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Head and neck cancers are tumors that can begin
anywhere in the head and neck region. Treatment
options are based on where a head and neck
cancer starts (e.g., tongue vs. throat) because
each tumor site responds to each treatment

type in different ways. The main two forms of
treatment that can cure head and neck cancers
are either radiation therapy or surgery. Sometimes,
chemotherapy and/or targeted systemic therapy
will be used together with radiation therapy to
improve the chance that the cancer will not come
back or spread to other parts of the body.
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TREATING HEAD AND NECK CANCER

Treatment for head
and neck cancers
depends on several
factors. These include
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treatment requires

a team approach.
Side of the head with the nose on the right of the image. The team includes a

Each of these locations are treated differently. i
surgeon, a radiation

oncologist and a medical oncologist. Patients may also need

to see a dentist, dietician and/or speech language pathologist.
Radiation therapy and/or surgery are the best options for

cancer found at an early stage. For more advanced tumors,
combination therapy including surgery, radiation therapy and/or
chemotherapy may give the best results.

Head and neck cancer treatment options include:
Radiation Therapy

Radiation therapy can be used alone or in combination with
chemotherapy and/or surgery for head and neck cancer. A
major benefit of radiation therapy in head and neck cancer is
that it preserves the affected organs instead of removing them.
Radiation therapy is effective against cancer but can cause

side effects to nearby organs. For head and neck cancer, your
radiation oncologist has technology that can help preserve
important organs. These new technologies result in equal

cure rates with better swallowing and/or voice function when
compared to surgery in many instances.
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Surgery

Surgery is another important approach to treating head and
neck cancer. Obtaining biopsies and looking at the nose, mouth
and throat with a flexible camera
help your doctor determine
whether the tumor has spread.

If surgery will be part of your
treatment, your surgeon will
review the extent of surgery
needed to properly assess and
treat your cancer according to the
specifics of your case. Depending
on the tumor location and size,
the surgeon may also remove
lymph nodes in the neck. The
lymph nodes are part of your
normal immune system but can be
pathways for tumor spread.

In some cases, surgery is combined with radiation therapy.
Radiation is often used after surgery to reduce the risk of cancer
recurrence if certain high-risk features are found. Your doctors
will determine the best treatment for you.

Medical Therapy

A medical oncologist will evaluate you and determine if
medications to treat cancer are needed as well. There are three
main categories of medical therapy, also known as systemic
therapy.

e Chemotherapy can destroy cancer cells by different
methods. Often, one to three different types of drugs
may be combined to get the best outcome. The dose
and schedule for treatment varies. In some cases,
chemotherapy may be helpful before or in combination
with radiation treatment.

ASTRO | YOUR PARTNERS IN CANCER TREATMENT 3




e Targeted therapy involves focusing anti-cancer
medication on certain molecules. Targeted therapy can
be used with radiation therapy as well. Ask your medical
oncologist whether these drugs may be helpful.

¢ Immunotherapy improves your immune system’s own
ability to recognize and target cancer cells. It may be used
by itself or in combination with chemotherapy or radiation
therapy. Your medical oncologist will determine whether
this type of treatment may be helpful for you.

EXTERNAL BEAM RADIATION THERAPY

Radiation oncologists use various types of radiation to safely and
effectively treat cancer. In most cases radiation is delivered in
the form of high-energy X-rays that conform to the tumor target
while minimizing dose to the normal organs in the area. At some
centers, radiation is delivered using protons, which are charged
particles. Your radiation oncologist will determine the type of
radiation that is best for your cancer.

Treatments are usually scheduled daily, Monday through Friday
for several weeks. In some cases, your radiation oncologist may
schedule your radiation treatments twice a day.

Before beginning treatment, you will be scheduled for a
planning CT scan in the radiation oncology department, also
known as a simulation scan. At this session, you will have
customized devices placed to help keep you in a
reproducible position throughout the course
of your treatment.

Commonly, a thin plastic mask is molded
over your head and shoulders. You can

see and breathe through this form-fitting
mask. It is made to comfortably minimize
movement during treatment. Other devices
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may be used to reduce radiation to normal parts of your mouth
and throat. You might receive a few tiny permanent marks,

like small tattoos, on your skin. These help the treatment team
position you in the exact same way each day for your treatment.
Sometimes, the marks can be placed on a plastic mask instead,
so you may not need any marks on your skin at all.

Different techniques can be used to give radiation for head and
neck cancer:

e Three-dimensional conformal radiotherapy (3-D CRT)
combines multiple radiation treatment fields to deliver
precise doses of radiation to
the affected area.

¢ Intensity modulated radiation
therapy (IMRT) is a specialized
form of 3-D CRT that varies
the intensity of each radiation
beam and thus allows your — (.
radiation oncologist to “sculpt” 1“{
the dose around important
non-cancerous structures like your salivary glands. IMRT
can help lower the chance of having a dry mouth or other
side effects.

e Proton therapy is a specific type of radiation treatment
that uses high-energy particles (protons) to treat cancer.

In some cases, proton therapy can help reduce radiation
to your normal tissue. Your radiation oncologist will
determine whether proton therapy is an appropriate
treatment for your cancer.

