
6 Fall 2017 1 sghs.org

Head and neck cancers can be easy to miss

Kristen Thomas with 
husband John and children 

Gannon and GarrettAt age 24, Kristen Thomas was 
leading a healthy life teaching 
second grade. There was no 
indication that her health was 

at risk — except for her voice.
Mrs. Thomas’ raspy, hoarse voice 

worried her sister, a speech language 
pathology student, and she advised 
Mrs. Thomas to see a physician. Her 
local doctor dismissed the symptoms as 
chronic laryngitis.

But 10 months later, Mrs. Thomas’ 
condition was worsening. She drove an 
hour from Nahunta, Ga., to Brunswick, 
Ga., for a second opinion from Sherman 
A. Stevenson, M.D., a board-certified 
otolaryngologist and head and neck 
surgeon at Southeast Georgia Physician 
Associates-Ear, Nose & Throat, a 
strategic affiliate of the Health System.

Her diagnosis — thyroid cancer — 
which had already spread to two lymph 
nodes, shocked her.

“If I hadn’t gotten a second opinion, it 
would have spread further,” she says. 

Subtle Sy mptoms

Kristen with sister 
Magan Barnhill
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Subtle Sy mptoms

NOW Accepting 
New Patients
Southeast Georgia Physician 
Associates-Ear, Nose & Throat

Joseph H. Bee, D.O. 
Karla K. Hansen, M.D.
Sherman A. Stevenson, M.D.

To schedule an appointment,  
call 1-855-ASK-SGHS  
(1-855-275-7447). Most 
insurances, including 
Medicare and Medicaid, are 
accepted.

Get Support
Hope & Healing is a cancer support group for patients, survivors and 
caregivers facilitated by Heather Lambert, LMSW, social worker, Cancer Care 
Centers, and Karen Crosby, R.N., BSN, breast care navigator. The support 
group meets the fourth Thursday of each month, 2–3:30 p.m., on the 
Brunswick and Camden campuses. For more information, call 912-466-5142. 

The Difficulty of Detection
As in Mrs. Thomas’ case, symptoms are 
often difficult to recognize in the 65,000 
Americans expected to be diagnosed 
with head and neck cancers this year.

When experiencing symptoms such 
as hoarseness, mouth or tongue sores, 
trouble swallowing and earaches, 
patients often mistake cancer for 
common health conditions such as 
laryngitis or gastroesophageal reflux 
disease (GERD).

But when symptoms linger for more 
than two weeks, patients should see a 
doctor, says Dr. Stevenson. “Normal ear, 
nose and throat illnesses cause throat 
pain and voice changes, but those get 
better,” he says.

Thyroid cancer can be particularly 
difficult to diagnose, as it typically 
causes no symptoms other than pain, 
swelling or a lump in the neck. In some 
cases, the lump is only discovered 
through ultrasounds or CT scans 
performed for unrelated reasons.

That doesn’t mean head and neck 
cancers can’t be detected early. If you’re 
getting regular health exams, your doctor 
and dentist should notice changes in 
your neck and mouth. You should watch 
out for changes when you’re washing 
your face or shaving, Dr. Stevenson adds.

Preventing and  
Surviving Cancer
The majority of head and neck cancers 
can be prevented. At least three-quarters 
are caused by tobacco use (including 
smokeless tobacco) and alcohol. Even 
people who quit smoking decades ago are 
still at risk.

“As time passes after smoking 
cessation, the risk of developing cancer 
does decrease,” Dr. Stevenson says. 
“But it probably never gets back to 
the reduced risk of someone who has 
never smoked.”

Those who have never smoked 
still need to be vigilant. Previous viral 
infections, including those with cancer-
causing types of human papillomavirus 
(HPV), are also risk factors.

Fortunately, most head and neck 
cancers are treatable. For example, 
fewer than 2,000 people die every 
year of thyroid cancer, and more 
than 630,000 Americans are thyroid 
cancer survivors.

In Mrs. Thomas’ case, treatment 
required surgery to remove her thyroid, 
followed by radioactive iodine therapy 
to treat the cancer in her lymph 
nodes. Although she continues to take 
medication and see an endocrinologist, 
life is back to normal. She teaches, runs 
half-marathons and enjoys time with 

her family. She’s thankful she sought 
care for her raspy voice.

“I never thought hoarseness meant 
something serious, but I’ve learned to 
listen to my body — and my sister,” she 
exclaims. “If anyone has symptoms like 
mine, don’t wait to see a doctor, and 
certainly don’t wait 10 months to get a 
second opinion.” 1

Sherman A. Stevenson, M.D.


