
of the cervix (simple hysterectomy) need to continue cervical cancer
screening, and should continue to follow the guidelines herein.

How Is A Pap Test Done?

The doctor uses a metal or plastic instrument to open the vagina. Then a
sample of mucus and cells is lightly scraped from the cervix. This sample
is sent to the lab to be looked at under a microscope. If anything unusual
is found your doctor will let you know. If your test results are abnormal,
your doctor will want to do other tests to find what is happening.

Guidelines For Making Your Pap Test More Accurate

You can do several things to make your Pap test as accurate as possible:
• Try not to schedule an appointment for a time during your
menstrual period
• Do not douche for 48 hours before the test
• Do not have sexual intercourse for 48 hours before the test
• Do not use tampons, birth control, foams, jellies or other vaginal
creams or vaginal medicines for 48 hours before the test

Vaginal Wet Mounts

A vaginal wet mount (or vaginal smear or wet prep) is a test wherein
a sample of vaginal discharge is observed by wet mount microscopy
by placing the specimen on a glass slide and mixing with a salt solution.

How Is A Wet Mount Conducted

A speculum is used to facilitate use of a swab or spatula to sample fluid
inside the vagina. The sampling procedure may cause some discomfort
and minor bleeding, but otherwise there are no associated risks.

Pelvic Exam VS Pap Test And Wet Mounts

Many people confuse pelvic exams with Pap tests. The pelvic exam is
part of a woman’s routine health care. During pelvic exam, the doctor
looks at and feels the reproductive organs, including the uterus and
the ovaries and may do tests for sexually transmitted diseases. Pap tests
and wet mounts are often done during pelvic exams, but you can have
a pelvic exam without having a Pap test or wet mounts. A pelvic exam
without a Pap test or wet mount will not help find cancer at an early
stage or abnormal cells of the cervix, pre-invasive lesions (pre-cancers)
of the cervix or even invasive cancer of the cervix.

Abnormal Pap Smears: What Do We Do?
Having an abnormal Pap test sounds frightening, but
it is not a certain cancer diagnosis. It means that you
could have an infection, abnormal cervical cells, or
cervical cancer.

What’s Next
• Repeat Pap tests.
If there is a good chance that your abnormality will
go away on its own, your doctor may simply recommend
that you come back for another Pap test in a few months.
• Colposcopy.
A colposcopy allows your doctor to examine your cervix
with a magnifying instrument and look more closely for
areas of abnormality.
• Biopsy or endocervical curettage.
If an abnormal area is seen on your cervix, your doctor
may take a tissue sample for further testing at a lab.
• Treatment of infection.

The Trinidad and Tobago Cancer Society recommends
that you always consult your healthcare provider.
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