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Haematology is a specialty which very few of us get experience in before we graduate. This was one of the main reasons I had chosen to undertake my senior elective in the Haematology department in Malta’s main hospital. This experience was made possible by the SHS kindly awarding me a bursary.
I had a fantastic four weeks: from my very first day I got stuck in observing and assisting with bone marrow biopsies. The team got me involved in the ward round, explaining patient diagnoses, investigations and treatment regimes as we went. It is one of the only specialties I’ve experienced who have such a wide range in patient ages. From patients in their early 20s receiving treatment with curative intent to patients in their late 80s receiving palliative treatment.
I have always found haematology to be a complicated specialty, but I hadn’t quite appreciated just how complex it is until I was on the wards and sitting in clinic. While some patients presenting symptoms were textbook for their diagnosis, there were lots of patients who did not follow the typical clinical picture. For example, we are often told that conditions like acute myeloid leukaemia occur in older patients, however, not only did I see a patient in their early 20s with AML, I learnt you can have paediatric cases of AML. There were several patients whose treatment regimes had been disrupted by opportunistic infections, surgeries and frailty. Balancing these complex and delicate issues seemed to be a big part of the ward doctor’s role.
Thanks to this elective, my knowledge about common haematological conditions and malignancies was reinforced, and this has left be feeling more prepared for upcoming final exams. I also learnt about rare and interesting haematological cases. For example, I met a gentleman who had POEMS, a rare presentation of myeloma where patients present with polyneuropathy, organomegaly, endocrinopathy, monoclonal plasma cell disorder and skin changes. I met a lady who had just been diagnosed with T-cell lymphoma; her only presenting complaints had been a blocked nose and weight loss. I learnt the presentation of haematological conditions can be so varied which is what can make the specialty both incredibly interesting but also academically challenging.
The hospital and Haematology team were welcoming and enthusiastic to teach me. This has been a fantastic experience, with lots of learning. Malta is also a very interesting country to visit, rich with history and grappling with modern problems of tourism and housing costs.
