Understanding Pancreatic
Cancer: What Every Student
Should Know

An interactive journey into one of medicine's most challenging diseases—what
it is, who it affects, and why awareness matters for your generation.




What Is the Pancreas and Why Is It Important?

Location & Structure Two Critical Jobs
The pancreas is a gland-like organ tucked behind your stomach, Exocrine function: Produces digestive enzymes that break
about 6 inches long. Despite its small size, it plays an enormous down proteins, fats, and carbohydrates in your food.

role in keeping your body functioning properly every single day. - _
Endocrine function: Creates hormones like insulin and

glucagon that regulate your blood sugar levels and energy
metabolism.

[J Quick Quiz: Can you name one function of the pancreas? Think about what happens after you eat a meal!



What Is Pancreatic Cancer?

The Disease The Challenge

Pancreatic cancer develops It ranks among the deadliest
when cells in the pancreas cancers because symptoms
mutate and begin growing often don't appear until
uncontrollably, forming tumors advanced stages, making early
that can spread to other organs. detection extremely difficult.
The Statistics

Only about 12% of patients survive five years after diagnosis, highlighting
why research and awareness are so critical.

Think About It: Why do you think early detection is so difficult for
pancreatic cancer? What makes this cancer different from others you

might have heard about?




Who Is at Risk? Key Risk Factors
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Lifestyle Factors Medical History

Smoking cigarettes doubles your risk, while obesity and poor diet  Chronic pancreatitis (long-term inflammation), Type 2 diabetes,

create inflammation that can trigger abnormal cell growth in the and certain genetic mutations significantly increase susceptibility

pancreas. to pancreatic cancer.
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Family Connection Age & Demographics

Having a close relative with pancreatic cancer raises your risk, Most cases occur in people over 60, though younger individuals

especially if multiple family members have been diagnosed. can be affected. The disease is slightly more common in men than
women.

[J Interactive Activity: Can you match these risk factors with preventable lifestyle choices? Which factors can we control, and
which ones can't we change?



Symptoms: What to Watch For

Pain & Discomfort

Persistent pain in the upper abdomen or middle back that doesn't go
away—often described as a dull, constant ache that worsens after
eating.

Unexplained Weight Loss

Rapid weight loss without trying, often accompanied by loss of appetite
and feeling full quickly during meals.

Jaundice
Ye”OWing Of the Skin and WhiteS Of eyeS, dal’k urine, and pale or gl’easy Many SUfViVOfS report Vague Symptoms that were
stools—signs that bile flow is blocked. initially mistaken for other conditions, delaying

crucial diagnosis by months.

Digestive Issues

Chronic indigestion, nausea, vomiting, and changes in bowel
movements that persist for weeks.

Survivor Story: "l thought my back pain was from stress at work. The weight loss seemed like a good thing at first. By the time |
turned yellow, the cancer had already spread.” — Real patient experience



How Is Pancreatic Cancer
Diagnosed?

Initial Assessment

ﬁ] Physical exam, medical history review, and blood tests including
the CA 19-9 tumor marker that can indicate cancer presence.

Imaging Tests

@]“ CT scans, MRI, and endoscopic ultrasound create detailed
pictures to locate tumors and check if cancer has spread.

Biopsy Confirmation

_Q ) Small tissue sample examined under microscope to confirm
cancer type and guide treatment decisions.

Early detection remains challenging because pancreatic cancer symptoms
often mimic digestive problems, heartburn, or back strain—conditions that are
far more common and less serious. The pancreas's location deep in the
abdomen also makes tumors hard to feel during routine physical exams.



Treatment Options and Challenges
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Surgical Intervention Chemotherapy

The Whipple procedure removes the tumor and parts of Powerful drugs kill cancer cells throughout the body. Often
surrounding organs. Only 15-20% of patients qualify for combined with surgery or used alone for advanced cases to
surgery because most cancers are discovered too late. slow progression and manage symptoms.
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Radiation Therapy Targeted Therapies

High-energy beams target and destroy cancer cells. Used to Newer treatments attack specific cancer cell characteristics
shrink tumors before surgery or relieve pain in advanced with fewer side effects than traditional chemotherapy, offering
stages. hope for personalized medicine.

[ Discussion Question: Why might treatment be so difficult when cancer is caught late? What are some side effects patients
might experience, and how could these affect quality of life?



Emotional Impact and Support

The Psychological Toll

A pancreatic cancer diagnosis creates profound emotional
challenges for patients and their loved ones. Anxiety about the
future, fear of treatment side effects, and depression from life
changes are common and completely valid responses.

Many patients struggle with feelings of helplessness, anger, or
guilt. Family members often experience caregiver stress,
financial worries, and anticipatory grief.
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Support Groups Professional Counseling Open Communication
Connecting with others facing similar Therapists specializing in oncology help Honest conversations with family, friends,
challenges reduces isolation and provides  patients process emotions and develop and medical teams about fears and needs
practical advice for navigating treatment. healthy coping strategies. strengthen support networks.

Class Activity: Brainstorm compassionate ways you could support someone facing a serious illness. What would they need most?
What words or actions would be helpful versus hurtful?




Advances and Hope for the Future
Breakthrough Research Changing Lives
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Immunotherapy
Liquid Biopsies Training the body's immune system to recognize and attack
Scientists are developing blood tests that detect cancer DNA cancer cells offers a powerful new weapon with promising
fragments years before symptoms appear—potentially clinical trial results.

revolutionizing early detection rates.
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Better Outcomes

Personalized Medicine Five-year survival rates are slowly improving as new

Genetic profiling allows doctors to match patients with combinations of treatments prove more effective against
treatments targeting their cancer's specific mutations, aggressive tumors.
Improving effectiveness.

Researchers worldwide are collaborating on hundreds of clinical trials testing innovative approaches. From nanoparticle drug delivery
to artificial intelligence screening tools, the future holds genuine promise for transforming pancreatic cancer from deadly to treatable.

[J Teacher Note: Consider showing a short video clip on cutting-edge pancreatic cancer research to inspire students about
careers in medical science and the power of innovation.



What Can You Do? Awareness and Prevention

Make Healthy Choices Spread Awareness Be an Advocate

Don't smoke: Single most important November: Pancreatic Cancer Listen with compassion: Support
preventable risk factor Awareness Month those affected

Eat well: Lots of fruits, vegetables, Purple ribbon: Official awareness Fight stigma: Cancer isn't anyone's
whole grains symbol fault

Stay active: Regular exercise reduces Share knowledge: Tell friends and Promote early detection: Encourage
cancer risk family what you've learned check-ups for at-risk loved ones
Maintain healthy weight: Obesity Support research: Even small Stay informed: Follow medical
increases risk significantly donations fund critical studies advances and breakthroughs

YLt o1 RO W:Y=i[e]3H YOou now understand more about pancreatic cancer than most adults. Use this knowledge to make informed
health choices, support awareness campaigns, and show compassion to those facing this disease. Your generation has the power
to change outcomes through advocacy, lifestyle choices, and supporting medical research. What will you do first?




