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His goal: Improve the understanding of pathology among patients 
By Lee Peterson 
STAFF WRITER 


PHOTO COURTESY OF DR. PAUL SHITABATA The evidence of cancerous cells on a slide the purple triangular clump in the center shows that a cancer has spread from the breast to the lymphatic system. 

He roams over the slide's purple-stained cells with a high-powered microscope, looking for cancer. 

Because he's a pathologist, this may be as close as Dr. Paul Shitabata ever gets to this patient. 

Using the power of the Internet, Shitabata wants to bridge the gap between laboratory-dwelling pathologists and the people they serve. 

In a new World Wide Web venture, Shitabata will explain the obtuse specialty with a human touch, how it affects patients and how they can use their pathologists as a resource. 

While other doctors rely on them to diagnose disease based upon tissue samples, pathologists usually do not meet with the patient. So, many people may not know what they do. When the public thinks about pathologists, autopsies and county coroners come to mind. They think “Quincy.” 

“I want to change the public's perception of pathology and what pathologists do,” Shitabata said. “People don't know that pathologists deal with living people.” 

The Internet seems to be a good place to start. For people with a medical issue, a trip to the Web has almost become as necessary as a visit to the doctor. 

A spring 1999 survey found that 45 percent of online consumers visit health-care Web sites, according to Jupiter Communications, an online research firm based in New York. 

In the advent of managed care, doctors don't have as much time to spend with patients. Shitabata said patients should be aware that their lab report and their pathologist are available if questions about a diagnosis are still unanswered after seeing their doctor. 

The Web site, at www.thedoctorsdoctor.com, has been put together with the blessing of his partners in the South Bay-based Affiliated Pathologists Medical Group, and the help of his colleagues, but it's Shitabata's baby. 

“It's a personal quest,” said Shitabata, 37, a native of Hawaii. 

He works on it every day, adding new terms to the glossary, researching new links, and developing additional ways to use the medium in his practice. 

The doctor got caught up in Internet frenzy about five years ago, and decided he wanted in some way to be in on the ground floor of the cyberspace revolution. 

He developed the site as a place for anyone who wanted to familiarize themselves with pathology. In addition to the free stuff, it offers plain-English translations of medical lab reports to patients, taking technical terms and making them more understandable. 

For example, a breast biopsy's “lobular carcinoma in situ” in a medical report is translated into “a proliferation of cells that have a malignant appearance but have not invaded into the surrounding breast fibrous tissue.” 

Patients, of course, have the right to ask their own doctors for an explanation of their lab results. The Web site's $50 service is for those who aren't satisfied with that, maybe because their doctor was too pressed for time, or they would like a second read on the results. 

Because it's on the Internet, the service is available to anyone. If someone in New Orleans wants some personal attention to a lab report, they can send it to Shitabata's group, either via e-mail or regular mail. 

If they don't want to pay, people can also use the site's glossary to do some of their own translating. Be forewarned, though, that the universe of Latin-heavy terminology that pathologists use to communicate with oncologists, dermatologists and other physicians is enormous, and is not all on the site. 

While the translation part of the Web site is something the group hopes is successful, Shitabata is not expecting to become an Internet millionaire. He just wants the site to become a well-used reference for patients. 

“I would just be happy if this could change the perceptions of the public,” he said. 

Sites like thedoctorsdoctor.com can be useful to patients, said Dr. Debra Judelson, a Beverly Hills cardiologist and internal medicine physician who has been using the Internet for years in connection with her practice. 

“I think that this kind of site is very, very helpful because it is giving information that has a level of authenticity and it appears to me to be coming from someone with credentials,” said Judelson, who recently looked at the site. 

As to the translation service, she said that with the amount of free information the Web site provides, she does not object, if people really want that extra attention. 

Judelson said she often directs patients to her own Web site as a way of extending her contact with patients for whom she has a limited amount of time for face-to-face meetings. She has links to other sites and gives them passwords for “patient-only” areas. 

That echoes Shitabata's sense that patients do not have unlimited access to their physicians and could be looking for other ways to get answers about their own conditions. 

Pathology organizations say people are growing more aware of the pathologist's role, and are using them more frequently. 

“We encourage pathologists across the country to become more involved with the patients,” said Dr. Gordon Johnson, chairman of the Department of Laboratory Medicine at Jefferson Memorial Hospital in Crystal City, Mo. 

It's already been going toward that in the past 10 to 12 years, said Johnson, a member of the College of American Pathologists. 

“I think the pathologist as we define it now ... serves as a part of the primary health-care team,” Johnson said. “I make rounds, I see patients. ... Patients come to me and look at their slides with me.” 

In many rural areas, it's common for the pathologist to actually do the biopsy to collect the samples. Johnson said the pathologist is a resource that both patients and other physicians are turning to more often. 

Shitabata, a specialist in skin pathology, would like to see much more of that in his practice, which takes him to hospitals like Little Company of Mary in Torrance or to the medical group's main lab in Harbor Gateway. 

“What people don't know is that this resource is here and not sitting away in the morgue,” Shitabata said. 

Shitabata said he plans to expand the Web site and create a service for doctors who want more detailed images of magnified samples, either via the Internet or on paper. 
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