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This may sound strange, but I secretly looked forward to my colonoscopy.

I was excited to see the people in the colonoscopy suite—the receptionists,
the nurses and my doctor. I knew that they would like me, because I would be
brave and respectful. That's what’s always happened since I was diagnosed
with Crohn’s Disease ten years ago. During my multiple colonoscopies and
countless doctor visits and other outpatient procedures, I invariably build
up a rapport with someone, be it a doctor, nurse or staff member. I’'ve always
been a good patient, and now that I'm a second-year medical student as well,
I can understand their work a little better. I expect them to sense my
goodwill and to treat me in turn with respect and caring.

This appointment got off to a good start: The woman who registered me seemed
nice and appreciated my interest in the pictures decorating her cubicle wall.
And I wasn’t just being polite-I really did like those black-and-white photos
of old TV and film stars. She even had The Honeymooners up there! I also got
along well with the first nurse—we shared a laugh about the trouble I’'d had
finding a quarter to pay for my locker.

But a few minutes later, my interview with the intake nurse took me aback.
Staring at her computer screen, she recited a series of questions. Seated
facing away from her in a gigantic reclining chair that seemed cemented in
place, I couldn’t turn around far enough to catch her eye. The nurse’s
lifeless, monotonous tones conveyed zero interest in who I was or what I had
to say. I'd never felt so unimportant.

To make matters worse, people kept interrupting us. The first time it
happened, I thought that something serious must be happening—maybe a patient
was having difficulties, or the computer system had crashed.

No. It was lunch time. They needed to coordinate their take-out orders, and
my nurse, it became clear, was the lunch organizer.

Sometimes coworkers called her out of the room (but not out of earshot);
other times they conversed right in front of me. Eventually I got so used to
it that I began letting her know when someone was waiting for her.

Still, I felt stung at receiving so little respect. Was I invisible? Couldn’t
their lunch plans wait a few minutes? Nevertheless, I swallowed my pride,
reminding myself that healthcare professionals are people too, with needs of
their own. Maybe my nurse had found that distancing herself from patients
helped her to do a better job. When she expertly inserted my IV line, I felt
I'd taken the right attitude. Our relationship wasn’t very satisfying, but at
least she had technical skills.
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Soon I was called to the procedure room and introduced to my next nurse, who
would actually assist with the colonoscopy. She seemed down-to-earth and
likable, but that’s when things really started to go wrong.

For one thing, she’d forgotten to put a bed in the procedure room. Then, when
she did bring it in, she had me lie on it facing the wrong way. After we’d
fixed these details, I heard someone down the hall talking excitedly about a
“scholar.” There must be some talented pre-med students shadowing the doctors
that day, I surmised. Feeling a sense of kinship with them, and renewed self-
confidence, I hoped that they would stop by my room.

When my nurse brought in the student, I waited eagerly for her to introduce
us. Instead, she started helping the young woman to put on scrubs. And while
that was happening, I learned that this “pre-med” student was actually a
ninth-grader.

My pulse quickened, and my mind raced. Was I some animal in a zoo for
children to gawk at? I was having a colonoscopy—the procedure where they
stick a tube up your rear end. Couldn’t they ask my permission before
inviting a spectator?

Struggling to sound calm, I asked, “Does my doctor know that a student will
be watching my procedure?”

My nurse didn’t seem too pleased: I'd breached the unofficial patient’s code
of conduct. She blinked and said, “This is a teaching hospital,” adding that
patients should expect to be observed.

I knew that this was utter nonsense. As a patient and a medical student, I
care deeply about the principle that a patient’s dignity should be respected
at all times. I felt ready to fight for this.

“It’'s probably okay,” I said, “but it would have been nice if you’d asked me
first.”

“Patients can always refuse being observed if they wish,” she retorted,
contradicting her earlier statement.

All I wanted was an apology and an acknowledgment that they weren’t allowed
to coerce or take advantage of me. After some more back-and-forth, my nurse
conceded her mistake. But the whole exchange left a bad taste in my mouth.

When my doctor came in and learned what had happened, he told me that I was
under no obligation to be observed. Before I'd even finished nodding, the
student was taking off her scrubs; a few moments later, she was gone.

Ironically, I still liked the nurse. I felt sorry for her that she’d been
making mistakes, and I appreciated that she’d apologized for them. And when
she started telling me about herself, I liked her even more.

She’d had a lot of experience in surgery, she confided, but was still fairly
new to the colonoscopy suite. She’d felt that she had to let the student
observe because her boss had requested it. Although it didn’'t excuse what



she’d done, I appreciated her candor. It was as if we were meeting for the
first time.

An hour or two later, I was waking up in the recovery area. Looking across
the hallway, which looked blurry to me without my glasses, I saw someone walk
by with a friendly wave and a smile. I can’t say for sure, but I think I know
who it was.
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