
From Paper to Practice: 
Building the Future of Electronic 

Grossing Protocols
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Learning Objectives

Explore future 
applications 

using 
structured 

grossing data

Identify 
implementation 
considerations 
for electronic 

structured 
protocols

Discuss trends 
and variability 

in grossing 
practices

Describe 
rationale for 

adding 
structured data 

capture



Rethinking 

Documentation

Decorative slide, please advance.



The Case for 

Structure and 

Standardization



Pathology is Continuously Evolving

Kiehl, TR. (2022). Digital and Computational Pathology: A Specialty 
Reimagined. In: Ehsani, S., Glauner, P., Plugmann, P., Thieringer, F.M. (eds) 
The Future Circle of Healthcare. Future of Business and Finance. Springer, 
Cham. Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License



The Gross Exam Matters More Than Ever

Diagnosis 

Staging 

Prognostic 
assessment 

Molecular 
testing 

Quality 
reporting 

Research 

Education 

Future 
discovery 

Specimen
Information



Information Needs Structure



Information Needs Structure



The Cost of Narrative

Narrative

Human-readable

Standardized ◐

Searchable

Reusable

Interoperable

Analytics

AI-ready



Narrative

Synoptic

Structured

The Evolution of Documentation



Synoptic Reports Improve Consistency



Information exists

Information is 
organized

Information   
becomes             
usable data

Structured Data Changes What's Possible



From Documentation to Data

Narrative Synoptic Structured

Human-readable

Standardized ◐

Searchable Limited

Reusable Limited

Interoperable Limited

Analytics Limited

AI-ready Limited



How Much Variation Exists?

Some variation is insignificant. Some may have clinical implications.

Specimen

Sampling A

Sampling B

Sampling C



Block Submission Survey: Key Findings

Where Practice Already Aligns

✓Complete submission of AH/EIN 
endometrium (97%) 

✓SEE-FIM for BRCA patients (93%) 
✓Neoadjuvant scar sampling

• Esophagus (94%) 
• Colorectal (85%) 

✓All lymph nodes in colon cancer (88%) 
✓Pediatric tumor necrosis reporting (83–

92%)

Where Standardization Could Help

→Neoadjuvant specimen sampling
• Breast & lung
→Prostate and bladder sampling
→Bone tumor mapping
→Ground-glass lung nodule sampling
→Borderline ovarian tumor sampling
→Thyroid nodule sampling
→Pancreaticoduodenectomy sectioning
→Management of cold ischemia time
→General sampling strategies





From Variation to Standardization



New Block Allocation Key



Preserving Professional Judgment

Standardize the framework.

Not the thinking.

Observe Interpret Decide



The Grossing 

Guidelines Evolution
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From Guidelines to 

Workflow



Evolution of the Grossing Guidelines

2017

First Edition 
Released

2018

Second Edition 
Released

2021–2023

Third Edition 
Released

2023

Grossing 
Guidelines 

Editorial Board 
Formation; added 

to ASCP exam 
reading list

2024

AAPA and 
CAP Grossing 

Guidelines 
Joint Meeting 

(March)

2024

Third 
Edition 

Updates 
Released

2025

4th Edition 
Launch (April)

2026

First 4th 
Edition 

Protocol 
Published 
(March)



Standardize

• Evidence-based 
and -informed 
guidance

• Consistent data 
capture

Integrate

•Guidance and 
data capture into 
the workflow

•Work across 
vendor systems

Unlock

•Gross exam data 
for downstream 
use

Electronic Protocols: the next evolution



Translating Content To Workflow

CURRENT PROTOCOLS
Human-readable guidance

ELECTRONIC PROTOCOL
Structured workflow

Narrative guidance

Discrete questions

Variable terminology

Standardized terms

Recommendations

Workflow guidance

Information

Structured data



Designing for the Bench

Relevant

• Flows with 
grossing process

• Logic filters 
questions

• Required vs. 
optional

Supportive

• Decision guidance
• Sampling 

recommendations
• Ensure all 

required 
information is 
present in gross

• Highlight updates

Practical

• Efficient return 
from interruptions

• Hands-free 
navigation

• Auto-advance
• Easy editing and 

proofing
• Flags missing 

information

Flexible

• Defaults for 
common 
specimens

• Customizable for 
outliers

• Preserves 
professional 
judgment



Structured 
gross data

Pathologists’ 
Assistants

Trainees

Pathologists, 
Clinicians

Health 
system

The Vision: One Protocol, Different Needs



Consistent

Connected

Intelligent

The Vision: Better Information for Pathologists



The Structured Grossing Protocols Pilot

3 PROTOCOLS

Prostate 
Kidney 

Colorectal

2 MONTHS

Routine use for eligible cases

MULTIPLE USERS / 
WORKFLOWS

Real-world implementation
Content validation

Technical validation

PRE + POST SURVEYS

PathAs/trainees + pathologists + 
clinicians

Test Learn Refine Scale



What We Hope to Learn from the Pilot

Workflow
Does it reasonably work                    

within existing workflows?

Usability

Does it provide value?

Impact

Does it improve consistency, 
completeness, and quality?

Implementation

What does it take to deploy across 
laboratories and vendors?



What we 
give up

What we 
gain

Reuse

Consistency

Better data

Comfort with 
current workflow

Established 
habits

Familiarity

Adoption is About People

CHANGE

The value has to justify the change.



Why It Matters
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Shaping The Future



One Observation, Many Uses

Tumor 
size: 

2.3 cm

Patient 
care

Pathologist

Cancer 
registry

Quality

Research

Radiology

Surgery1

Analytics

1 Bisra G, Rabel B, van der Westhuizen N. Using Pathology Synoptic Reporting Data to Create 

Individual Dashboards for Pathologists and Surgeons. Arch Pathol Lab Med. 2024;148(2):190-

199. doi:10.5858/arpa.2021-0542-OA



Tomorrow's Tools Depend on Today's Data



Why PathAs Must Lead

Graphic created with ChatGPT



• Vagina, Cutaneous SCC, Pituitary NET, Bile Ducts 
(Perihilar, Intrahepatic, Distal Extrahepatic)

Subsection Author 
positions

• Hematologic Section Author, Molecular Author
Editorial Board 

positions

• Flow chart development, electronic protocol 
developmentOther

• PAs and pathologists use 3 pilot protocols
Pilot participation 

(future) 

Help Shape the Future of Grossing



The Future Starts at the Bench

Technology isn't the goal. 

Helping patients is.

Credit: Diego Vicente, MD
Surgical oncologist

Naval Medical Center San Diego

Credit:  Petty Officer 3rd Class Harley Sarmiento, 
Naval Medical Center San Diego



AAPA Grossing Guidelines Committee
• Editorial Board
• Subsection Authors
• Flow chart development

Collaborators & Support
• CAP staff & reviewers
• Vendors
• Survey participants
• AAPA Staff
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Heather Gaburo:   hgaburopatha@gmail.com 

Connie Thorpe:  constance.thorpe88@gmail.com 

Grossing Guidelines: grossingguidelines@pathassist.org 

Connect with the Project Managers

mailto:hgaburopatha@gmail.com
mailto:constance.thorpe88@gmail.com
mailto:grossingguidelines@pathassist.org


Thank You!
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Thank You!
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