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Women newly diagnosed with 
breast cancer must make rapid 
treatment decisions. “Do I 

benefit from a breast MRI? Should I have BRCA 
genetic testing or a genomic assay?” Online 
resources for patients do provide informa-
tion; unfortunately, this information is 
scattered, unorganized, and presented as 
outdated text and stock images. These 
websites are hard to navigate and largely 
ineffective at helping patients obtain better 
quality cancer care. 

Over the years, family and friends have 
called me for advice about their breast care. 
After a quick conversation, these individuals 
were empowered to ask their own doctors 
exactly what was needed. Patients simply 
receive better care when they understand 
and know the questions to ask about 
complex topics such as breast cancer.

Most healthcare facilities provide 
information online and offer handouts to 
patients at their facilities. I suggest that 
cancer programs, professional organizations, 
and physicians should pivot toward 
“teaching” patients how to obtain quality, 
cutting-edge care in their own communities. 
Specifically, our profession should engage 
patients with sophisticated video-based 
patient education. That is why I created the 
Breast Cancer School for Patients (breastcan-
cercourse.org). This type of innovative 
patient educational platform can address 
some of these missing links in our efforts to 
provide better quality breast cancer care in 
the United States. 

Video is Now Essential
Online platforms such as healthcare 
websites or Facebook get four times the 
engagement with video posts than with text 
alone. More importantly, the retention of 
“video” health content far exceeds written 
content. In this manner, medical informa-
tion can be translated for patients. Physi-
cians do this when they talk to their 
patients. The difficulty comes with develop-
ing a comfort level speaking in front of a 
camera. Once I overcame that awkwardness 
and created a video studio, it became an 
easy, low-cost way to create educational 
content.

The Breast Cancer School for Patients’ 
innovative two- to ten-minute video 
“lessons” about important breast cancer 
topics give patients the tools they need to 
engage their breast cancer specialists. 
Patients can now watch a video and print 
out lesson notes and specific questions to 
ask their doctors about 50 cancer-related 
topics. If patients or caregivers want more 
detail, each topic has links to 
evidence-based websites to learn more. At 
the Breast Cancer School for Patients, 
women or family members can learn as little 
or as much as they want about any aspect 
of their unique breast cancer situation.

Organization is Everything
We have designed separate video courses on 
every stage of treatment to focus on the 
crucial decisions that patients will have to 
make. As patients move from biopsy to 
surgery, chemotherapy to radiation, or 

hormone therapy to survivorship, we teach 
patients and caregivers key concepts to 
make sure that they are getting high-quality 
cancer care in their own community. 

Cutting-edge tests and treatments are 
often overlooked when explaining breast 
cancer treatment. We created a course, 
“Cutting-Edge Advances,” with video lessons 
and content about BRCA genetic testing, 
genomic assays, and NAPBC breast centers, 
to name a few. Recently, we’ve added a video 
about the TAILORx clinical trial results, which 
help identify more women who can avoid 
chemotherapy. 

Analytics are Important
It is essential to define success by both the 
quality of the content and the analytics of 
the online platform. When we launched our 
website, breastcancercourse.org, traffic was 
slow. Our YouTube videos turned out to be 
much more popular, with 150,000 views and 
an average watch time of more than five 
minutes per view over the first 8 weeks. The 
analytics told us that our individual videos 
would ultimately be the driver of traffic to 
our larger, comprehensive website. Facebook 
and social media will become ever more 
important to succeed in patient advocacy 
outreach. Video content is now the 
“standard of care.” Cancer programs and 
healthcare facilities must stay abreast of 
these platforms to successfully engage the 
public to walk through their doors for their 
own cancer care.

Treatment methods are always advanc-
ing, and research is constantly uncovering 
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new information. It is difficult enough for 
healthcare systems and physicians to keep 
up. In my opinion, it is also our duty, as 
leaders in cancer care, to find innovative 
solutions to educate patients on receiving 
high-quality cancer care in their own 
communities through online patient 
education. We encourage other organiza-
tions and institutions to do the same.  

John Williams, MD, FACS, is a breast 
surgeon and founding physician of the 
Novant Health UVA Breast Center, 
Haymarket, Va. He is the creator of the 
Breast Cancer School for Patients, which 
can be found at breastcancercourse.org.

The Breast Cancer School 
for Patients
This not-for-profit video platform is 
the first “school” for patients in 
healthcare. The disparity of quality 
breast cancer care can be improved by 
a bottom-up approach through 
educating patients to become 
“experts” in their own breast cancer 
diagnosis.
• Video courses: Information is 

presented in the sequence of care 
encountered by patients. Courses 
about breast imaging, surgery, 
oncology, and radiation are the 
most important.

• Sophisticated platform: Healthcare 
content must be presented in an 
engaging fashion with images, 
video, and quality content. Be 
prepared to improve platforms in 
the future.

• Host all videos on YouTube: It is 
essential that any video content be 
public and searchable. This drives 
traffic and search engine rankings.


