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I think the best way to understand the anatomy of a breast is to compare it to a tree. 

Trees have a trunk and branches with leaves, and your breast isn't a great deal different than that. The milk ducts are the branches of the tree and the lobules are the fruit it bears (in this case, making milk). All the branches of the tree join at the trunk. The trunk in this case is the anatomical structure just beneath the nipple and areola. 

Have you ever wondered why the areola around the nipple is darker than the rest of the skin of the breast? It's so that a newborn baby can see it. For the first few weeks of life, babies can only distinguish light from dark. The areola of a woman who has not yet had a baby is usually fairly light in color. During the pregnancy and upon delivery of the child, the mother's areola darkens so that the baby can find the nipple to nurse. Incredible how Mother Nature works, isn't it? To help the baby out even more, hundreds of tiny little muscles around the nipple's base cause it to become erect whenever it is touched or stimulated, thus giving the baby something to hold on to.

Breast tissue starts out being firm but over time loses its elasticity. This is because the supporting ligaments within the tissue (called Cooper's ligaments) stretch out over time, causing the breasts to sag a bit. Nurses call this phenomenon "Cooper's droop" and it's a primary reason why women should wear a supportive bra - to help prevent the weight of the breasts' own tissue from stretching those ligaments prematurely. 

As a woman ages and her hormone levels drop, breast tissue that was previously more fibrous is replaced with fatty tissue, making them even more spongy (and, often, also droopier). I saw a cute cartoon of an elderly woman standing in front of a counter with a sign that said "Bra Sale." She says to the sales clerk, "Can you help me find something in a 32 long?"

Now that you know the basics of breast anatomy, remember to check your trees monthly, making sure the trunk and branches can flourish and remain healthy.
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Many women tell me that when they go for their annual gynecological exam, the doctor's focus seems to be "below the waist;" breasts seem to be a forgotten element of the gynecological exam. In some cases, women tell me that they "kinda" got a clinical breast exam but it was so fast and perfunctory they weren't even sure if it really happened. This is a problem. 

Technically, the clinical breast exam is the responsibility of your gynecologist, as well as of your primary care provider (PCP). And if you are a breast cancer survivor, then add your oncology specialist to the list. So what has happened in the medical field to cause our physicians to slight or even ignore this important clinical exam?

Sadly, medical school students today receive an average of only one to two hours of instruction about this part of a woman's anatomy. Adding to the problem is the fact that doctors have become so specialized that gynecology focuses ever more closely on the pelvis, to the detriment of the other parts of the female anatomy. 

PCPs are so busy these days that most people consult them only for issues requiring immediate attention - a sprain, the flu, or some other relatively urgent condition. In those cases, the time spent with your doctor is dedicated to relieving your symptoms and not on, "By the way, could you please check my breasts as long as I'm here." 

If you are a breast cancer survivor, you're lucky if you get to see your oncologist once a year - if indeed you haven't already been handed back to your PCP for long-term follow-up. With so many women being newly diagnosed with breast cancer, there aren't enough hours in the day for oncologists to also continue to follow the long-term survivors. 

Instead of counting on your doctors to remember to do this important annual check-up, you need to count on YOU to speak up. First, be sure that you are assuming your full responsibility, by doing your monthly breast self-exam. 

Second, when you do see your gynecologist or PCP, if the above-the-waist exam is brief, stop them before they leave the room and say, "Can you do a more thorough exam of my breasts, please, so I can feel confident that there are no issues that warrant further evaluation?" 

Consider asking your gynecologist or PCP if there is a nurse practitioner in the office who can conduct a clinical breast exam annually. Nurses are known for doing a really thorough breast exam and they can also teach you exactly how to perform a proper breast self-exam. 

So who's responsible for your breast health? If your breasts could talk, they'd ask you to look out for them. So do!
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If you've ever wondered about online breast cancer and resources, here are some interactive Web sites that provide support and information for patients:

· Breast Cancer Risk Assessment. This is a useful instrument developed by the National Cancer Institute and the National Surgical Adjuvant Breast and Bowel Project. It allows a woman to estimate her risk of developing invasive breast cancer. It is not designed, however, to give a risk assessment for someone who has already been diagnosed with breast cancer. This site can be very useful for someone who is a family member of a breast cancer survivor, especially a first-degree relative. 

· Calculating Chemo Benefits. This is a software package designed to be used by oncologists. The doctor enters information on the patient's pathology, along with some other demographics, and then calculates where she is situated along a survival curve. The site then calculates how far chemotherapy would carry her on up that survival curve. 

· Online Breast Self-Exam. This Web site, through an online interactive video, teaches the visitor the basics of breast self-exams. A great teaching tool!
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