Patsy Ruegg Interview

R: My name is Patsy Ruegg, and I am an owner of a biotech company called IHCtech, here at Fitzsimmons.

Q:  And what do you do at your company?

R: I offer histopathology services, and histopathology is the study of tissue, so I prepare tissue to be examined under the microscope. 

Q: What kinds of tissue do you examine?  

R: Mostly research tissues for animals, but sometimes I do human tissues studying cancer; tissues that will help a pathologist diagnose a disease. 

Q: So, as we discussed before, imagine that you’re talking to a high school student, and I know you really like to communicate with young people who are thinking about careers, but start by telling us how did it happen for you?  Take yourself back to Chicago, or wherever you were at that age, and how did you develop your own career path?

R: I developed my own career path into histology fairly accidentally.  I was interested in health sciences, and actually started thinking about nursing after I had two years of college, and wanted to do something in the health care profession. And I started taking a class at a local hospital in California, actually was where I got trained, in nurses aid course actually. And I met someone who was from the laboratory, medical technology laboratory, who was a histotechnologist, and she was looking to train somebody in histology, and that’s how I got into it.

Q: So you just got a job doing it?

R: Well, I went into a sort of apprenticeship program, with histology you can be trained on the job for a year and then sit for an exam to be certified as a histotechnologist after two years, or an associates of science degree. 

Q: And so, how would you describe your experience as a histotechnologist, what is it that’s great about your job? What do you love about your job?

R: I worked at the University of Colorado Center for Health Sciences in pathology for 25 years before I retired in 2001, and started my own histology services business. And, what I enjoyed, always, about histology is the science of providing pathologists with material that they can use to diagnose a patients disease, or cancer type so that it can help the patients in their treatment, and that the health care of the patient is what I like the most.

Q: What do you do every day in the lab? What are the kinds of skills that you need to have? And what are the kind of personal qualities that you need to have to be successful?

R: In histotechnology you need a lot of manual dexterity, and the ability to notice and solve problems in chemistry, we use a lot of chemistry, and in staining of tissues, and science of immunohistochemistry, which is using antibodies to identify certain proteins that are being expressed by certain cells that will identify a particular type of cancer, or other disease.  So we use a lot of chemistry, biology, math, knowing the parts of the body, anatomy, and biology of how systems, body systems work, are really what we do.

Q: Talk to me about, I want a really direct message, so if you were talking to a person and they’re worried about needing advanced degrees. 

R: The educational requirement to start a career in histotechnology at the entrance level, is an associates in science degree, you don’t even need a bachelors in science to get started, and certainly not a PhD, or any upper level, educational degree to start at an entry level in histotechnology.  Now, an Associates degree in Science, and one year of on the job training under the supervision of a certified histotechnologist, and a pathologist kind of needs to be in the picture somewhere, but, then you can sit for an exam with the American Society for Clinical Histology who certifies all histologists, all medical technologists, and histotechnologists as well. So, a person with an Associates degree in Science, if they can find an apprenticeship, or there are some programs, some schools of histotechnology for a year of training, they can get into this field of science.

Q:  What about Colorado? I don’t know if you even think about this very much, but, I mean, here we are in Colorado, this is for kids in Colorado, many of whom I’ve heard say, ‘well, if I want to pursue anything in the biosciences, I really have to move to San Diego, or the east coast.’ What do you have to say about Colorado in specific?

R: For histotechnology, because it’s required in a hospital setting, any place that has surgery, there’s just as much a demand for scientists to work in histotechnology in Colorado, as there are in other places.  And at the moment, nationally, there’s a large shortage of people trained to work in histotechnology.  Many of the people are my age, and retiring, getting to retirement ages. And a lot of the schools, and training facilities in histotechnology have closed, and there’s a very large shortage.  Because it is medically related, and there are also other opportunities, besides, in health care.  In research sciences, in veterinary medicine, and in all those other places as well, but, it’s a field that you don’t have to leave Colorado to have an opportunity to work in, for science.  Because of the clinical aspects, and CSU for instance is a veterinary school, and all the veterinary offices use histopathology services as well, just like human surgery. 

Q: Anything I’m missing here? Is there anything else you wanted to say?

R: I think I, did I include all of the choices of practice settings which would be hospitals, for profit laboratories, clinics, public health facilities, and industry, and veterinary, are the places.  Forensic pathology, that’s a big thing these days with the CSI, all of that, the kids get interested in forensic pathology, and histotechnologists play a big role in that. You’ve probably seen the equipment that we use on shows like that. Microtomes for cutting tissue sections, and gross dissections of whole organs, and whole bodies for autopsy services, that’s all histotechnology, science. I think a person who’s really good at doing histology is a person who is a perfectionist. They want to get the thinnest piece of tissue that they can get by cutting it very thin. They want to see no flaws in what they see under the microscope at all, perfect tissue section is what makes somebody good at doing histology.  

Q: Lets go back to if somebody said to you, ‘I’d like to work in science, but I don’t want to get a PhD.’ Do you think they have a career in science? 

R: In histotechnology, it’s one of the subsets of medical technology where you can start out an entry level in histology by having an associates in science degree, with particular courses in chemistry, and biology, and math, and one year on the job training with a certified histotechnologist, and a pathologist, then you can give an exam which is given by the American Society of Clinical Pathologists, and be certified as a histotechnician with just an associates in science degree, and the one year, on the job training.  We also have another level of histotechnology that requires a bachelors of science degree, and those are more the managers, and supervisors. Histotechnology is performed in every hospital where surgery is done. By law, if you go to surgery, and the surgeon removes something from your body, it has to go to the laboratory, and it has to be looked at by a pathologist under the microscope to look at the surgeon took what they were supposed to take, for instance, and describe if its normal, or disease tissue, and if it’s diseased, what’s wrong with it. And, what the pathologist tells the doctor about what’s wrong with your tissue determines how you’re treated. 

Q: So your job has a very direct impact, or people that have your job have a very direct impact on the treatment of people who are ill.

R: What we do absolutely determines how patients are treated, for breast cancer, or any other kinds of diseases that we find in the tissue, or what we prepare for the pathologist to look at under the microscope determines how the patients treated.  

Q: And so, I’m going to ask you to say something pretty directly, so, can you state that you do not need a PhD, or an upper level degree to be a scientist. 

Q: In histotechnology, you definitely do not need to have a PhD, or masters degree to be in this career path, and there’s plenty of opportunities, as we have a shortage of histotechnologists in the field these days.  
