External Beam
Radiation Therapy
What is external beam radiation therapy?
External beam radiation therapy comes from a machine, called a
linear accelerator, that aims radiation at a targeted cancer site.
The machine is large and makes noise. It does not come into
contact with the body, but rotates around it, sending radiation to
the body from many directions.
External beam radiation therapy is a local treatment. The
radiation is aimed only at a specific part of the body. For example, a lung cancer patient will get radiation to the
chest only and not the rest of the body.
How often will I get external beam radiation therapy?
Most people get external beam radiation therapy once a day, 5 days a week, Monday through Friday. Treatment lasts
for 2 to 10 weeks, depending on the type of cancer and the goal of the treatment. The time between the first and
last radiation therapy session is called a “course of treatment.” In specific circumstances radiation is sometimes given
in smaller doses twice a day (hyperfractionated radiation therapy). If the doctor prescribes this type of treatment he
or she feels that it will work better.
What happens before my first external beam radiation treatment?
A meeting will take place with the doctor and nurse before beginning radiation therapy. At this time, there will be a
physical exam, review of medical history, and possibly imaging tests. The doctor and nurse will discuss external beam
radiation therapy, its benefits and side effects, and ways to care for oneself during and after treatment. If external beam
radiation therapy is agreed upon, a treatment planning session, called a simulation, will be scheduled. At this time:
• A radiation oncologist and radiation therapist will define the treatment area (also called a treatment port or
treatment field). This refers to the places in the body that will get radiation. The patient will be asked to lie very still
while x-rays or scans are taken to define the treatment area.

• The radiation therapist will then put small marks (dots of colored ink) on the skin to mark the treatment area. These
marks will need to remain throughout the course of radiation therapy. The radiation therapist will use them each day
to make sure the positioning is correct. Ink markings will fade over time. Be careful not to remove them and make
sure to tell the radiation therapist if they fade or lose color.
• The number of radiation treatments planned will be individualized. During the patient’s treatment course support is
offered and provided to patients beyond education and physical medical care. It can include financial, social and
spiritual issues. The radiation oncologist as well as nurses meet with each patient on a regular basis throughout the
treatment course and are available for any concerns or questions.

