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DO YOU SEE WHAT I SEE?

Bowman, N.D. (May 16, 2002) – "Look at your breasts as well as feel them." This is part of the information Family Nurse Practitioner Carla Folske tells each of the women who visit her for annual exams. 

For many women, monthly breast self-exams include only palpation, or touch. Folske, of Bowman, N.D., said that looking at the breasts and nipples is a crucial part of both breast self-exams and clinical breast exams. "I look at everyone’s breasts and I make them look at their breasts. Doing a thorough breast exam is one of the most important things a woman can do for herself," Folske said.

Folske received training in clinical breast exams, including the visual portion, coordinated by Mary Ann Foss, Women’s Way nurse consultant. The training she attended four years ago changed the way Folske examines women. "The training I went through really changed the way I do breast exams," Folske said. "At the beginning of the training when we worked with breast models, I was average at detecting warning signs. By the end of the training, I didn’t miss anything." 

Her training was put to the test in October 2001 when she saw something unexpected during a routine exam with one of her patients. "After my speech about the importance of looking as well as feeling your breasts, I had my patient push her palms together above her head. What I saw startled me," Folske said. "She had retraction (a pulling in) of the nipple in the right breast. We repeated this several times, each time with the same result. As I completed the exam and palpated (touched) the breast, I could not palpate a mass, but felt there was a thickness to the breast. I set up a mammogram for her later in the afternoon of that same day."

The patient’s mammogram results were highly suspicious for cancer in the right breast. The mass was tested and breast cancer was confirmed. The radiologist reported that the mass was approximately two inches deep and not detectable by touch. "The patient was not just a patient, but a friend," Folske said. "It was very emotional for me as a practitioner to have found this abnormality. I knew that the finding on her clinical breast exam probably meant cancer. I tried to be there as her friend and health care provider." Folske’s patient had a mastectomy of the right breast and she received chemotherapy. Her outlook is believed good because the cancer was caught early. 

Folske is grateful for the breast exam training she received from Women’s Way. In the four years since the training, this is the first time that she could see a breast problem that didn’t match with what she was feeling in a breast. "What I learned that day is how important the visual exam can be," Folske said. "I have stressed the importance of looking at your breast as well as feeling them over and ever again to patients. Now I realize how important it is to do this as a practitioner as well." Folske, a Women’s Way clinical breast exam educator works with Mary Ann Foss to train others to do thorough clinical breast exams that include a visual exam of the breasts.

Besides education, Women’s Way provides a way to pay for most breast and cervical screenings for eligible North Dakota women. The Women’s Way program is made possible by funding from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. North Dakota women ages 40 through 64 may be eligible for clinical breast exams, Pap tests and pelvic exams. North Dakota women ages 50 through 64 also may be eligible for mammograms. For more information, call 1-800-44 WOMEN or visit the Women’s Way website at www.ndhealth.gov/womensway.  
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