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Introduction

The Cross Cancer Institute provides Radiation 
Therapy, Chemotherapy, Immunotherapy, and 
Hormone Therapy. Surgical removal of a cancer 
is performed in general hospitals. Your referring 
doctor will be involved through consultation with 
the Institute physicians and he will receive full 
reports about your treatment. Following evaluation, 
you may receive therapy as an outpatient, a daycare 
patient or as an inpatient. You may also be a patient 
from another hospital transported to and from the 
Cross for your radiation treatments. This brochure 
describes the procedure you will follow as an 
outpatient; if you are an inpatient or a daycare 
patient your nurse will familiarize you with any 
differences which you might encounter.

Prior to all of your appointments, please report to 
the receptionist at the main reception desk which 
is located inside the front entrance of the Institute. 
If for any reason you are unable to keep your 
appointment, please telephone the Radiation 
Oncology Reception Desk at (780) 432-8532 to 
arrange an alternative time.
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Treatment: Radiation Therapy

This brochure is intended to give you an introduction 
to radiation therapy.  As well, it describes the process 
you will most likely follow during treatment here at 
the Cross Cancer Institute. If the cancer is localized 
(is not too big and has not spread significantly from 
where it started) then radiation therapy may be used 
alone or in combination with surgery in the hope 
that the cancer will be cured. Many patients with 
cancer can benefit from radiation therapy even if 
they cannot be cured. In this case radiation is given 
to shrink the cancer and thus relieve symptoms 
related to the cancer. This treatment is sometimes 
referred to as PALLIATIVE radiotherapy. You will 
usually be told by your doctors what the aim of the 
treatment is in your case. This would normally be 
discussed at your initial visit with your Radiation 
Oncologist but if you remain unsure and wish for 
further information, your doctor will see you at the 
time your treatment is planned (see page 6) and at 
least weekly during your treatment.

Pregnancy

Please notify your Radiation Oncologist if you are 
pregnant or suspect you may be pregnant before 
you start any type of radiation treatment.  It is very 
important not to become pregnant during the course of 
your radiation treatments.  Please discuss this with your 
Radiation Oncologist if you require more information.
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Notes and Questions



18

Problems Getting To The
Cross Cancer Institute?

Cross Cancer Institute volunteer drivers provide a 
limited service for patients undergoing radiation 
therapy who have no alternative means of getting to 
the Institute. This service is available to diagnosed 
cancer patients travelling to obtain examination and/
or treatment for cancer related appointments when 
no other suitable means of transportation is 
available. Patients must be physically independent 
and not require lifting or other physical assistance.

Drives may be arranged from within city limits 
of Edmonton, St. Albert or Sherwood Park. 
Patients and/or their representatives may access 
this program by contacting the Volunteer Driver 
Service Coordinator at the Canadian Cancer 
Society Unit Office at least 48 hours in advance 
of the appointment: (780) 455-7181.

You Still Have Questions?

We hope that this booklet has answered We hope that this booklet has answered W
some of your questions. Please record any 
questions that you still have and discuss them 
with your doctor, therapist or nurse.
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Radiation and Cancer Cells

Radiation kills cancer cells. Cancer cells that are 
dividing are particularly sensitive to radiation. 
Normal cells, which also divide, can suffer from 
radiation but, since the growth of a cancer is 
more uncontrolled than the growth of normal 
tissue, radiation generally kills more cancer cells 
than normal cells. As well, some tissues are more 
sensitive than others. It is very important that 
normal tissue be protected as much as possible. 
Radiation therapy, which uses complex machines, 
has to be carefully planned. The planning involves 
a simulated treatment routine, includes complicated 
calculations and is carried out by a team of highly 
specialized people.
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Treatment Machines

Here at the Cross Cancer Institute radiation 
therapy, or radiotherapy, is given with x-rays, 
radioactive cobalt, or electrons. Treatment 
machines are used to deliver radiation from these 
differing sources to specific areas in the body. 
The choice of machine has nothing to do with your 
type of cancer or the seriousness of your condition. 
This choice is a technical one. Many patients have 
one portion of their treatment delivered from one 
machine with another portion delivered from a 
second one.

