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What is acute lymphoblastic
leukemia?

Although acute lymphoblastic leukemia
is a rare type of blood cancer, it is the
most common form of leukemia in
children. It also a ects adults, who
comprise 4 out of every 10 cases of acute
lymphoblastic leukemia.

Causes & symptoms

Acute lymphoblastic leukemia occurs
because of damage (mutations) in the
genetic material (DNA) of a cell. The
cause of most cases of acute
lymphoblastic leukemia is unknown;
however, certain risk factors may
increase the risk of developing acute
lymphoblastic leukemia

Diagnosis

Getting a diagnosis is important, as it
tells doctors if a patient has acute
lymphoblastic leukemia rather than
another condition. If an acute
lymphoblastic leukemia diagnosis is
made, it can be used to predict how
quickly the disease might progress and
how it may respond to certain
treatments.

Types

The World Health Organization (WHO)
classification system is the most
commonly used method to distinguish
acute lymphoblastic leukemia subtypes.
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What is acute lymphoblastic leukemia?

Although acute lymphoblastic leukemia is a rare type of blood cancer, it
is the most common form of leukemia in children. It also a ects adults,
who comprise 4 out of every 10 cases of acute lymphoblastic leukemia.
The risk of developing acute lymphoblastic leukemia is highest in those
under 5 years old or over 50 years old. Acute lymphoblastic leukemia
usually develops quickly, over the course of days or weeks, and requires
rapid treatment.

Which blood cells are a ected in acute lymphoblastic leukemia?

To understand which cells are a ected in acute lymphoblastic leukemia,
it helps to look at blood composition. Blood is broadly made up of four
components:

1. Red blood cells, which carry oxygen and give blood its distinctive
color.

2. White blood cells, which fight infection.

3. Platelets, which are small cells involved in clotting and prevention of
excessive bleeding.

4. Plasma, the straw-colored fluid in which blood cells are suspended.

Under normal conditions, these components exist in relatively stable
amounts in relation to each other. However, in acute lymphoblastic
leukemia, the number of white blood cells is no longer controlled
correctly. White blood cells are produced more rapidly than normal
within the bone marrow and are released before they are fully mature
(these cells are known as lymphoblasts). This means that although there
are more white blood cells in the blood, they do not function correctly.

This overproduction of white blood cells reduces the amount of red
blood cells and platelets that are produced, and this causes many of the
symptoms of acute lymphoblastic leukemia.