¢ Image-guided radiation therapy (IGRT) is an imaging
technology used to precisely deliver radiation treatment.
Your radiation oncologist may take X-rays and/or a CT scan
before each treatment. These images are used to precisely
align you each day before the treatment starts. This can
reduce radiation to your normal tissue.
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INTERNAL RADIATION THERAPY

Internal radiation therapy is also called brachytherapy. This
treatment involves inserting radioactive material into a tumor

or surrounding tissue. This can give a more focused dose of
radiation. For head and neck cancer, brachytherapy is often used
with external beam radiation therapy. It may also be used alone
or after surgery. During brachytherapy, your radiation oncologist
places thin, hollow plastic tubes into the tumor and surrounding
tissue. These tubes are loaded with tiny radioactive seeds. These
seeds remain in place for a short time to kill the cancer. The
seeds and the tubes are then removed. With low-dose-rate (LDR)
brachytherapy, the seeds will be left in place for one to three
days, during which time the patient remains hospitalized. With
high-dose-rate (HDR) brachytherapy, a single radioactive seed is
administered in a few sessions over two or more days. The seed
stops at various positions along the tubes for short intervals to
deliver the radiation. Patients typically remain in the hospital
during their HDR brachytherapy treatment.

DENTAL CARE

Dental care is an essential part of preparing for head and neck
cancer radiation treatment. Before you begin therapy, you may
need to be examined by a dentist or oral surgeon. Dry mouth can
be a common side effect with head and neck radiation which can
cause increased risk for cavities. Your dentist may ask you to use a
plastic tray filled with fluoride to improve dental health.

If the dentist determines that you need significant dental work,
this should be done before beginning treatment. Dental work
may delay starting radiation treatment for up to two weeks to
allow time for healing. Ask your doctor whether you need to see
your dentist before starting treatment.
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CARING FOR YOURSELF

Cancer treatment can be difficult. You
will have many issues to cope with.
Your radiation oncology team, family
and friends are there to help you.

e Seek help from support groups
and friends ahead of time.
Having a support network in place before and during
treatment will help you cope. If you need additional
support, let your doctor or nurse know.

e Get plenty of rest during treatment.

e Follow your doctor’s orders. Ask questions if you are unsure
about anything.

e Tell your doctor about any medications, vitamins or
supplements you are taking to make sure they are safe to
use during radiation therapy.

e Eata balanced diet. The doctor, nurse or dietician can help
suggest foods if you are having trouble eating or if food
tastes funny.

e Treat the skin exposed to radiation with special care. Stay
out of the sun.

e Avoid hot or cold packs. Use lotions and ointments only
after checking with your doctor or nurse. Clean the area
with warm water and mild soap.

e Good dental care can reduce the risk of mouth infections
and tooth decay. Use a non-abrasive fluoride toothpaste.
Floss gently between your teeth daily using waxed,
non-shredding dental floss. If needed, rinse daily
after each meal using a salt and baking soda solution.
Note: During radiation patients very often can’t brush their
teeth or floss due to mucositis. Be sure to talk with your
radiation oncologist about this.
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Side effects are usually temporary and usually go away shortly after treatment ends.

* more likely RT for Head and Neck Cancers Possible Side Effects  less likely *

After the short-term side effects of radiation therapy resolve, others may become noticeable months or years later.
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*Larger bubbles show higher likelihood of occurrence. This list doesn’t represent all of the possible side effects. Please talk to your doctors about your specific diagnosis.
For side effects for specific locations of the head and neck, visit rtanswers.org.
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. SUGGESTED QUESTIONS TO ASKYOUR TEAM

What is the stage of the cancer?

What are the treatment options?

Will I need to see any other physicians?
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Do | need to see a dentist, speech language pathologist or dietician?

How many total radiation treatments will | receive?

What are the risks, benefits and alternatives to the proposed
treatment?
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How long will it take to get treatment started?

What can | do to prepare for the treatment?

Who can | talk to during the treatment if | am experiencing
side effects?
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How do we determine if the treatment was effective and what
is the likelihood of eliminating my cancer?

What happens after treatment is complete? How will my
cancer be monitored?
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If you have any questions about
your diagnosis, treatment or
side effects, please contact your
doctor or other members of

your treatment team. To locate
a radiation oncologist in your
area, or for additional cancer
treatment information, visit
www.rtanswers.org.

ASTRO | YOUR PARTNERS IN CANCER TREATMENT 15



ABOUT THE RADIATION ONCOLOGY TEAM

Radiation Oncologists are doctors who oversee the care of
each patient undergoing radiation treatment. Other members
of the treatment team include radiation therapists, medical
physicists, dosimetrists, radiation oncology nurses, medical
assistants, social workers and nutritionists. To learn more
about the role these professionals have in your treatment, visit
www.rtanswers.org/treatmentteam.
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"I Have Cancer.
Now What?

Cancer diagnosis is chaotic, unpredictable, messy. Your cancer treatment
shouldn't be. RTAnswers.org provides detailed information and resources
for cancer patients and their caregivers, including:

« Treatment information by disease site.

«» Videos walking you through the radiation therapy treatment process.

« Stories from patients and caregivers sharing their experiences from
diagnosis and treatment to survivorship.

» A“Find a Radiation Oncologist” portal where you can search by city,
state and disease site specialty for a radiation oncologist near you.
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THE AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR RADIATION ONCOLOGY
(ASTRO) is the largest radiation oncology society in the
world, with more than 10,000 members who specialize

in treating patients with radiation therapies. As the
leading organization in radiation oncology, biology and
physics, ASTRO's mission is to advance the specialty of
radiation oncology through promotion of equitable,
high-quality care for people with cancer, cultivating and
educating a diverse workforce, fostering research and
innovation, and leading policy development and advocacy.
Visit www.astro.org for more information.

AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR RADIATION ONCOLOGY

251 18th Street South, 8th Floor, Arlington, VA 22202
rtanswers@astro.org
www.astro.org « www.rtanswers.org
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Patient education resources are supported in part by
ASTRO's Partners in Patient Education (PiPE).
For more information about PiPE visit ASTRO.org/PiPE.
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