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LEUKEMIA 
 
 
What is leukemia? 
 
The major forms of leukemia are divided into four categories. 
Myelogenous and lymphocytic leukemia each have acute and chronic 
forms. The terms myelogenous or lymphocytic denote the cell type 
involved.  
 
Acute leukemia is a rapidly progressing disease that affects mostly 
cells that are unformed or primitive (not yet fully developed or 
differentiated). These immature cells cannot carry out their normal 
functions. 
 
Chronic leukemia progresses slowly and permits the growth of 
greater numbers of more developed cells. In general, these more 
mature cells can carry out some of their normal functions. 
 
Thus, the four major types of leukemia are: acute or chronic 
myelogenous, and acute or chronic lymphocytic leukemia.  
Major Types of Leukemia  

• Acute Myelogenous Leukemia  
• Acute Lymphocytic Leukemia  
• Chronic Myelogenous Leukemia  
• Chronic Lymphocytic Leukemia  

 
 
Stages: 
Once leukemia is found, more tests will be done to find out if cancer 
cells have spread to other parts of the body. This testing is called 
staging. A doctor needs to know the stage of the disease to plan 
treatment. 
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Because leukemia starts in the bone marrow and often has spread to 
other organs by the time it is detected, there is no need for traditional 
staging. Instead, physicians rely upon cytologic (cellular) 
classification systems to identify the type and subtype of leukemia. 
Cell classification systems, in turn, help to predict the prognosis, or 
outcome, of specific forms of leukemia and the likely response to 
treatment.  
 
 
Treatment: 
The treatment options depend on many variables that include 

• The stage of the cancer.  
• Whether the patient has human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).  
• Whether cancer remains after initial treatment or has come 

back (recurred).  
 
Treatment generally depends on the stage of the disease, any 
previous treatments, and how well the patient has responded to 
previous treatment and can include the following: 
 
Chemotherapy  
Chemotherapy is a cancer treatment that uses drugs to stop the 
growth of cancer cells, either by killing the cells or by stopping the 
cells from dividing. When chemotherapy is taken by mouth or injected 
into a vein or muscle, the drugs enter the bloodstream and can reach 
cancer cells throughout the body (systemic chemotherapy). When 
chemotherapy is placed directly into the spinal column, an organ, or a 
body cavity such as the abdomen, the drugs mainly affect cancer 
cells in those areas (regional chemotherapy). The way the 
chemotherapy is given depends on the type and stage of the cancer 
being treated. 
 
Biologic therapy 
Biologic therapy is a treatment that uses the patient’s immune system 
to fight cancer. Substances made by the body or made in a laboratory 
are used to boost, direct, or restore the body’s natural defenses 
against cancer. This type of cancer treatment is also called 
biotherapy or immunotherapy.  
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Radiation therapy  
Radiation therapy is a cancer treatment that uses high-energy x-rays 
or other types of radiation to kill cancer cells. There are two types of 
radiation therapy. External radiation therapy uses a machine outside 
the body to send radiation toward the cancer. Internal radiation 
therapy uses a radioactive substance sealed in needles, seeds, 
wires, or catheters that are placed directly into or near the cancer. 
The way the radiation therapy is given depends on the type and stage 
of the cancer being treated. 
 
Stem Cell Transplant 
Stem cell transplant is a method of giving chemotherapy and 
replacing blood-forming cells destroyed by the cancer treatment. 
Stem cells (immature blood cells) are removed from the blood or 
bone marrow of the patient or a donor and are frozen and stored. 
After the chemotherapy is completed, the stored stem cells are 
thawed and given back to the patient through an infusion. These 
reinfused stem cells grow into (and restore) the body's blood cells. 
 
 
Clinical Trials 
Carefully conducted clinical trials are the fastest and safest way to 
find treatments that work in people and ways to improve health. 
Participants in clinical trials can play a more active role in their own 
health care, gain access to new research treatments before they are 
widely available, and help others by contributing to medical research. 
 
Clinical trials in cancer can test new anticancer drugs, new drug 
combinations, and new ways of giving treatment.  
 
Websites: 
www.cancer.gov 
www.cancer.org 
http://www.leukemia.org/hm_lls 
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