X-rays are produced with the help of electric 
power. Our ôsuperficialõ x-ray machine is used to 
treat areas close to the surface of the body. Linear 
Accelerators deliver deep-reaching x-ray radiation 
which is of a higher energy. This higher energy 
source is also produced using electric power and 
it can reach areas deep within the human body.

Some of the linear accelerators have the capability 
of treating with electrons or high energy x-rays. 
Electrons do not reach very deeply and are different 
from x-rays in that they carry a charge and have a 
definite mass. X -rays are like packets of energy and 
they do not have a definite form.

Our cobalt unit is also a high energy machine. 
Its energy comes from a radioactive cobalt source 
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Sometimes you cannot wash the area 
for a period of time. The therapists will show 
you the area which will be treated and you will 
also receive written information with precise 
instructions. Please do not use an electric heating 
pad, a hot water bottle or a heat lamp in the area 
of treatment. The use of creams or lotions should be 
discussed with your therapist. Irradiated skin needs 
to be protected from excessive sunlight, heat or 
cold. Please ask the therapists if you would like to 
have more information.

Medications

Please check with your doctor or your therapist before 
using any medication, mouthwash or ointments not 
specifically prescribed or recommended by your 
Radiation Oncologist.

What Will Happen After The
Treatments Have Been Completed?

Your Radiation Oncologist will review your Your Radiation Oncologist will review your Y
treatment when you reach the completion of 
your treatment series and will tell you when you 
should return for a check-up. You will be given an 
appointment card with your first return visit on it. 
On your return for the follow-up appointment, the 
receptionist at the Main Reception Desk will direct 
you to the area where the doctor will see you.
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Supportive Services At The 
Cross Cancer Institute

Many services are available. These include 
physiotherapy, occupational therapy, social work, 
psychology, home care, chaplaincy, pastoral 
care, pain and symptom management and Patient 
Advocacy. Please ask your doctor, therapist, or 
nurse if you wish more information.

Do I Have To Follow A Special Diet
During Radiation?

Our Clinical Nutritionists are available 
to advise you about your diet. In general, 
it is wise to try to keep your caloric content high 
and to drink plenty of fluids. It is important that 
you check with your doctor regarding alcoholic 
beverages.

Should I Restrict My Activities?

Your normal activities should proceed as much as Your normal activities should proceed as much as Y
possible. You may become more tired than usual. 
Try to avoid overtiredness and stress. If you have 
any concerns about managing your time and energy 
contact the Occupational Therapy Department (780) 
432-8798.

Skin Care

Treatment areas should be protected from 
injury due to rubbing, irritation and pressure. 
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which sits within the head of the machine. This 
cobalt has been made radioactive by man-made 
means. The energy rays produced by cobalt-60 
are called gamma-rays.

Gamma-rays and x-rays are similar, they simply 
come from different sources. Basically, the type of 
radiation depends on its source. The source can be 
an electrically stimulated machine or a radioactive 
substance. Some radioactive substances are used 
in a machine. The radioactive cobalt used in our 
cobalt machine is an example of this.

Radioactive Implants

In some cases radioactive sources are inserted 
directly into the body, usually with the 
patient under anesthetic, in order to provide 
concentrated radiation to a local area. This 
procedure usually requires inpatient care on 
Nursing Station 30. The implant is removed after 
a period of between 1 and 5 days. A radioactive 
implant in your body will be a source of 
radioactivity until the material is removed. During 
this period of time your visitors will be limited. 
Your therapist and nurse will provide special 
instructions and teaching about this procedure. A 
separate information handout will be given to you. 
Sometimes, radioactive sources can be inserted 
into the body without the use of anesthetic, and 
you will not need to be hospitalized. Should your 
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doctor suggest this form of treatment, a separate 
information handout will be given to you.

What Is A Simulator?

