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Oropharynx (HPV-Associated): Major Changes

• p16+ title changed to HPV-associated, allows other testing methods

• Two anatomic sites move to and from oropharynx

• N category regional nodes ENE
• cN: Imaging-detected or clinical ENE increases N1 and N2 by one category
• pN: Microscopic proof of ENE increases N1 and N2 by one category
• pN: Subdivided N1 by number of nodes involved

• Stage groups underwent many revisions
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Oropharynx (HPV-Associated): Important Information

• Minimum of 6 lymph nodes required for pN0, even for ca registry 
• < 6 lymph nodes assigned pNX by physicians and registrars
• < 6 lymph nodes in sampling considered cN0 for patient care
• Neck dissections regularly include 10-15 nodes

• Regional lymph nodes
• Midline nodes are considered ipsilateral
• Superior mediastinal nodes (level VII) considered regional, not on nodal map

• Testing method highlights:
• p16 by IHC is most common
• RNA by ISH is HPV-specific preferred test
• DNA by PCR not used as a standalone test
• DNA by ISH no longer recommended
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Oropharynx (HPV-Associated): Illustrations

• Line drawings for anatomy 
and nodal map

• Clinical and imaging for T & 
N categories, some line 
drawings

• Pathology slides for 
histology features & testing
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Oropharynx Anatomy – Two Issues

• C10.1 anterior surface of epiglottis
• Incorrectly placed in larynx staging for years
• Anatomically part of oropharynx

• No recoding or conversions needed

• Starting in 2026, C10.1 moves to 
oropharynx in AJCC DLL software

• AJCC software licensed to vendors will 
provide correct staging to registrars
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Oropharynx Anatomy – Two Issues

• C11.1 posterior wall of nasopharynx, pharyngeal tonsil
• Pharyngeal tonsils NOT located in oropharynx

• October 2025 – Ca Program News & NCRA Update
• Prepare for oropharynx C11.1 recode, document in text
• 2025 cases and forward C11.1 considered nasopharynx

• Starting in 2026, C11.1 moves to nasopharynx in
AJCC DLL software

• AJCC software licensed to vendors will provide correct
staging to registrars

• Schema discriminator asking nasopharynx or oropharynx will disappear
• All 2025 cases with discriminator ‘2’ manually reviewed and AJCC staged 

reassigned using nasopharynx Version 9 (implemented 2025)

AJCC Salivary Glands Version 9 – 2026
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Salivary Glands: Major Changes

• Title changed to Salivary Glands to include minor salivary glands
• Include both major and minor salivary glands in the primary site list

• Updated histologies, removing those not typical salivary gland origin

• T clarifications for T3 extraparenchymal extension, T4a bone invasion

• N category for clinical and pathological 
• Replaced laterality with number of nodes
• Eliminated N3
• cN: Added imaging-detected ENE to clinical ENE
• pN: Simplified, retained microscopic proof of ENE

• Stage groups underwent many revisions
• Stage IV reserved just for M1 disease
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Salivary Glands: Important Information

• Minimum of 6 lymph nodes required for pN0, even for ca registry 
• < 6 lymph nodes assigned pNX by physicians and registrars
• < 6 lymph nodes in sampling considered cN0 for patient care
• Neck dissections regularly include 10-15 nodes, need adequate sampling 

• Minor salivary glands not staged by registrars until 2027
• Cannot identify/recode 2026 cases, no ICD-O site code for minor salivary glands
• Minor salivary gland locations are listed along with major salivary glands

• Carcinoma ex-pleomorphic adenoma is not histology to be recorded
• Known concept, but not distinct tumor type
• Multiple different ca types arise from pleomorphic adenomas, vary widely
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Salivary Glands: Illustrations

• Line drawings for anatomy 
and nodal map

• Clinical and imaging for T & 
N categories, some line 
drawings
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Minor Salivary Glands – 2027

• Minor salivary glands not AJCC staged by registrars until 2027
• NAACCR timeline required data item request before July 1, 2024
• AJCC decisions later in 2024 & published Fall 2025

• AJCC starting protocol process earlier to accommodate NAACCR timeline

• How to designate cases as minor salivary glands
• 1 site code used with schema discriminator, SSDI for tumor location
• Location from clinician or path report, important for treatment and prognosis

• Assistance for registrars on tumor location
• Anatomy knowledge to compare CAP protocol sites & AJCC protocol ICD-O code
• Include additional anatomic terms from CAP protocol in SSDI (red on my list)
• Understand CAP protocol exclusions (crossed out on my list): 

• Does not include: rare sites=CAP uses other, NOS terms=CAP marks 2+ sites as needed
• Not listed on CAP protocol does NOT mean registrars do not code this location
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Comparison of CAP & AJCC Protocols - Minor Salivary Glands
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Comparison of CAP & AJCC Protocols - Minor Salivary Glands
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ENE Key Features

• Imaging-detected ENE (iENE)
• Indistinct nodal margin
• Irregular nodal capsular enhancement
• Infiltration into adjacent fat or muscle
• CT or MR imaging has low sensitivity, high specificity for ENE
• Ultrasound less accurate, interrupted/undefined nodal contours suggest ENE

• Clinical ENE
• Invasion of skin
• Infiltration of musculature/dense tethering to adjacent structures
• Cranial nerve, brachial plexus, sympathetic trunk, or phrenic nerve invasion with 

dysfunction

• Pathological ENE based on microscopic review for pathology report 
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Alert – Registry Staging Must be Version 9

Effective January 1, 2026, all Salivary Gland and HPV Associated 
Oropharyngeal Carcinomas are to be staged using the AJCC Version 9 
protocols. 

