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What is the colon and rectum? 
The digestive tract is the part of your body that breaks down the food you eat so it can be 
turned into energy.  It is a long tube that begins with the mouth and ends in the colon and 
rectum.  The colon reabsorbs water back into your body so that you do not become 
dehydrated.  The cells that line the tube die and are replaced by new cells every day. 
 
What is colorectal cancer? 
Sometimes the body makes new lining cells too quickly.  These cells form a mass that 
sticks out into the tube called a polyp.  Polyps are dangerous because they may be 
cancerous or develop into a cancer over time.  It is common for colorectal cancer to 
spread to other parts of the body over time.  It is important to find the polyps and remove 
them before they have time to spread.  Colorectal cancer is the third most common cancer 
in the United States.  It is also the third leading cause of cancer death.  
 
How do I know if I have colorectal cancer? 
Polyps are more likely to show up once you turn fifty.  A colonoscopy is recommended at 
age fifty and then every ten years.  Another screening test can be done more frequently 
that is easier, cheaper, and safer than a colonoscopy.  The fecal occult blood test is a test 
that you can take home.  It is also known as a hemoccult.  It requires a small sample of 
stool being placed on a card and then returned to the clinic.  The test checks for blood in 
your stool that has come from somewhere in your digestive tract.  Screening is usually 
done at your yearly physical.    
 
What happens if I have a positive hemoccult? 
The test is positive in 80% of people who have colorectal cancer.  This means that it is 
less likely that you have colorectal cancer if your test is negative.  A positive test does 
not mean that you for sure have cancer.  It is good at finding cancer if it is present, but 
it will be positive if you have bleeding in your digestive tract for reasons other than 
cancer.  If you test positive your doctor may recommend you get a colonoscopy in order 
to see if you have polyps.  You should let your doctor know if you have other symptoms 
like belly pain, weight loss, red or black stool, diarrhea, constipation, or fevers.  If cancer 
is found it may be able to be surgically removed before it has a chance to spread to other 
parts of your body.  A positive test may worry you.  You should talk to your doctor about 
your concerns and view the websites below for further information and support. 
 
Additional Resources: 
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Colorectal cancer 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/colorectalcancer.html 
http://www.mayoclinic.org/colon-cancer 
 
Fecal occult blood test (hemoccult) 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0010923/ 
 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/003393.htm 
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