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“When people think of pathologists, 
they think of Quincy M.E.,” says Dr. David 
Hoak, Medical Director at InCyte Pathology, 
who is also a 2011 Best Doctor. The popular 
1970’s television show may have painted a 
picture of forensic pathology, but the work real 
pathologists do veer off-script from television 
shows. “We don’t do many autopsies, and we 
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Plunging into the 
world of Pathology

don’t do forensic autopsies,” he says. 
What pathologists do is diagnose diseases 

based on studying cells and tissue. There are 
two sides to pathology: cytology, which deals 
with cells in fluid, and histology, which deals 
with a piece of tissue.  

Pathologists review cells and tissues that 
come in from doctors’ offices. This can include 
pap smears and breast biopsies, as well as 
anything that is removed from the body—a 
mole, in a doctor office visit; a leg, in an 
amputation; a portion of a colon in surgery. 

“Some things can be more traumatic for 
someone to see, but not after 20 years,” says Dr. 
Thomas Allerding, another 2011 Best Doctor 
who practices at InCyte Pathology and who 
long ago overcame any sense of queasiness 
from looking at and handling things removed 
from the human body. He focuses more on 
the task at hand and how a patient will benefit 
from his work. “We may get a segment of colon 
because the patient has colon cancer. Our 
job is to describe the cancer and explain how 
extensive it is.” 

The pathologists initially perform a “gross,” 
or overall first visual exam with a naked eye. 
From this point, the tissue is put through 
a complex and highly technical process of 
embedding into paraffin wax, staining with a 
variety of dyes that locate and identify different 
cells, and cutting, which reduces the tissue to 
a very thin slice, all in order to create slides for 
the pathologist to review.

Throughout the entire process, everything is 
bar-coded, because one of the biggest issues is 
to not mislabel anything and to not to mix up 
slides. “Bar-coding is a really nice way to ensure 
what you have in your hand matches what is 
on the system,” explains Allerding. “There is a 
lot of technology, but the staining, cutting and 
basic notion of embedding has been around for 
a long time.” 

“A lot of cells look alike, but with these kind 
of stains you can really ferret out what kind of 
tumor you are looking at,” says Hoak. “This is 
a high level of technology; none of this existed 
when I was a resident.”

Though technology has advanced, both 
Hoak and Allerding were originally drawn to 
pathology because they were captivated by the 
chance to learn, investigate, and ultimately, help 
patients. 

“I always liked biology and when I read 
Microbe Hunters, it was all about the early 
pioneers of infectious diseases,” says Hoak. “I 
did some research and had to do a rotation in 
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Dr. David Hoak (l) and Dr. Thomas Allerding (r) with some of the slides they review
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pathology, and was surprised; I didn’t think 
I wanted to be like my father, but I ended up 
being like my father, who was a pathologist!”

“I started out more of a chemist,” says 
Allerding, “what a nerd!” After working as 
an orderly at a hospital to earn extra money 
for school, he was lured into the world of 
medicine. Originally, he planned to go into 
cardiology with one year in pathology, but 
“once I got in the door and saw how interesting 
pathology was, I never left. I miss the patient 
contact once in a while, but I like watching our 
employees grow and develop in our company. 
After a while you realize there is more to like.”

Keeping up with this fast paced field can 
be challenging. “There are so many new 
things,” says Allerding. “Our literature is huge. 
Pathology has gotten so broad, you need that 
extra level of knowledge and training. That is 
also what is fun, though.”

“We’ve now entered a competitive era,” says 
Hoak. “Now, specimens are totally portable. 
We are now competing against labs from 
New York, Seattle and etc.” As part of that 
competitive edge, there is now a movement for 
patients to have direct access to pathologists, 
to answer their questions. Before, pathologists 
were behind the scenes, but increasingly, Hoak 
and Allerding are trying to make themselves 
available to educate patients. “It is a lot of fun 
when that happens, I get really juiced about 
it,” says Allerding. “Patients can look in the 
microscope.”

Both Hoak and Allerding hail from Ohio, 
but they found in Spokane a residential and 
medical community in which they were able to 
put down roots. 

“Spokane is still a collegial medical 
community,” says Hoak. “You get to know a 
large number of doctors. The community is 
somewhat conservative in a good sense. It 
doesn’t jump on any bandwagon, but waits to 
see if something pans out.”

“We believe in local pathology,” says 
Allerding. “All the people who work here are 
local, all the money is local. We like the fact we 
can give the people in this community great 
local pathology care. We try to remember that 
each little glass slide and barcode is a patient 
and a person. We ask all our employees keep 
that in mind.”  
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