An update on the rules for
skin cancer checks

Whale the jury is out as to whether yearly checkups for skin cancer are necessary for people who do not
have risk factors for the disease, experts agree that everyone should be vigilant about sun protection

ow, before you again don warm
N clothes, is a good time to note

how much sun damage you
incurred this summer. Are body parts
that were not covered darker or more
freckled than the skin you were born
with? If so, you failed to cover your
exposed skin and protect it adequately
with sunscreen when out on both sunny
and cloudy days.

Eventually, depending on your
susceptibility and the extent of
unprotected sun exposure, you could
wind up with skin cancer, the most
common cancer in the US by far. Even
if you escape cancer, you will certainly
speed the aging of your skin, and by
midlife you might have a wrinkled,
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It is easy to understand why Lin Hwai-
min (M#ER) says he favors Cursive
I (17%&0) over the other two parts of
his Cursive trilogy. Its sleek, spare
lines, minimalist costumes and staging,
and stark score all serve to focus the
audiences’ eyes on Lin’s choreography.
But even as you watch Cloud Gate
Dance Theatre’s (Z[%%) incredibly
supple dancers — super supple, since
theirs is a profession where suppleness
is a given — those other elements quietly
filter into your awareness, sometimes
as imperceptibly as the slight shifts that
gradually change the backdrop from
eggshell white to bisque to a textured
ivory or from a silvery filigree to a light
mauve crackled glaze.

Four years ago I wrote a review
of Wild Cursive (J£%) that described
the piece as “dance stripped down to
the bare essentials.” While I had seen
Cursive (ITH) at that point, I had not
seen Cursive II. I now stand corrected.
Part II is the barest of the bare. It is a
celebration of emptiness — from the
vast expanses of stage space that go
unused, to the stark whiteness of the
floor, to the costumes — flesh-toned
leotards and white pants for the women,
black wide-legged pants for the men
— to the score that isn’t a score.

If the first half of last year's Whisper
of Flowers sometimes seemed like
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leathery surface that makes you look
older than your years.

But unless you've already had
one of the common skin cancers or a
melanoma, the US Preventive Services
Task Force does not recommend a
yearly head-to-toe checkup for skin
cancer by you or a doctor.

In updated guidelines issued last
February and printed in the Annals
of Internal Medicine, the task force
found insufficient evidence to justify
periodic “screening for skin cancer by
primary care clinicians or by patient
self-examination.”

You may wonder what the harm
could be in such a checkup. Haven't
you been repeatedly told that early

Lin was channeling the exuberance of
Paul Taylor, in Cursive II he is forging
his own take on the late American
minimalist modern choreographer
Merce Cunningham’s code —

detection is the secret to preventing a
cancer that can threaten your life or
well-being?

Research supports such testing for
cancers of the cervix or breast. But in
assessing whether routine screening
for any disease is justifiable, experts
must weigh the evidence for both
benefits and risks. And the task force,
an arm of the US government’s Agency
for Healthcare Research and Quality,
concluded that there was “a critical gap
in the evidence” to assess the risks of
routine skin cancer screening.

The task force found no direct
evidence that whole-body skin exams
by primary care physicians or patients
“improves patient outcomes” and that

studies were lacking to determine the
extent of harm that could come from
such screening. The possible risks it
listed were “misdiagnosis, overdiagnosis
and the resultant harms from biopsies
and overtreatment.”

In other words, there is not enough
information to say whether the benefits
of routine skin cancer screening
outweigh the potential risks associated
with examining and treating lesions that
turn out not to be cancer.

WHEN TO SEE A DOCTOR

This is not to say that if you notice
something suspicious anywhere on your
skin — like a mole that is changing, a
rough spot on a sun-exposed part of

[ DANCE 1

‘Cursive II’ strips dance down to its bare essentials

The second installment of Cloud Gate Dance Theatre’s critically acclaimed trilogy is a celebration of emptiness and movement for its own sake

movement for its own sake. The choice
of John Cage for the score was apt,
since Cage was Cunningham’s artistic
and life partner.

The score, what there was of it,

seem to be a selection of notes, tones
and sounds — often as drawn out and
tremulous as the way a dancer quivers
slightly as he or she stretches to extend
an arm or a leg or a back. The dancers

Dermatologists recommend wearing hats and clothing made from tightly woven fabric and slopping on

generous amounts of SPF 30 sunscreen and lip balm — even on cloudy or overcast days.

your body, or a sore that bleeds or does
not heal — you should ignore it, hoping
it will disappear on its own. Most
dermatologists recommend periodic
skin checkups, especially to catch
early, curable melanomas, and any such
lesion should be brought to a doctor’s
attention without delay.

