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Value of  Diagnostic Tests
Mona Miller, DVM

Frequently I am asked what pur-

pose is served by performing di-

agnostic tests on a patient with

symptoms of illness.  It surprises me

because it seems so clear to me that,

like human diseases, some veterinary

diseases can be easy to diagnose and

some can be difficult.  It also surprises

me when the comment comes up

“But my dog/cat has never been sick

a day in his life” as if that is insurance

that he never will be sick.  Similarly,

comments about how old a pet is and

why bother running “all these expen-

sive tests since he’ll only live a couple

more years” catch me off-guard.  

      

I encourage my clients to not

make assumptions, especially when it

comes to matters of diagnostic possi-

bilities, treatment plans and cost, just

as I should not make assumptions

about my clients.  There is huge vari-

ation among people as to what is af-

fordable and reasonable.  It is the vet’s

job to provide information, options

and guidance to their clients.  It is the

client’s responsibility to inform their

vet of their limitations.  Thus, from

the partnership of vet-client, good

health decisions can be made for pets.

These decisions should fit within a

framework of the client’s lifestyle,

philosophical ideals and morals, and

budget.  

      

Generally, veterinarians take a

step-wise approach to diagnostics,

starting with a wide view to gain as

much broad information as possible

and narrowing the tests as results in-

dicate.  This often correlates with a fi-

nancial step-wise approach, starting

with relatively less expensive blood,

urine, fecal tests and radiographs.  It

also pairs with a less invasive physio-

logical approach to the pet.  The ma-

jority of pets can have blood, urine and

radiographs taken without sedation or

anesthesia.  More specific tests can

often also be performed while the pet

is awake, such as culture of an abscess

or ultrasound; although occasionally

sedation is recommended for these.

Tests that require sedation or anesthe-

sia are often put higher on the diagnos-

tic ladder, such as biopsy procedures,

advanced imaging such as CT or MRI

scans, or exploratory surgery.

      

The broad overview approach al-

lows for the veterinarian to uncover

abnormalities that might provide a

quick diagnosis.  Just as importantly,

this allows for normal findings to be

uncovered.  For example, for a cat

who is drinking and urinating in larger

volumes, a simple and fairly compre-

hensive blood and urine test can reveal

whether diabetes mellitus is present

while eliminating thyroid, liver and

kidney disease all in one step.  

      

On occasion, just as in human

medicine, broad-based diagnostics do

not provide the diagnosis, and the test

field narrows.  More specific tests

might be indicated – for example,

checking for tick-borne disease, or

bacterial presence with a culture/sen-

sitivity, or looking into the interior

structure of the liver with ultrasound.  

      

Sometimes clients wonder “why

were all those tests run when they did-

n’t show anything?”  As I tell my

clients, if I had the crystal ball and

knew what their pet’s disease was, I’d

know what test to run to diagnose it!

It is important to go through the

process of screening for the more

common, more easily diagnosed dis-

eases so that nothing is missed, before

jumping into too narrow of a test.  Ad-

ditionally, information gathered re-

garding normal organ function in that

patient will affect an overall treatment

plan and prognosis. 

Margie Ryerson, MFT,
is a marriage and family therapist
in Orinda and Walnut Creek.
Contact her at 925-376-9323 or
margierye@yahoo.com. Her new
book, Treat Your Partner Like a
Dog: How to Breed a Better
Relationship is available on
www.amazon.com  and at Orinda
Books.

Dr. Mona Miller lives in Lafayette
with her young son, two cats and
Luka a new puppy. She has worked
at Four Seasons Animal Hospital in
Lafayette  since moving here in
2001. She attended Cal as an under-
grad, and received her DVM from
U.C. Davis. She can be reached at
Four Seasons, 938-7700, or by email
to MonaSDVM@aol.com.

Step-Parenting Pitfalls
By Margie Ryerson, MFT

These days many children have

a step-parent, and there are im-

portant considerations in making the

new family unit work well. Some par-

ents expect their children to make an

easy adjustment to a new person in

their household and do not provide

much help for them. Their thinking

may go somewhat like this: “I’m hap-

pier in my life now so my children

will naturally benefit from my new

contentment.” Or, “My children are

lucky to have such a wonderful new

(step-mom or step-dad). Or, perhaps,

“Thank goodness, now I’ll have some

help getting Ryan to behave better

and do well in school.”

      

One family I worked with had an

exceptionally difficult time managing

the introduction of a stepfather.

Howard married May when her son

was ten and daughter was fourteen.

The children’s father lived in a differ-

ent state and had only occasional con-

tact with them. May had trouble

controlling her headstrong daughter,

Dorian, even before she married

Howard. Dorian cut class, didn’t

study, and experimented with drugs.

