
	




	


       Skin cancer is the most common form of human cancer.  It is estimated that over  1 million new cases occur annually.  It has also been estimated that nearly half of all Americans who live to age 65 will develop skin cancer at least once.  This issue of Health in Our Hands will focus on the three main types of skin cancer and the preventive  measures that can be taken to avoid this growing health concern in the population.

Basal Cell Carcinoma

       Basal cell carcinoma is the most common form of skin cancer and accounts for 80-90% of all cases.  This type of cancer originates in the basal  cells, which are the skin cells located in the lowest level of the epidermis. These cancers almost never spread to other parts of the body.  However, they can cause damage by growing and invading surrounding tissue.  

Warning Signs

     There are five typical characteristics of basal cell carcinoma:

· An Open Sore that bleeds, oozes, or crusts and remains open for three or more weeks. A persistent, non-healing sore is a very common sign of an early basal cell carcinoma.

· A Reddish Patch or irritated area, frequently occurring on the chest, shoulders, arms, or legs. Sometimes the patch crusts. It may also itch or hurt. At other times, it persists with no noticeable discomfort.

Skin Cancer
· A Shiny Bump or nodule, that is pearly or translucent and is often pink, red, or white. The bump can also be tan, black, or brown, especially in dark-haired people, and can be confused with a mole.

· A Pink Growth with a slightly elevated rolled border and a crusted indentation in the center. As the growth slowly enlarges, tiny blood vessels may develop on the surface.

· A Scar-like Area which is white, yellow or waxy, and often has poorly defined borders. The skin itself appears shiny and taut. Although a less frequent sign, it can indicate the presence of an aggressive tumor.

Squamous Cell Carcinoma

     About 16% of diagnosed skin cancers are squamous cell carcinoma.  This cancer begins in the squamous cells, which are found in the upper layer of the epidermis.  Every year about 200,000 cases of squamous cell carcinoma are diagnosed.  SCC is most commonly found on sun-exposed areas of the body, but can develop basically anywhere, including the inside of the mouth and genitalia.  Unlike basal cell carcinoma, squamous cell carcinoma can spread to other parts of the body.  Early detection is crucial because if the cancer spreads it could be fatal.  

Warning Signs

     There are 4 main warning signs of squamous cell carcinoma:

· A wart-like growth that crusts and occasionally bleeds.

· A persistent, scaly red patch with irregular borders that sometimes crusts or bleeds.
· An open sore that bleeds and crusts and persists for weeks.
· An elevated growth with a central depression that occasionally bleeds. A growth of this type may rapidly increase in size.
Melanoma

     Melanoma is the most serious form of skin cancer and accounts for 4% of all diagnosed skin cancers.  Melanoma begins in the melanocytes, which give the skin its color.  Melanoma is known as “the most lethal form of skin cancer” because it can rapidly spread to the lymph system and internal organs.  In the United States alone, approximately one person dies from melanoma every hour.  With early detection and proper treatment, the cure rate for melanoma is about 95%.  Once it spreads, the prognosis is poor.  Melanoma most often develops in a pre-existing mole or looks like a new mole. For this reason, it is important for people to know what their moles look like and be able to detect changes to existing moles and spot new moles.  

ABCD’s of Moles & Melanoma

     Most people have a number of brownish spots on their skin, such as freckles, birthmarks, or moles.  Almost all are normal, but some may be skin cancers.  Below are the key warning signs of melanoma:

· Asymmetry:  Most early melanomas are asymmetrical: a line through the middle would not create matching halves. Common moles are round and symmetrical.

· Border:  The borders of early melanomas are often uneven and may have scalloped or notched edges. Common moles have smoother, more even borders.
· Color:  Common moles usually are a single shade of brown. Varied shades of brown, tan, or black are often the first sign of melanoma. As melanomas progress, the colors red, white and blue may appear.
· Diameter:  Early melanomas tend to grow larger than common moles - generally to at least the size of a pencil eraser (about 6mm, or 1/4 inch, in diameter). However, they may also be smaller.
     Since the inception of the ABCD’s, evidence has accumulated that adding the “E” for “Evolving” would greatly enhance the ability to recognize melanomas in early growth phases.  The “E” would include any sudden  enlargement of the mole in either height or width.  

     In addition to checking out the ABCD’s, you should watch for change.  
This includes:

· Size:  The mole suddenly or continuously gets larger.

· Color:  A wide variety of colors or color combinations appear. Color might spread from the edge into the surrounding tissue. 

· Elevation:  A mole that was flat or slightly elevated increases in height rapidly. 

· Surrounding skin:  The skin around a mole becomes red or develops colored blemishes or swellings. 

· Surface:  A smooth mole develops scaliness, erosion, oozing. Crusting, ulceration, or bleeding are signs of more advanced disease. 
· Sensation:  Itching is the most common early symptom, and there may also be feelings of tenderness or pain. Nonetheless, remember that skin cancers are usually painless. 

     If any of these warning signs or changes occur, consult your physician immediately.  

Sun Protection Practices

     According to numerous research studies, most skin cancer can be prevented by practicing sun protection.  Even if you have spent a lot of time in the sun, it is never too late to start protecting your skin.  The American Academy of Dermatology recommends the following sun protection practices:

· Avoid deliberate tanning.
· Stay out of the sun between 10:00am and 4pm.
· Seek shade whenever possible.
· Use broad-spectrum sunscreen with a Sun Protection Factor (SPF) of 15 or higher.  
· Cover up when you must be in the sun.
· Wear sunglasses that provide 100% UV protection.  
What is Your Risk?

     Anyone can develop skin cancer. However, the likelihood of developing skin cancer increases with age and when you have one or more of the risk factors on this checklist provided by SkinCancerNet:
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	History of exposure to UV rays from the sun, tanning beds, or sun lamps - whether intermittent or year round, even if the exposure was years ago
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	Had several sunburns or experienced severe, especially blistering, sunburns
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	Live in a geographic region receiving high-intensity sunlight, such as Florida, Caribbean, or northern Australia
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	Fair skin, especially when the person has blond or red hair and blue, green, or gray eyes

	[image: image6.jpg]



	Sun sensitive or tendency to burn or freckle rather than tan
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	Close blood relative has/had melanoma, several more-distant relatives have a history of melanoma, or a family history of other skin cancers  
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	Personal history of skin cancer

	[image: image9.jpg]



	One or more atypical moles
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	50-plus moles  
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	Diagnosed with actinic keratoses 
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	Overexposure or long-term exposure to x-rays, including patients who received x-ray treatments for acne 
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	Long-term treatment with immunosuppressive medication, such as those used to prevent organ rejection or treat severe arthritis
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	Weakened immune system caused by a disease, such as lymphoma or human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) 

	[image: image15.jpg]



	Xeroderma pigmentosum, a rare inherited condition that makes one less able to repair damage caused by sunlight.


**Sources for this newsletter include:

1. http://www.skincancer.org 

2. http://www.skincarephysicians.com

3. http://www.medicinenet.com

Other News

**If you have any suggestions for newsletter topics, please contact Dean Susan Hanrahan at hanrahan@astate.edu.
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