Your first appointment will usually take place in Your first appointment will usually take place in Y
the SIMULATOR ROOM. This is where the details 
of your treatment are planned. The simulator is a 
special type of diagnostic x-ray machine which, 
combined with a video screen, makes it possible to 
closely view the area where treatment by radiation 
is going to be given. You may have a CT scan in 
the Radiation Oncology department. This CT scan 
is also used to plan the details of your treatment. 
The size of the radiation field is determined; often 
combinations of beams are used. When several fields 
of radiation are to be used, the treatment planning is 
carried out using a treatment planning computer. The 
simulation is carried out by Radiation Therapists 
under the direction of the Radiation Oncologist. 
Your Radiation Oncologist may not be present for 
this procedure. The simulation procedure usually 
ends with x-rays being taken of the area which is to 
be treated. These x-rays are needed for calculations 
which will be made by Dosimetrists who work 
under the direction of your Radiation Oncologist 
and a Radiation Physicist.
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Will There Be Side Effects?

Some people will experience no side effects at all; 
others will have some. Usually none will occur 
during the first week of treatment. Side effects are 
variable and related to the place being treated, the 
dose of radiation and the number of treatments 
given. Some side effects occur early, that is, after the 
first week of treatment and some occur much later. 
Particularly when radiation therapy is given in the 
hope of effecting a cure there may be some late side 
effects, e.g. treatment to cancers around the mouth 
and throat often leave some permanent dryness in 
the mouth. Treatment to the pelvis often causes some 
shrinkage of the bladder which may mean you will 
need to pass urine more often and get up at night 
to pass urine. More severe late side effects, such as 
bowel stricture following the treatment of cancers 
in the pelvis or abdomen, occur occasionally. Your 
doctor will discuss these more serious side effects 
with you if it is appropriate for your case. You will 
also receive a handout that will list the long and 
short-term side effects. If you have any questions, 
do not hesitate to ask your Radiation Oncologist.
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How Long Does Radiation Stay In My 
Body?

Unless radioactive substances are actually 
placed in the body, as in the case of radioactive 
implants, the radiation is gone from your 
body as soon as the machine is stopped at 
the end of your treatment. Neither you nor the 
treated part of your body becomes radioactive. 
You will not be dangerous to your surroundings 
or to the people close to you.
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After the simulator session is completed, special 
markings, using a felt pen, will be made on your skin. 
Often small tattoos will be used. These markings 
allow us to repeat your treatments to the same area, 
with accuracy, every day. They are important and 
should stay on your skin during the length of your 
treatment period. You cannot always wash this area 
and sometimes this will mean that you may not take 
a full bath or shower until all your treatments are 
completed. This requirement varies with the area 
under treatment and with the prescribed dose of 
radiation. You will receive personal instructions, 
and your doctorõs instructions, when the marks are 
applied.
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An Appointment At The Mould Room

Sometimes it is necessary to use a special plastic 
shell or a plaster cast during treatment.  These 
shells and casts are important to ensure the precise 
delivery of your treatments. They help you to 
remain comfortably still and in the exact same 
position each day during your treatment sessions. 
Shells and casts relate to treatment choices, not to 
your particular type of cancer. Sometimes shells 
and casts have to be made before any simulation of 
the treatment can be done. Sometimes the making 
of the cast or shell will begin in the simulator room. 
Therefore, you may have to visit the simulator room 
more than once before your treatments begin.

Your Treatment Team

Many people will be involved in your treatment and 
care during the treatment period. Your treatment 
will be under the direction of a RADIATION 
ONCOLOGIST, a medical doctor who is a 
cancer specialist trained in the use of radiation. The 
Radiation Oncologist knows the sensitivity levels of 
different human tissues to radiation and also, when 
tumours should be treated by radiation alone or in 
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better as they prepare you for your treatment. The 
therapists will leave the treatment room during your 
treatment but they can see you at all times. Using 
a closed circuit television system, you can signal 
your therapist, if needed, while your treatment is in 
progress.

The treatment itself usually takes no longer than 
1 to 5 minutes. The number of treatments and 
therefore the number of visits you are going to 
make to the Radiation Oncology Department will 
depend on the total dose of radiation prescribed 
for you. Since positioning you for your treatment 
usually takes longer than the treatment itself, 
you may expect to be in the treatment room for 
15 to 30 minutes. Due to special checks, your first 
treatment visit often takes somewhat longer than 
others will.

