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Can I work or go to school
while on cancer treatment?
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Dr Jackson Orem

ancer diagnosis ofien brings
ife to a sudden pause. Be-
d the immediate con-

cerns about survival and treat-
ment,many patients and families
are left asking a practical but deep-
ly important question: Can I con-
tinue with my normal life, espe-
cially work or school, while under-
poing treatment?

The answer is not a simple yes or
no.lt depends on the type of can-
cer,the stage at diagnosis, the form
of treatment, and the individual's
overall health. However,many peo-
ple can continue working or stud-
ving in some capacity, particularly
with appropriate support and ad-
Justments.

Balancing treatment and da-

Iy life

Cancer treatment, whether
chemotherapy, radiotherapy. sur-
gery,or acombination, can be
physically and emotionally de-
manding.One of the most com-
mon side effects is fatigue, which
can range frem mild tiredness to
overwhelming exhaustion. Pa-
Lients may also experience nau-
se, pain, difficulty concentrating,
or increased vulnerability to in-
fections. These effécts can make it

challenging to maintam a regular
work or school routine.

That said.not all days are the
same. Some patients report “good
days"when they feel strong and
capable, and “bad days"when rest
is necessary Learming to listen to
one's body 15 key For some, this
may mean continuing to work
part-ime, taking on Lighter duties,
or attending classes selectively For
others, especially those undergo-
ing intensive treatment, taking a
full break may be the safest and

The nature of one's work or
school environment also plays
asignificant role. Physically de-
manding jobs, such as manual la-
bour, may be harder to sustain
during treatment. On the other
hand, office-based work or flexible
roles may allow for adjustments
such as working from home, short-

er hours, or extended deadlines.
Similarly, students may benefit
from flexible learning arrange-
ments, including online classes or
adjusted academic expectations.

Making the right choice

Open communication is essen-
tial. Patients are encouraged to in-
form their employers, teachers,or
school administrators about their
condition, to the extent they feel
comfortable. This can help create
understanding and pave the way
for necessary accommodations. In
many cases, institutions are will-
ing to provide support, wheth-
er through sick leave, modified
schedules, or counselling services.

It is also important to consid-
er the emotional and psychologi-
cal benefits of staying engaged in
work or school. For some patients,
maintaining a routine can pro-
vide a sense of normalcy, purpose,

and distraction from the illness. It
can help preserve identity and boost
mental well-being during a diffi-

cult time. However, this must be bal-
anced carefully with the need for
rest and recovery.

Support systemns are crucial. Fam-
ily members, friends, and caregiv-
ers can help by assisting with dai-
ly tasks, transportation, or simply
offering encouragement. Health-
care providers also play an impor-
tant role in guiding patients on what
leve] of activity is safe and sustaina-
ble. Patients should not hesitate to
discuss their work or school plans
with their doctor, who can provide
personalised advice based on their
treatment plan.

Inféctions are another key concern,
especially for patients undergoing
chemotherapy,which can weaken
the immune system. Crowded envi-
ronments such as offices and class-
rooms may increase the risk of expo-
sure to illnesses. In such cases, extra
precautions, such as wearing masks,
maintaining hygiene,and avoiding
sick contacts,are important.

Ultimately,there is no one-size-
fits-all answer. Some people contin-
ue working or studying throughout
their treatment, while others need
to step away temporarily What mat-
ters most is making decisions that
prioritise health,safety, and overall
well-being.

Cancer treatment is a journey, anc!
each person’s path is different. With
flexibility, support, and honest cori-
munication, many patients can find
a balance that allows them to stay
engaged with their daily lives while
suill focusing on recovery.

The writeris the executive direc-
. Sor, Uganda Cancer fnstitute
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