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Getting personal:
a custom approach

Diagnoses and treatments are becoming
more tailored to the individual.

By LISA LIDDANE
THE ORANGE COUNTY REGISTER

n the world of breast

cancer, the days of a

one-size-fits-all  diag-

nosis and treatment in

the United States be-
long to a bygone era.

Instead, think customiza-
tion, from diagnosis to treat-
ments. This is largely a result
of scientists discovering genes
associated with breast cancer
and the ensuing technologies
tounderstand and target those
genes.

But beyond knowing about
breast cancer genes, health-
care providers also can tailor
treatments because they now
have much more information
about what has worked, and
what hasn’t, in addressing var-
ious types of breast cancer. A
woman who is past menopause
may have a different treatment.
plan, for example, than would a
woman in her 30s, And that
can be true even if both women
have the same type of cancer.

The great hope with all of
these developments is to up-
hold the quality of life - that as
more women survive breast
cancer, they won’t have severe
side effects or compromise
their physical and psycholog-
ical health later in life.

Here is a snapshot of the re-
search condueted in the past
year that helps doctors better
personalize breast cancer di-
agnosis and treatment:

Biopsy vs. other diagnostic
metheds: The Agency for
Healthcare Research and
Quality this year released a
study finding that diagnostic
methods, such as an MRI or
PET secan, can find cancers in
women who have had an ab-
normal mammogram. This re-
duces the need for biopsy, a
surgical procedure. But each

test also may miss some can-
cers. Bottom line: None of
these tests can replace the
biopsy at this point. Studies
are needed to see if combining
these tests may improve their
accuracy, according to areport
from the nonprofit advocacy
organization breastcancer.org.
Dr. Jay Harness, medical di-
rector at St. Joseph Hospital
Comprehensive Breast Center
in Orange, says a PET scan
dedicated to breasts might be
better at finding breast can-
cers in more than one location,
and . might help determine
whether chemotherapy is
working. :

Gene expression profiling:
Tests such as the Oncotype DX
can be used in determining
whether a patient needs che-
motherapy. It’s limited to pa-
tients whose cancer has not
spread to the lymph nodes but
which is estrogen receptor
positive, Link said. Here’s how
it works: After tumor tissue is
biopsied, it is tested to mea-
sure the amounts of specific
genes. The test calculates
what is called a “cancer recur-
rence score.” The results then
are sent to your doctor so that
you can discuss treatment op-
tions.

Lapatinib: This is an experi-
mental pill that generated ex-
citement at a major cancer
conference earlier this year
Lapatinib, also known by its
brand name, Tykerb, targets
the HER2 protein and blocks it

inside the cells. Researchers

say that it may be an option for
women with advanced breast
cancer whose cancer has stop-
ped responding to trastuzu-
mab (Herceptin), an intrave-
nous drug that blocks the same
HER2 protein on the surface of
the cell. A study released this
year showed that lapatinib,
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Decoding breast cancer

Oncotype DX is a new method of testing breast tumors that can help determine
whether a cancer is likely to recur. It also assesses whether a patient may need
chemotherapy. The test is useful only in early-stage (Stage | or I1) tumors that have
not spread to the lymph nodes. How the test works:

GENETIC BLUEPRINTS
The human body uses instructions found in its
genes to build and repair itself. The genes, made
of strands of DNA, are contained in the
chromosomes of the body's cells.

Chromosome gene map

[

Expressing genes
To make a specific type of tissue such as hair or muscle, the
instructions from only some of the genes are used. These are
called expressing genes.
Bad instructions
If the DNA in any of the expressing genes is damaged, then its instructions might
result in the wrong kind of tissue. This can create a tumor. Because there are many
genes involved, the genetic cause of a tumor can vary greatly.

Damaged gene
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THE TEST PROCEDURE

Oncotype DX is designed to identify
which genes were active in creating
the tumor.

Preparation

A small amount of surgically remaved
tumor tissue is preserved in paraffin
and shipped to a lab. There, the sample
is sliced into sections and subjected to
a procedure that extracts RNA. RNA is
a copy of the instructions contained in
the DNA of the genes.

Testing
The RNA is multiplied by producing exact
duplicates of it. A chemical is added that
gives off a fluorescent glow if certain
genes are present. The more of those
genes are present, the brighter the glow
- this is how the expressing genes in
the tumor are identified.

Analysis

The identified genes are compared to
a database of tumors with similar
genetic structure. Using the recurrence
rate of those tumors, the probability
of the patient's tumor coming back
can be determined.

Results

The tumor is assigned a recurrence score
between 1and 100:

= 1-17: low risk of recurring

= 18-30: intermediate risk

= 31-100: high risk

This information can help the

doctor and patient make a better
treatment plan.

Sources: Genomic Health, Applied Biosystems
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combined with the chemother-
apy drug capecitabine (Xelo-
da), can retard the growth of
cancer twice as long as capec-
itabine alone. It did not im-
prove overall survival. The re-
sults are promising but prelim-
inary. Side effects: diarrhea,
rash, redness and tingling in
the hands and feet. In Orange
County, Dr. John Link is con-
ducting a study on lapatinib.
Link is medical director of the
MemorialCare Breast Center
at Orange Coast Memorial
Medical Center.

Partial radiation: Instead of
giving radiation to the entire
breast, a high
dose of radi-
ation is di-
rected at the
tumor  site.
This spares
the rest of the
breast, ac-
cording to
breastcance-
rorg. It also
entails a shorter period for ra-
diation, compared with stan-
dard radiation. A study this
year indicated that partial ra-
diation is a promising option in
reducing the risk of cancer re-
currence. But before opting for
partial radiation, women need
to wait for the results of an on-
going study comparing it to
standard radiation. It's un-

The great hope with all

of these developments

is to uphold the quality
of life.
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CUSTOM: Treatments
becoming tailored

clear when that study will end.
Raloxifene vs. tamoxifen: A

ican Cancer Society and med-
ical director of the Memorial-
Care Cancer Center at the Or-
ange Coast Memorial Medical
Center. The
study followed
women for five
years, so we
don't know yet if
there are any
longer term side
effects for raloxi-
fene. Both drugs
are SERMs - se-
lective estrogen
receptor modulators. They act
by selectively blocking the ac-
tion of estrogen in the cells,
which in turn, may eventually
lead to cancer cells starving
and dying.

CONTACT THE WRITER:
lliddane®ocregister.com or
T14-796-7854

Steps you can take for prevention
You can detect changes in your breasts by doing a complete monthly examination.
Always use the same technique so that you'll notice any obvious changes.
Feeling with finger tips
Use pads of

Move fingers in
dime-size circles.

Use varying levels of pressure

for each circle to examine full
thickness of L

middie three

breast area lying down
o Start in arm pit and move
downward to area below breast.

« Make al [east six strips before
nipple and four after nipple.

» |t takes 10 to 16 strips to cover
breast area.
Source: American Cancer Soclety

DID

You can take steps
that may help

reduce your risk of
breast cancer. These
steps include doing a
breast self-exam ev-
ery month and get-
ting @ mammogram,
eating healthfully, ex-
ercising reqularly,
limiting alcohol con-
sumption and breast-
feeding.



