BREAST CANCER
WHAT IS BREAST CANCER?
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Breast cancer occurs when cell in the breast begin to grow out of control and can then invade nearby tissue or spread throughout the body. Large collections of this out of control tissue are called tumors. However, some tumors are not really cancer because  they cannot spread or threaten someone’s life. These are called benign tumors. The tumors that can spread throughout the body or invade nearby tissues are considered cancer and are called malignant tumors. Theoretically, any of the types of tissue in the breast can form cancer. It may take months to years for a tumor to get large enough to feel in the breast, so we sometimes screen for tumors with mammograms, which can sometimes see disease before we can feel it.
AM I AT RISK FOR BREAST CANCER?

The lifetime risk of any particular woman getting breast cancer is about 1 in 8 although the lifetime risk of dying from breast cancer is much lower at 1 in 28.

Risk factors for breast cancer can be divided into those you cannot change and those you can change. Some factors that increase your risk of breast cancer that you cannot alter include being a woman, getting older, having a family history (having a mother, sister, or daughter with breast cancer doubles your risk), having a previous history of breast cancer, having had radiation therapy to the chest region, being Caucasian, getting your periods young (before twelve years old), having your menopause late (after 50 years old), never having children or having them when you are older than 30 and having a genetic mutation that increases your risk. Between 3% to 10 % of breast cancers may be related to changes in either the gene BRCA1 or the gene BRCA2. Women can inherit these mutations from their parents and it may be worth testing for either mutation if a woman has a particularly strong family history of breast cancer (meaning multiple relatives affected, especially if they are under 50 years old when they get the disease)
Certain factors which increase a woman’s risk of breast cancer that can be altered include taking hormone replacement therapy (long term use of estrogens with progesterone for menopause symptoms slightly increase your risk), taking birth control pills ( a very slight increased risk that disappears in women who have stopped them for over 10 years), not breastfeeding, drinking 2 to 5 alcoholic drinks a day, being overweight (especially after menopause), and not exercising. All these modifiable risks factors are not nearly as important as gender, age, and family history, but they are things that a woman can control that may reduce her chances of developing breast cancer. Remember that all risk factors are based on probabilities, and even someone without any risk factors can still get breast cancer. Proper screening and early detection are our best weapons in reducing mortality associated with this disease.
WHAT SCREENING TESTS AREAVAILABLE?

The earliest that a breast cancer is found; the more likely it is that treatment is curable. Breast cancer be screened by using mammograms, clinical breast exam and breast self-exams. Screening mammograms are simply x-rays of each breast. The breast is placed between two plates for a few seconds while the x-rays are taken. If something appears abnormal, or better views are needed, magnified views or specially angled films are taken during the mammogram. Mammograms can often detect tumors before they can be felt and they can also detect tiny specks of calcification that could be an early sign of cancer. The majority of breast cancers are associated with abnormal mammographic findings. Women should get a yearly mammogram starting at age 40, though some groups recommend starting at age 50.
Between the ages of 20 and 39, every woman should have a clinical breast exam every 3 years, and after age 40 every woman should have a clinical breast exam done each year. A clinical breast exam is an exam done by a health professional to feel for lumps and look for changes in the size or shape of the breasts. During the clinical breast exam, the woman should learn to do a breast self-exam. Every woman should do a breast self-exam once a month, about a week after her period ends. If any changes are found, you should contact your doctor.

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS OF BREAST CANCER?

The early stages of breast cancer may not have any symptoms. This is why it is important to follow screening recommendations. As a tumor grows in size, it can produce a variety of symptoms including:

· Lump or thickening in the breast or underarm.

· Changes in size or shape of the breast

· Nipple discharge or nipple turning inward

· Redness or scaling of the skin or nipple

· Ridges or pitting of the breast skin.

If you experience these symptoms, it does not necessary mean that you have breast cancer, but you need to be examine by a doctor.

WHAT ARE THE TREATMENTS FOR BREAST CANCER?

Almost all women with breast cancer will have some type of surgery in the course of their treatment. The purpose of surgery is to remove as much of the cancer as possible, and there are different ways that surgery can be done. Despite that fact that the tumors are removed by surgery, there is always a risk of recurrence because there may be microscopic cancer cells that have spread to distant sites in the body. In order to decrease a patient’s risk of recurrent breast cancer patients are offered chemotherapy. Chemotherapy is the use of anti-cancer drugs that go through the entire body. Breast cancer patients may also receive radiotherapy. Radiation therapy uses high energy rays (similar to x-rays) to kill cancer cells.
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