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How To Prepare Cytology Smears 
 

There are several different techniques that can be employed to collect cells from body surfaces, and 
each is used in slightly different circumstances. 
  

Supplies required: syringes / 21-23 gauge needles / frosted end microscope slides / pencil / swabs / 
scalpels / saline 

 

Tips: - Use just enough pressure to distribute the material evenly. Too 
much pressure will cause cellular disruption.   
- When handling material from aspiration of the lymph nodes and 
bone marrow, apply as little pressure as possible to spread the 
aspirated material.   
- Prior use of steroids makes lymphocytes more fragile. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Tip: - This technique can also be used for surface 
lesions but it is generally not as useful as an 
FNA. 

 

Method:  
1. Squash Preparation (thick material from FNA) 

 Holding the tip of the needle close to a clean glass slide, the plunger on the syringe is gently but 
quickly depressed, thus expelling the contents of the needle onto the centre of the slide (see diagram 
below). 

 Gently place a clean slide on top of the material at right angles to the other slide, draw the second 
slide along gently, keeping the right angle position and eventually sliding them off each other, 
without lifting the slides directly apart OR  

 Gently place a clean slide on top of the material parallel to each other, sliding the slides apart, 
without lifting the slides directly apart.  Be gentle with both methods. 

 Make several smears if possible (although more than 5 slides per site may incur an additional charge) 
to enhance the diagnostic hit rate. 

 Air-dry the smears, label with a pencil (on frosted end of slide) and submit to the laboratory. 
 It may be a good idea to stain* at least one of the smears, and examine to see if there is diagnostic 

material on the preparation. Please also submit this smear. 

Method: 
2. Impression Smears 

These are made when there is a solid piece of tissue available, e.g. biopsy specimen, solid core from a nasal 
flush etc. 
 Use a saline moistened swab (sterile saline, not water, as the osmotic effect of water ruptures the cells) 

to remove superficial debris.  If bloody, swab/ dab with clean paper towel to remove blood first. 
 Gently touch the tissue surface to a clean slide. Repeat touch imprint along the length of the slide. 
 Dry and label as above. 
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Tip: Skin scrapings, like impression smears, are good for detecting the presence of inflammation, infectious 
organisms, and abnormal tissue cells. 

 
 

 
 

 
Photographs from left to right demonstrate the methods outlined above – squash preparation, scraping, and a swab smear. 

 
Tip: When the weather is humid you may need to dry your smears with a cool hair dryer (not just air dry), as 

increased humidity can result in the cells not drying properly and degrading before they are stained. 
 
If you have any questions or would like any further information, please contact the pathology staff at 
your local Gribbles Veterinary laboratory. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
*Related leaflets: How to Prepare a Blood Film / How to Take an FNA for Cytology / How to Stain a Blood/Cytology Smear 

Method: 
3. Scrapings 

 Some tissues or masses do not exfoliate well on impression smears due to their firm consistency e.g. 
spindle cell tumours, squamous cell carcinomas, and bone lesions. In cases where impression smears 
do not result in material on a slide, the scraping technique can provide a diagnostic sample.  

 The surface of the tissue/skin is gently scraped with a scalpel blade and the accumulated material is 
wiped onto a slide and then spread as a squash preparation. 

 Dry and label as above. 

Method: 
4. Swab Smears 

 A swab or cotton bud is used to collect samples from fistulous tracts and moist surfaces like the 
mouth, eye, nostril and vagina. 

 Unless the lesion is very moist the swab must first be moistened in isotonic saline.  
 The swab is rubbed against the surface of the lesion and then gently rolled along a slide, taking care 

not to rub the swab across the slide since this would damage the cells. 
 Dry and label as above. 


