Case Study; Group C, Barrett’s Esophagus Mechanism

      The 40 year old patient is young for a diagnosis of Barrett’s Esophagus, however many 40 year olds are not routinely screened by endoscopy so it can be assumed that many are missed. Not all GERD patients are screened at all, despite the possibility that pre-cancerous cell changes could be documented and follow-up could occur. (Shalauta & Saad, 2004)

     The progression from GERD to adenocarcinoma occurs in a few steps. Exposure of the esophageal epithelium to acid refluxed by the stomach through the lower esophageal sphincter (LES) overtime damages the lining of the esophagus and causes chronic esophagitis. The damaged area eventually will heal but is replaced by a metaplastic process which columnar cells replace the squamous cells.  These cells are very similar to what is found in the intestines, especially the parts exposed to stomach acids. This is the step that is called “Barrett’s Esophagus”. The columnar epithelium could progress to dysplasia and ultimately lead to carcinoma. (Shalauta & Saad, 2004)

     Barrett’s esophagus is diagnosed by endoscopy but needs a sample to be reviewed to determine if there are the pre-cancerous cells.  In viewing the esophagus during an endoscopy, the practioner can view the “z-line”, the point at which the cells change to their pre-metastatic state. It is considered “long segment” Barrett’s esophagus if the z-line to the gastroesophageal junction is greater than 3 cm., and “short segment” if it is less.  This is a direct reflection of how high the reflux is in the esophagus.(Shalauta & Saad, 2004)

     Interestingly, the presence of H. Pylori decreases the incidence of Barrett’s Esophagus.  This is because the presence of H. Pylori causes gastric atrophy and a reduction in stomach acid.  GERD is not an issue and therefore neither is Barrett’s Esophagus. (Shalauta & Saad, 2004)
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