When Howard came along, he de-

cided the problem was that May was

too lenient, so he compensated by

being extremely firm. In response,

Dorian acted out even more; she was

caught shoplifting twice and began

sneaking out of the house. Howard

was constantly angry at Dorian. May

resented Howard’s interference, while

Howard resented not being appreci-

ated and respected. And John, the ten

year-old, was adversely affected too

since everyone around him at home

was unhappy and frustrated.

      

Our work together included cou-

ples and family sessions. May needed

to be the one to discipline Dorian. She

could accept and request input from

Howard behind the scenes, very dis-

creetly, and never in front of the chil-

dren. Obviously this couple needed to

work together. Dorian naturally was

not going to respond to Howard’s at-

tempts to discipline her when they

hadn’t even established a bond or

much of a relationship. It helps to put

yourself in your child’s shoes and re-

alize that you, too, would resent inter-

ference in your life from someone

whom you consider to be an outsider. 

      

Howard’s job was to build a good

relationship with both children how-

ever he could, and to realize that this

would take time. He needed to stifle

his negative reactions as much as pos-

sible and provide only positive, reas-

suring messages to the children. In

other words, he could ignore their

misbehavior, let May deal with it, and

instead catch them in the act of doing

anything positive. He needed to spend

time with each child, having fun and

sharing experiences, before he could

be accepted by them as a full-fledged

parent. Basically, Howard had to first

become an adult friend to them. I

have had many people tell me that it

took until they were grown, with fam-

ilies of their own, to really appreciate

their step-parent (and sometimes this

is true for natural parents too!)

      

Being a patient and non-reactive

step-parent can be hard to put into prac-

tice. Sometimes the biological parent

will lean on the step-parent for disci-

pline back-up, thereby placing him in

a precarious position. Or the step-par-

ent will find it impossible to practice re-

straint in the face of blatant disregard

or defiance from the children. It is nat-

ural to feel hurt and resentful if your ef-

forts and good intentions are being

scorned. But it helps to put your own

feelings aside and to have a specific

plan in mind for developing a solid re-

lationship with your step-children. You

may not feel that you have enough con-

trol at first, but ultimately you have the

ability to be a very significant person in

their lives.

Lamorinda’s
Religious Services

St. Anselm’s Episcopal Church
A Loving Community

Sunday Services: 8 and 10 AM
Active Youth Program, Sunday School, Nursery Childcare, 10 AM
682 Michael Lane, Lafayette, 284-7420,    www.stanselms.ws

The Orinda 

Community Church

10 Irwin Way, Orinda  |  925.254.4906 | www.orindachurch.org
“No matter who you are, wherever you are on life’s 

journey, you are welcome here!” 

Join us Sundays at 10:00 a.m.

ORINDA CHRISTIAN SCIENCE CENTER 
24 Orinda Way (next to the Library) - 254-4212

Sunday Service and Sunday School 10 - 11 am 
Informal Wednesday Meeting 7:30 - 8:30 pm 
Reading Room/Bookstore             M - F  11 - 4; Sat 10 - 1

www.christianscienceorinda.org

49 Knox Drive l Lafayette l www.LOPC.org l 925-283-8722

Lafayette-Orinda Presbyterian Church

Get connected.
Grow in your faith.

Serve others.

Sunday Worship 9 & 11:00 a.m.

Programs for children & youth

66 St. Stephen’s Drive, Orinda
254-3770.  www.ststephensorinda.org

Sunday 8am & 10am.
Music at both services. Choir at 10am.

Sunday School & childcare at 10am.

St. Stephen’s Preschool 
254-3770 x19
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A DIFFERENT KIND OF CHURCH!

INCLUSIVE, THOUGHTFUL  •  TRADITIONAL SERVICE AND MUSIC
YET FORWARD LOOKING & OPEN MINDED

Meeting Sundays at 9am
St. Mary's College Chapel

925 376-5770  •  www.stgiles-moraga.org

Holy Shepherd Lutheran Church, 433 Moraga Way, Orinda
Regular Worship Schedule
8:15 a.m. Traditions Worship 
9:15 a.m. Coffee Fellowship
9:40 a.m. Education for all Ages
10:45 a.m. Celebrations Worship
Childcare available for ages 5 and younger925-254-3422

Our Savior’s Lutheran (ELCA)
1035 Carol Lane, Lafayette
283-3722                                 www.oslc.net 
SUNDAY MORNING WORSHIP
8:30 a.m. Classic Service
10:45 a.m. Contemporary Service
Come find COMMUNITY here.

Internat’l
Bazaar

Great gifts!

Sunday am

Nov 13

Campo ’76 Mini-Reunion
Submitted by Kim Fielding

Campolindo High School's Class of 1976 held a mini-reunion on October 1st at Kim Hall Fielding's
home.  The evening included a Tuscan feast, music from the ‘70s, and lots of laughter.  The event was
so successful that a follow-up evening will be forthcoming. If you are a member of the Class of ’76 and
wish to make sure you are receiving class information via the distribution list, contact Kim at (650) 
948-6601. Photo provided




