
“Coin Rubbing” is a traditional healing practice originating 
in southeast Asia (Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, Vietnam, Korea 
and Southern China). It is used as a remedy to treat illnesses 
associated with cold weather. Southeast Asian people believe 
that rubbing certain parts of the body vigorously with a quarter 
sized coin and some ointment can alleviate or even eliminate 
the symptoms of illness such as nausea, loss of appetite, 
headache, dizziness, syncope, and increased muscle tension 
in the back of the neck and shoulders. Without early treatment, 
these symptoms could become life threatening, thus requiring 
the need for emergency treatment at a medical facility, which in 
some parts of Asia are few and far between.

Description of Practice of “Coin Rubbing” 
The practice of “coin rubbing” is best initiated when the 
symptoms begin. An experienced Asian medical practitioner 
would then rub selected muscles of the upper chest, upper 
arms, neck or spinal area. An ointment such as tiger balm or 
Vicks is applied to the skin. The coin is then rubbed, producing 
welts or raided bumps on the skin.

Transculture Implications
If you are working at a medical facility and have a Southeast 
Asian patient who has welts on their body, please do not 
assume that the welts are related to physical abuse, either 
self-inflicted, or caused by another. These may indicate that the 
patient has sought traditional healing for symptoms which they 
have experienced. 

Lao Folk Medicine, Remedy and Healing
Folk medicine or remedy refers to the actual use of herbs for 
curing or remedy for any physical  illness. Folk healing refers to 
any ritual used in healing or preventing any symptoms of illness 
or signs of mishaps.

In the old times, there was no modern hospital anywhere, but 
the people could manage to live quite contentedly.  For some 
simple symptoms, the people themselves would know what 
to do, as in the above quote.   Almost everybody knows that 
leaves of French weeds or aloe could be used to heal a cut or 
a burn.   

The use of herbal remedies is quite wide spread, and anyone 
can use the herbs.    However, when symptoms became 
complicated, the villagers would turn to their village medicine 
man, who would also know what to do to help people.  The 
healing of the complicated symptoms must be done only by 
well-respected and knowledgeable person.   

In one village, there may be only one medicine man.  There 
are many restrictions for the medicine man.  The medicine man 
must be devoted to the cause of healing people.  He must also 
learn all magic words of incantations for a variety of healing 
procedures.  He must sacrifice some personal pleasures and 
must refrain from certain foods or habits.  If he could not follow 
those restrictions, he may turn out to be insane or possessed 
by an evil spirit.  The knowledge of folk medicine and remedies 
is usually passed on only to a male member of the same family.        
The knowledge of folk medicine and remedy is considered 
sacred and secret.  It is not to be published for the public.  

Baa sii suu khwan Ceremony
In discussing healing in Lao tradition, it is necessary to 
understand the concept of “khwan.”  It is believed that each 
person’s well-being depends on their khwan or spirit. Each 
person has 32 khwan dwelling within his/her person.  If any of 
the khwan is frightened, the person may fall ill.  To help comfort 
a person to feel that the khwan is contained within his/her body, 
a ceremony is organized.  This ceremony is called, “baa sii 
suu khwan or suu khwan baa sii (the ceremony of calling back 
spirit).  This ceremony is commonly practised among the ethnic 
Tai people in Southeast Asia including the Thai/Lao people in 
the north, the northeast, and Laos.  

Baa sii suukhwan is a ceremony held to bless a person with 
health and happiness both physically and spiritually. A healthy 
and happy person is one whose good spirit dwells in his or her 
body. When the spirit is frightened away from someone, the 
person usually feels unhappy and could fall ill.  

There are many incidents that might frighten the khwan to go 
away from its dwelling place, such as changes in life, leaving a 
community, joining a new community, giving birth, reaching the 
age to be ordained as a monk, getting married, and so on.  

It is also believed that everything living or non-living has 
khwan.  Thus, there are various kinds of baa sii suu khwan 
ceremonies for both living and non-living entities.
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This issue of Cultural News was produced by UC Davis Medical Interpreting Department editorial team.  Questions? Comments?  
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Carlos Umana
Originally from Colombia, Carlos’s family moved to the United States for the 
opportunity to improve their lives.  Carlos lived in Boston for awhile before moving 
out West.  He loves the culture and history that is part of Boston, but he did not 
enjoy the cold winters.  
Carlos is married; he enjoys outdoors activities, especially in the California sun.  
His hobbies include archery, martial arts, and bicycle riding.  He also enjoys racing 
in amateur cycling events, as well as riding for charity fundraising events. 
Carlos spends most of his time volunteering and helping out the community.  In 
the past he has volunteered for a telethon to prevent homelessness and also here 
at the UC Davis Health System.  He is actively involved in outreaches through his 
church to help the community.  
He got trained and became a medical interpreter because he enjoys the 
profession, and he likes the fact that he is also serving the community in a vital 
role.  He recently joined the MIS department here at UCDHS and enjoys being 
a part of the wonderful Spanish-language team of professional interpreters.  He 
looks forward to making a positive difference in this new capacity, one patient at a 
time.  
Welcome on-board, Carlos!  ¡Bienvenido!

Alla Chepurny
When Alla was six years old, her family moved from Ukraine to the United States. 
She learned the new language relatively quickly, which made her the designated 
interpreter for her family. 

Prior to joining UCDHS, Alla has been volunteering and working as an 
interpreter for at least five years.  She was employed by Orchid interpeting as a 
healthcare interpreter.  She worked on assingments in OB/GYN, Family Practice, 
Dermatology, and occasinally at the Dental Practice. 

Her most recent accomplishment is graduating from the Healthcare Interpreting 
Program at American River College, which gave her the opportunity to complete 
an externship at the Medical Interpreting Services Deparment of UCDHS.  Alla 
is excited to join the team pf professional seasoned Russian/Ukrainian medical 
interpreters at UCDHS.  In her own words, “This would not have been possible 
without my family’s support and some very talented mentors. I am excited to join 
the MIS department and believe that interpreters are vital when it comes to getting 
quality care for our non-English speaking patients”. 

Alla enjoys spending time with her family and traveling. One day she would like to 
go on a cross-country road trip and visit as many states as she possibly can.  Alla 
also enjoys reading, kayaking, and bicycling. 

Welcome on-board, Alla!  Ласкаво просимо!  Добро пожаловать!

New Interpreter Profiles


