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McKinley Health Center

Pap Test and Colposcopy: Questions and Answers 
WHAT IS A PAP TEST? 
A Pap test is a simple, effective screening tool that looks for abnormal cells on the cervix. Developed in 1943, the original 
Pap test scre ened only for the presen ce of cancer cells. Now, abnormalities can be identifi ed before act ual cancer cells 
develop. Many abnormal cells resolve without treatment and most worsening conditions, when followed appropriately, can 
be treated successfully. 

Who Should Have A Pap Test? 
All women should have th eir first Pap t est at age 2 1. Most women age 21 -29 should have a Pap test every other yea r. 
Most women 30 and over may, after 3 consecutive normal Pap tests two  years a part, have a Pap  test every third year. 
Exceptions to these guidelines would include women who have HIV, are immunosuppressed, have been exposed to DES 
in utero, or have had a LEEP procedure; these women should have a Pap test at least once a year.  

The Pap test may not be performed if you have your period or if you have a vaginal infection. You should not have sexual 
intercourse, use spe rmicidal jelly, vaginal  medications, douches or tampons for 24 hou rs prior to your Pap test, as they 
can interfere with the accuracy of the test. 

How Is A Pap Test Done? 
The Pap test is part of the routine gynecological exam and is quick and painless. During the exam, some cell samples are 
obtained from the cervix. The cervix is the visible end of the uterus (womb) and can be seen when a speculum is inserted 
into the vagina. A small broom or spatula and brush are used to collect cervical cells that are then placed in a liquid. The 
liquid is sent to a laboratory, where specially trained technicians examine the cells under a microscope. 

How Are The Results Of A Pap Test Reported? 
A Pap test is reported as normal (negative) when all the cells are of a healthy size and shape. An abnormal (positive) test 
is reported if any cells of different sizes or shapes are found. An abno rmal Pap test does not mea n you have can cer. 
Special termi nology i s u sed to d escribe the d egree of abnormal cell s. Since  2001, th e categori es u sed a re: Beni gn 
Cellular or Rea ctive Ch anges; ASC-US (atypical squamous cells of  un determined significance); ASC-H (atypical  
squamous cells, cannot exclude high-grade), Low Grade SIL (low grade squamous intraepithelial lesion – often referred to 
as mild dysplasia), High Grade SIL (high grade squamous intraepithelial lesion - often referred to as moderate or severe 
dysplasia) and AGC (atypical glandular cells). 

What Causes An Abnormal Pap Test? 
The presence of an infection such as yeast, bacterial vaginosis, trichomonas, chlamydia or gonorrhea may cause cervical 
cells to a ppear infla med, resulting i n t he findin g d escribed a s benign cell ular or reactive changes. T reatment will  b e 
prescribed if necessary. The Pap te st should be repeated in one year. Infla mmation without infection does not require 
treatment. 

Dysplasia is caused by the human papilloma virus (HPV). H PV is sexually transmitted. It has been discovered that 
approximately 60% of sexually active college students acquire HPV at some point during college. HPV can cause genital 
warts, but fe wer than 5% of wom en who are infe cted with th e HPV will a ctually develop  genital warts. The HPV can 
penetrate th e cells of th e cervix eve n if a woman ha s never had genital wa rts. Th e virus causes abno rmal cell  
development on the ce rvix called dy splasia. Re cent studie s sh ow that HPV  can spontaneously disa ppear with ti me. 
Dysplasia can al so spontaneously resolve with  time. Smok ing has been asso ciated with an i ncreased ri sk of th e 
progression of dysplasia to cervical carcinoma. 

The abnormal cell chang es found on the surface of the ce rvix (or dysplasia) occur in three stages, mild, moderate, and 
severe. By definition, mild  dysplasia involves only 2 5% of the thickness of the cell layer overlying the cervix. Moderate 
dysplasia involves 50% of the cell layer. Severe dysplasi a is diagnosed when almost the ful l thickness of the surface cell 
layer is involved. 

Cancerous cells are  the most seve re of the abn ormal cell s found on Pap tests. Ca rcinoma in situ involves the full 
thickness of the su rface cells of the cerv ix. Invasive cancer of the cervix mea ns that the dise ase has progressed beyond 
the surface layer of cells. Although the risk of cervical cancer in college-age women is less than for women over 35, it is a 
risk that does exist 

How Is An Abnormal Pap Test Followed Up? 
Follow up depends on the degree of cell changes described by the technician and the age of the woman. Women under 
age 21 with Pap test results reporting ASC-US and Low Gra de SIL need to repeat their Pap tests in one year. In women 
21 and over, Pap te sts that indicate ASC-US undergo fu rther analysis for the  type of HPV DNA that  causes dysplasia 
called high risk HPV. The result of the additional DNA test determines whether an immediate colposcopy or a repeat Pap 
test in one year is recommended. Women 21 and over with Low Grade SIL should be evaluated with colposcopy. Pap test 
with ASC-H, High Grade SIL, and AGC at any age should always be followed up with colposcopy.   



WHAT IS COLPOSCOPY? 
A colposcope is very similar to a microscope and allows doctors to examine the external genital area (vulva), vagina, and 
cervix with magnification, so that abnormal cells may be more easily identified. 

During the co lposcopy, the patient is in a similar p osition as for a Pap test and  a speculum is inserted. The doctor may 
apply a vineg ar solution th at makes the abnormal cells easier to see. The colposcope itself does not tou ch the p atient. 
Colposcopy usu ally sh ould not be performed during your period. You shoul d tr y to avoi d having i ntercourse, usi ng 
spermicidal jelly, vaginal medication, douches or tampons for 24 hours prior to the colposcopy, as they can inte rfere with 
the accuracy of the test. 

What If Abnormal Cells Are Found During The Colposcopy? 
If abnormal cells are found, the physician may do a b iopsy. A biopsy is the rem oval of a sma ll sample of tissue from th e 
abnormal area. The woma n may feel a sharp pinch for a fe w seconds, and p ossibly some slight menstrual-like cramps 
(some women don't feel a nything). There may be lig ht vaginal  bleeding or spotting for seve ral days follo wing a bio psy. 
The tissue sample is sent to a laboratory where a pathologist will examine it. Ibuprofen, three over-the-counter tablets (or 
600 mg.), taken one hour before the exam, will minimize any discomfort. 
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What Treatment Can Be Done If The Biopsy Shows Something Wrong? 
The doctor will recommend managem ent bas ed on the pathol ogist's report. Observ ation with a high risk HPV test, or 
repeat Pap tests an d/or colposcopy are excellent options for many women with mild a nd sometimes moderate disease. 
When indic ated, s everal t reatment modalities are available.  An offic e proc edure call ed LEEP (Loop Elec trosurgical 
Excision Procedure) is most often recommended.  
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If you are a registered University of Illinois student and you have questions or concerns, 
or need to make an appointment, please call: Dial-A-Nurse at 333-2700 

If you are concerned about any difference in your treatment plan and the information 
in this handout, you are advised to contact your health care provider. 

Visit the McKinley Health Center Web site at: http://www.mckinley.illinois.edu 
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