However, because the corresponding CAP Cancer Protocols will not be 
released until March 2026, pathology reports issued prior to that date 
may continue to reference AJCC 8th Edition. {released 4/1/2026}

Clinical teams should base staging on the relevant AJCC Version 9 clinical 
and pathological elements.

American Joint Committee on Cancer & the College of American Pathologists
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Version 9 Streamlining for 2027

• AJCC decided to streamline Version 9 protocols

• Starting with protocols released this year, implemented in 2027

• Limited to staging

• Focus on key information regarding assigning stage

• Remove workup and treatment guidelines

• Remove sections taken from/reiterating “Principles of Cancer Staging” 
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General Guidelines for Assigning Stage Group

• If TNM & Prognostic Factors belong to only one stage group, assign it
• Stage groups are mutually exclusive
• Patient case must always belong to only one stage group to be assigned
• Not new rule, always part of AJCC principles of staging

• Examples

• Category is unknown but doesn’t affect stage group assignment
• Grade information is unknown, but every TNMGrade combination results in same stage group

• Only main category known, not subcategory, but still in same stage group
• T1 is assigned, do not know if T1a or T1b – T1aNM & T1bNM combination in same stage group
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Explanation of Clinical Stage pM1 Rule

• Patient diagnosed with pM1
AND no surgical treatment

• Does not apply to cM1

• Use clinical stage for pathological stage

• Rationale: nothing can change case to 
higher stage, allows for analysis

• Assign
• Clinical stage: cT blank cN2 pM1c
• Pathological stage: cT blank cN2 pM1c
• NOT allowed to assign pT or pN, no resection
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Registrars Must Use Valid AJCC Categories

• Registrars must use valid AJCC categories in registry software
• Critical for accurate data analysis in NCDB
• Each different type of registry shorthand counted separately, confounds data
• Must use exact format specified in AJCC staging system

• 2018 forward – every T, N, and M must contain 3 essential parts
• Classification of c, p, yc, or yp
• Category of T, N, or M
• Value of X, 0, IS, a, 1, 2, 3, 4, or 1a, 1b, 1c, 2a, etc
• Example: cT1b, pN1c, cM1
• CANNOT be shortened like c1, T1, 1, 1a, etc
• 8 years later and data still submitted to NCDB incorrectly
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yc Staging – Requirement Changes for 2027

• ALL cases with systemic/radiation assigned yc
• yc no longer restricted to certain cases (surgery cancelled)

• Necessary for no surgery planned
• Increasing cases where systemic/radiation successful – complete response
• Data critical for analysis of patient outcomes

• Will not be extra work to assign yc when yp is assigned
• Registrars had to know yc stage to assign yp stage
• yp = yc stage info + operative findings + resected specimen path report
• Now document what you always knew

Required Based on TreatmentStaging
Systemic/radiation alonec, yc
Systemic/radiation neoadjuvant with surgical resectionc, yc, yp
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Timing is Everything
AJCC Stage Classifications

Defining Time Frame and Criteria
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CAnswer Forum Best Practices

• Want to follow post, SUBSCRIBE
• Click on SUBSCRIBE for that post
• Don’t post saying you are following

• Don’t post on someone’s question 
• Until after question answered

• Confuses everyone, first question answer follows your question
• Unless exactly same issue as title

• Post title must reflect your question
• Users search mainly title keywords, not finding information needed
• Differences in your scenario confuses those reading answers
• If different, please start new post

Information and Questions
on AJCC Staging
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AJCC Web Site

• https://cancerstaging.org
• https://www.facs.org/quality-programs/cancer-programs/american-

joint-committee-on-cancer/

• General information
• Overview
• AJCC Staging Online
• Version 9
• Cancer Staging Systems

• AJCC 8th edition Chapter 1: 
Principles of Cancer Staging

• Cancer Staging Education
• FAQ & Resources
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AJCC 8th Edition or Version 9

• Determine if 8th

Edition still in effect 
or updated to 
Version 9

• Table revised yearly

• For more info visit 
cancerstaging.org

• Table on main page 
and Version 9 page

29

30



AJCC Staging:  Insights into New 2026 Changes 
and Clarification of Staging Issues

No materials in this presentation may be repurposed without the 
express written permission of the American Joint Committee on 
Cancer.  Permission requests may be submitted at ajcc@facs.org. 16

© American College of Surgeons 2026. Content may not be reproduced or repurposed without the written permission of the American College of Surgeons. 

AJCC Webinars & Handouts

• Principles of Cancer Staging
• Blank Vs. X Definitions and Data Interpretation for AJCC Staging
• Do Not Use Registry Ambiguous Terminology for AJCC Staging

• AJCC 8th Edition Staging – Posted Fall 2023
• Breast
• Colorectal
• Lung
• Melanoma
• Prostate

• Critical Clarifications
• AJCC 8th Edition Melanoma Staging – 1-page resource highlighting rules

• AJCC handouts from past NCRA Annual Conference presentations
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Timing is Everything
AJCC Stage Classifications

Defining Time Frame and Criteria
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AJCC Staging Online
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https://ajccstaging.org

Chapter 1 Principles of 
Cancer Staging is FREE
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CAnswer Forum

• Submit questions to AJCC Forum

• Version 9 Forum

• 8th Edition Forum

• Located within CAnswer Forum

• Provides information for all

• Allows tracking for educational purposes

• http://cancerbulletin.facs.org/forums/

Summary
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Summary

• Discussed key points of two new AJCC Version 9 protocols
• Understanding strategies of new staging systems

• Dissected changes in the new staging systems
• Identified areas of change
• Explored rationale and highlighted important information

• Examined common questions and staging issues
• Provided guidance and rationale

Developed through generous support
from the American Cancer Society
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Thank You

Donna M. Gress, RHIT, ODS-C

Manager, Cancer Staging and Registry Operations
AJCC and Cancer Programs
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