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Genetic clue to
cancer prognosis

Among women who have had breast
cancer surgery, those with extra copies of
a gene believed to be involved in the can-
cer process appear to have an increased
chance of recurrence, according to a new
study. Knowing who is likely to develop
metastases would allow doctors to under-
take preventive chemotherapy in only
those people who need it.

According to the oncogene theory of
cancer development, human cells carry
certain genes that, when mutated by
stimuli such as radiation or carcinogens,
can trigger unbridled cell division. Re-
searchers from the University of Califor-
niaat Los Angeles, the University of Texas
at San Antonio and Genentech, Inc,, in
South San Francisco discovered one to 20
copies of such an oncogene, HER-2/neu,
in cells from excised breast tumors. In
previous studies, other researchers had
found multiple copies of HER-2/neu in a
breast cancer cell line growing in culture.

The breast cancer study needs to be ex-
panded and confirmed before its results
are applied routinely, the researchers say.
In the meantime, the finding suggests the
amplified gene may play a role in the ini-

tiation, establishment or spread of breast
cancer, which strikes about one in 13
women in the United States.

At present, predicting the likelihood of
recurrence in women treated for primary
breast cancer is extremely difficult. The
best indicator is the presence of cancerin
the lymph nodes. But 25 to 30 percent of
women who are negative by this measure
will have a recurrence, says William L.
McGuire of the University of Texas, one of
the researchers.

Treating all node-negative women will
result in many women being needlessly
exposed to chemotherapy; not treating
the group exposes certain members to
life-threatening recurrences. Some phy-
sicians, says McGuire, treat all their pa-
tients; others make individual decisions
based on other factors, including tumor
size, stage of disease and presence of hor-
mone receptors on the tumor cell sur-
faces.

In the study, reported in the Jan. 9 Sci-
ENCE, gene amplification proved to be as
accurate as lymph node involvement in
predicting subsequent recurrence.
Whether gene amplification will replace
or supplement lymph node studies de-
pends on confirmation of that work and
further research, McGuire says.

The researchers initially found not
only the oncogene but in many cases ex-
tra copies of it in 19 of 103 fresh tumor

samples. They then tested cells from 86
breast cancers that had been stored an
average of nearly four years; 34 showed
amplification.

When they checked the relationship
between amplification and cancer spread
in this second group, they found a signifi-
cant correlation with metastasis. In addi-
tion, the more copies of the gene, the
worse the prognosis. After four years, for
example, about 60 percent of women with
no amplification were cancer-free, com-
pared with about 35 percent of women
with more than five copies of the gene.

Extra copies of other oncogenes are
associated with recurrences of neuro-
blastoma, a rare childhood cancer (SN:
4/20/85, p.248), and of a particular type of
lung cancer. Amplified genes are already
being used to predict the outcome of
neuroblastoma.

The presence of gene amplification in
existing tumors suggests that it may be
worthwhile to look for amplification in
conditions thought to be premalignant,
such as certain types of fibrocystic breast
disease, says Dennis J. Slamon of UCLA,
who headed the study In addition, he
says, determining whether there is a dif-
ference in the presence or degree of gene
amplification in primary tumors and sat-
ellite growths could shed light on when
amplification comes into play.

—J. Silberner
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The History of the World
in One Brilliant Volume!

This classic work represents the best efforts of Columbia University’s
most renowned scholars. Its scope is monumental, covering all aspects
of our history from the beginning of the universe to the present day. As
impressive as the scope is the book’s remarkable depth, quality, and
balanced vision.

The Story Behind the Columbia History

The creation of the Columbia History was among the most important
scholarly projects of recent years. A team of 40 Columbia professors col-
laborated on it, including historians, economists, political scientists, socio-
logists, biologists and astronomers. Each scholar contributed sections on
his subject or period of expertise. Editors Peter Gay and John A. Gar-
raty, both eminent historians and writers, interwove the material into a
cogent narrative of the world’s history.

A Book of Permanent Value—for Only $9.95

Over the years, you’ll turn to the Columbia History to explore new areas
of interest and reread the sections that have always fascinated you. You
will have an ever-growing understanding of Western civilization’s origins
and progress, plus an expanding of non-Western history and
culture. The Columbia History is a perfect addition to anyone’s library
because it is both a well-written historical narrative and an authoritative reference.

Most books of this scope, size, and permanent value sell for exorbitant
prices, but thanks to Barnes & Noble’s 60% discount, the Columbia His-
tory costs only $9.95. Surely, that’s a small price to pay for life-long in-
vestment in learning and a reference you’ll turn to often.

Let’s face it—most of us, whatever
our educational credentials, have
large gaps in our knowledge of his-
tory. There are whole eras and coun-
tries we know nothing about even in
familiar subjects, we’re sometimes a
bit hazy on the sequence of events.
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