Darius R. Mehregan, chairman of
dermatology at Wayne State University
School of Medicine in Michigan, agrees
that for most adults an annual skin
cancer checkup by a physician is not
needed. Still, in an interview, Mehregan
suggested that patients should do a
monthly self-check for the “A, B, C, D
and E” of skin cancer starting around
age 50.

This means looking for lesions
with any of these characteristics: A for
asymmetry, B for irregular border, C for
multiple colors, D for a diameter greater
than 6mm and E for evolving (that is,
growing or changing).

Gary N. Fox, who practices
dermatology in Defiance, Ohio, a
farming area where skin cancers
are rampant, also sees little to be
gained from routinely screening
people who do not have risk factors
for skin cancer. But in an interview,
Fox emphasized the importance of
insisting on a biopsy if someone had
a lesion that “causes sufficient patient
or doctor concern, even if it has been
there for 20 years.”

Furthermore, Fox said, unless
the doctor doing the biopsy is very
experienced in pathology, the biopsied
tissue should be examined by a
dermatopathologist, who is specially
trained to diagnose skin disease. If
there is any doubt about the finding,
he said, “another pathologist should
look at it since it doesn’t hurt to ask
for a second opinion.” Sometimes,
he explained, a mole can be hard to
distinguish from a melanoma.

Fox also cautioned doctors against
freezing a lesion to see if it went away
unless there was no doubt about its
nature. For example, the common sun-
induced lesion called actinic keratosis,
in which cancer cells are confined to the
top of the skin, can safely be frozen.

But he adds that anyone who has
had a number of actinic keratoses
should be regularly re-examined, since

neither moved to the sounds nor seemed
to respond to them; Cage’s music was
just part of the background.

The show opens with two dancers
posed against a white floor and black
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more are likely to occur and they can
develop into an invasive cancer.

LOOKING FOR MELANOMA

Of course, if you have already had

one skin cancer — a basal-cell or
squamous-cell carcinoma or, more
serious, a melanoma — you should

be regularly examined as well. For
example, Fox said, a person who has
had one basal-cell cancer has a 50
percent chance of developing a new
one within three to five years. He
suggested repeat exams at three to four
months, at six to eight months, and
again at a year during the first year, and
annually thereafter.

Since melanomas run in families, Fox
added, anyone with a family history of the
disease should start regular skin exams
in their 20s. Likewise, Mehregan said,
people who have many moles should get
an early start on screening because it is
difficult for patients to determine when a
melanoma arises in a mole.

Fox explained that the main goal
was to catch and treat melanoma “in
situ” — that is, still confined to the site
of origin and not life-threatening. He
emphasized that a full skin exam for
melanoma should be head to toe: the
scalp (with hair parted by a hair dryer
on cool setting) and all body surfaces,
including the underarms, buttocks,
genitals, palms, soles and nails.

However, he said, a check for the
ordinary sun-related skin cancers
— basal and squamous cell carcinomas
— can be limited to sun-exposed body
parts: the face, the trunk, the back, the
arms, the legs and, in someone partly or
completely bald, the scalp.

The best way to avoid skin cancer,
these experts said, is to be diligent
about sun protection. Wear a tightly
woven hat with a wide brim and
routinely use a full-spectrum sunscreen
with an SPF rating of 30 (above that,
there is little additional benefit), even
when sitting behind glass or under
an umbrella. And apply it generously:
Mehregan notes that the SPF rating
is based on using a tablespoon of the
product for one arm.

Sun-protective clothing can help as
well. Reapply sunscreen after sweating
heavily or swimming, even if the
product claims to be water-resistant.

backdrop, one woman standing and the
other kneeling before her. It ends with

a folded woman silhouetted against a
rapidly diminishing white square until
the entire stage goes black. During the
11 segments, the dancers move in small
groups, in duets, trios and quartets as
Lin demonstrated his command of space
and form. I was struck once again on
Saturday night by how much of Lin’s
choreography is from the ground up,

as dancers lower themselves almost to
the floor in deep plies that with a turn
of foot are transformed into a tai chi
pose with the right leg outstretched and
left knee bent, effortlessly shifting their
weight from one leg to the other, moving
low to the ground.

Chinese calligraphy may have been
Lin’s inspiration, but the backdrops and
the women’s costumes bring to mind
the delicateness of the finest porcelain
teacups. The calligraphic punch, as it
were, comes from the men’s black pants,
which have a panel that makes the outfit
look like a skirt from the back, so that
when the men lift a leg out to the side or
over their head or twirl across the stage,
the black cloth moves like the broad end
to a brush stroke.

Cloud Gate may have found Cursive
II to be a harder sell to fans than the
first and third parts — it didn’t sell out,
whereas all five shows for next week’s
Wild Cursive were gone by last week
— but it is a finely crafted work.




