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ancer is sneaky. It hides. It disguises itself. It stays silent as it grows and invades other tissues. Evading
detection, cancer does its deadly work as the window of opportunity to destroy it gradually closes.

This year more than 1.7 million Americans are expected to receive a cancer diagnosis, and more than 600,000
are expected to die of the disease, according to the National Cancer Institute.

Experts say the key to reducing mortality is early detection. Generally, the sooner cancers are discovered, the
easier they are to treat.

New research promises to revolutionize early detection and improve survival. Liquid biopsies, which examine
blood and other body fluids for tiny particles of DNA and other byproducts shed by tumors, may eventually be
used to screen individuals before symptoms arise. Improvements in magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) already

Heather Goff with her daughter, Ava, 2, at their home in Austin, Texas, on May 23, 2018, four years after Goff was treated for Hodgkin
lymphoma. The chemotherapy usually renders patients infertile, making Ava a "miracle," says Goff. (Marshall Tidrick / for the Chicago
Tribune)
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help radiologists find smaller tumors than ever before, and scientists working with a powerful new microscope
that “senses” changes at the genetic level hope to catch cancer at its very inception.

Cancers that evade detection
When Heather Goff of Austin, Texas, began to feel ill in 2009, she knew something was wrong. The seemingly
healthy 30-year-old had “really strange headaches” and felt “very flu-like.” Over the next four years, Goff
experienced night sweats, weight loss, unrelenting itching, a reccurring skin rash and frequent infections. But
because she was young and her blood tests weren’t wildly abnormal, her doctors didn’t suspect a serious illness.

Finally, in 2013, Goff landed in an emergency room, nearly suffocating from fluid in her lungs. After doctors
drained the fluid and examined her airway and lungs, they discovered a large tumor in her chest and
determined she had Hodgkin lymphoma, a blood cancer that starts in the lymph nodes. Caught early, the
disease is “one of the most curable forms of cancer,” according to the Leukemia & Lymphoma Society. But in
Goff’s case, without early treatment, she was given just two weeks to live.

Finding blood cancer
Blood cancers include leukemia, lymphoma and myeloma. Symptoms often involve enlarged lymph nodes,
which may be attributed to an infection, or slightly abnormal blood test results, which “may not be enough of a
red flag to (indicate) something’s wrong in the bone marrow,” where blood cells are produced, says Dr. Gwen
Nichols, chief medical officer of the Leukemia & Lymphoma Society. A patient with persistent blood test
irregularities or prolonged lymph node enlargement should see a hematologist who is more likely to spot these
signs of cancer, says Nichols.

Patients with lymphoma should also be tested for their subtype. Recent breakthroughs in targeted therapies —
18 new blood cancer drugs were FDA-approved last year alone — offer more effective treatments. “We have so
many targeted treatments that work in one subtype of lymphoma but not in another, that it’s much more critical
to get the diagnosis right,” says Nichols.

Better lung cancer detection
Lung cancer — the leading cause of cancer death in the U.S. — is another tricky malignancy to find. Only 25
percent of patients present with early-stage disease, says Dr. Jyoti Patel, a lung cancer specialist at the
University of Chicago.

According to Patel, for those at high risk, an annual low-dose CT (computed tomography) scan reduces
mortality by 20 percent. But “it’s probably more underutilized than any other screening test.” (High-risk
patients include those between the ages of 55 and 74 with a minimum 30-year, pack-a-day history of smoking
who have quit within the last 15 years.)
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Another emerging detection method is fluorescence bronchoscopy. By inserting a thin tube (a bronchoscope)
down the throat and into the lungs, doctors can examine them using a fluorescent light attached to the top of the
scope. The light makes cancer cells — including early-stage lesions — stand out, helping doctors identify them.

New detection tools for ovarian cancer
Because ovarian cancer usually reaches an advanced stage before it is discovered, it causes more deaths than
any other malignancy of the female reproductive system.

Most ovarian cancer starts in the fallopian tubes (the eggs’ pathway from the ovaries to the uterus). To catch it
early, Dr. Shohreh Shahabi, chief of gynecologic oncology at Northwestern Medicine, is experimenting with a
procedure known as uterine lavage. The procedure washes the uterus with saline, which is then analyzed for
biomarkers — DNA fragments and other byproducts shed by tumors — to determine if cancer is present.

Other promising research employs a powerful new microscope to spot cancer at its earliest stage — before a
tumor has developed. The Partial Wave Spectroscopic microscope, developed by professor Vadim Backman of
Northwestern University, detects changes in chromatin (the bundle of genetic material and protein that makes
up chromosomes), alerting doctors to a possible malignancy. Shahabi is working with Backman to test this
technology in ovarian cancer. Backman hopes this technology will eventually provide a simple, low-cost and
effective method for detecting all cancers.

While better detection is on the horizon, prevention is still crucial. “The best way to prevent” ovarian cancer,
says Dr. Kara Long Roche, a gynecologic oncologist at Memorial Sloan Kettering in New York City, “is to
understand your family history.” She says patients should ask their gynecologists if genetic testing, which can
help determine risk, is right for them.

Is early detection in sight?
More effective drugs are already improving cancer treatment and better diagnostic methods are not far off.
Together these advances promise to change the cancer landscape. Researchers expect many of these tests to be
available to the general public within five to 10 years.

A happy ending
When Heather Goff finally received her Hodgkin lymphoma diagnosis, her doctors said she would die within
weeks without treatment. She was also warned that the treatment could make her infertile.

But Goff did get treatment, and today she is a happy, healthy mom, with a 2½ year old daughter. “The amazing
thing is I survived,” she says. And “a year later a miracle happened and I had a baby.”

Goff’s disease wasn’t caught until its final stage, but she was lucky. With early detection, other patients may not
need to depend on luck.



5/26/2018 Racing against cancer: New efforts to save lives with early detection - Chicago Tribune

http://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/health/sc-hlth-cancer-early-detection-0523-story.html 4/4

Claire Altschuler is a freelancer.

Hospitals push back against timeline to train more nurses in sexual assault care »

A cancer screening flop: Few smokers seek free lung scans »

Depression in men may lower chances for pregnancy, NIH study suggests »

Copyright © 2018, Chicago Tribune

This article is related to: Cancer, Lymphoma, Leukemia, Lung Cancer

http://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/ct-hlth-sane-training-nurses-bill-hospitals-0518-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/health/ct-free-lung-cancer-scan-smokers-20180518-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/lifestyles/health/ct-depression-men-lower-pregnancy-20180517-story.html
http://www.chicagotribune.com/
http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/health/diseases-illnesses/cancer-HEDAI0000010-topic.html#nt=taxonomy-article
http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/health/diseases-illnesses/lymphoma-HEDAI000004-topic.html#nt=taxonomy-article
http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/health/diseases-illnesses/leukemia-HEDAI0000054-topic.html#nt=taxonomy-article
http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/health/diseases-illnesses/lung-cancer-HEDAI0000027-topic.html#nt=taxonomy-article