Appointments

Our therapists will arrange your appointments. Except 
for weekends, these are usually daily. Please confirm 
your next appointment with the therapist who has 
given you the treatment. They will try to give you the 
same appointment time daily, so that you can plan your 
activities around it. If you wish to make a change, please 
try to make this special request at least 2 days in 
advance. We will try to accommodate your requests 
but, due to scheduling, this may not always be 
possible.
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More Information

A Radiation Oncologist will discuss your treatment 
either before your first visit to the simulator or 
perhaps at the same time. You will also have an 
appointment with a therapist, who will discuss the 
details of your radiation treatment. After simulation 
has been completed, the Radiation Therapist in 
the Simulator Room will give you some reading 
material. Since the various parts of our bodies 
react so differently to radiation, this material will 
be specific to the area of your body which will 
be treated. Therapists will explain details of your 
treatment to you either at the time of simulation or 
when you come for your first treatment appointment. 
Sometimes you will find it difficult to remember 
all you have been told. If you have questions or 
concerns please ask the therapists. We want to assist 
you in every possible way.

Your Treatments

Treatment machines are large and they look 
impressive but donõt let that alarm you. 
You did not feel anything the last time you had a 
regular x-ray and you wonõt feel anything during 
your radiation treatment either. These machines do 
make some whirring, mechanical noises. These are 
perfectly normal sounds. The light in the treatment 
room is often turned low. This allows the therapists 
to see the positioning lights on the machines 
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combination with surgery, chemotherapy and/or 
hormones. This doctor has a working knowledge of 
the specialties of his team members so that all staff 
can be co-ordinated and work to provide you with 
the best possible care. The Radiation Oncologist 
assesses the nature of your cancer and prescribes the 
treatment as it involves radiation therapy.

An often unseen member of the team is the 
RADIATION PHYSICIST. The Radiation 
Physicist is responsible for the treatment machines 
and the radioactive substances and knows how 
to calculate the absorption of radiation by human 
tissues with great precision. The Radiation Physicist 
ensures that the radiation dose prescribed by 
the Radiation Oncologist is given in the amount 
prescribed to the exact area in which it is needed.

RADIATION THERAPISTS are responsible for 
administering your treatment each day as prescribed 
by the Radiation Oncologist. These specialized 
therapists know how to position you to reproduce 
the exact treatment area each day. They are 
responsible for the operation of the sophisticated 
treatment machines so that your treatment is given 
in the precise amount and area that is intended. 
Any questions regarding your treatment, or its 
side effects, may be directed to the Radiation 
Therapists.



The DOSIMETRIST is trained in calculating 
radiation doses, particularly when several beams 
of radiation are combined. They know how to make 
corrections for the different ways in which the more 
solid tissues like bone, or the more lightly woven 
tissues such as lungs, will absorb radiation. It is 
factors like this which must be critically considered 
during treatment planning. These dosimetrists work 
under the supervision of the Radiation Physicist 
and the Radiation Oncologist.

The RADIATION ONCOLOGY NURSES
have additional training about the effects of your 
radiation treatments on tissue. They are often 
present when you are seen by the doctor. The 
nursing functions in the Department are carried 

10 11

out by the Radiation Oncology Nurses. They are 
available to give assistance during your treatment 
and to answer questions after you have completed 
treatment.

When You Arrive At The Cross Cancer 
Institute For Radiation Therapy

Always check in at the RADIATION ONCOLOGY 
RECEPTION DESK, found at the bottom of the 
escalators on Level 0. Because a large number of 
people come here every day for care, and since your 
visit to the Radiation Oncology Department may be 
one of several appointments which you will have 
the same day, checking in at this desk is a necessary 
procedure. If, for any reason, you cannot keep 
your appointment please let us know in Radiation 
Oncology by telephoning (780) 432-8532. We will 
always inform the Main Reception Desk and will 
also let your doctor know. It is important that your 
treatment is NOT interrupted unless absolutely 
necessary.

Before Each Treatment

You will check in at the departmentõs reception desk, You will check in at the departmentõs reception desk, Y
near the escalator. You will be able to go directly from 
our front desk to your treatment machine. This stop at 
the Radiation Oncology Reception Desk is important, 
as there may be messages from your doctor, or some 
other appointments may have been booked for you.


