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Abstract

Background: When symptomatic spondylolysis fail to respond to nonoperative treatment, surgical management
may be required. A number of techniques have been described for repair by intrasegmental fixation with good
results; however, there are still some problems. We reported a repair technique with temporary intersegmental
pedicle screw fixation and autogenous iliac crest graft. The aim of present study is to assess the clinical outcomes
of L5 symptomatic spondylolysis with this technique.

Methods: A retrospective analysis of 128 patients with L5 spondylolysis treated with this method was performed.
According to CT scan, the spondylolysis were classified into 3 categories: line, intermediate, and sclerosis type. The
diagnostic block test of L5 bilateral pars defect was done in all patients preoperatively. The sagittal and axial CT
images were used to determine the bone union. The healing time, complications, number of spina bifida occulta,
Japanese Orthopedic Association (JOA) score, and VAS for back pain were recorded. After fixation removal, the rate
of ROM preservation at L5S1 was calculated.

Results: There were 97 patients (194 pars) followed with mean follow-up of 23 months (range, 12-36 months). The
union rate of pars was 82.0% at 12 months and 94.3% at 24 months postoperatively. Low back pain VAS significantly (P
< 0.05) improved from preoperative mean value of 7.2 to 1.3 at the final follow-up postoperatively (P < 0.05). JOA score
increased significantly postoperatively (P < 0.05) with average improvement rate of 79.3%. The rates of L5517 ROM
preservation were 79.8% and 64.0% after fixation removal at 1 and 2 years postoperatively. There were 3 patients of
delayed incision healing without other complications.

Conclusions: Although sacrificing 551 segment motion temporarily, more stability was obtained with intersegmental
fixation. This technique is reliable for spondylolysis repair which has satisfactory symptom relief, high healing rate, low
incidence of complications, and preserve a large part of ROM for fixed segment.
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Background

Lumbar spondylolysis is a bony defect in the pars inter-
articularis. The current theory believes fatigue or stress
fracture of pars with developmental factors is the most
widely accepted reason for the occurrence of isthmic de-
fect [1]. Previous studies showed repetitive lumbar ex-
tension and rotation were related to the development of
spondylolysis [2]. Most of spondylolysis are found at L5
level. The condition is often asymptomatic but may be
the cause of low back pain (LBP) in young adults. One
fourth of individuals with spondylolysis may suffer from
LBP. A study in Japan described 70% of patients with bi-
lateral pars defects are associated with varying degrees of
vertebral spondylolisthesis, and some cases need surgery
[3]. Symptomatic spondylolysis should be first treated by
nonoperative care, despite several operative options
available. When they fail to respond to conservative
treatment, surgical interventions may be required. The
aims of surgery are to reduce pain, stabilize affected seg-
ment, promote healing of pars defect, and control spon-
dylolisthesis development effectively.

Surgical methods for lumbar spondylolysis could be
roughly divided into two categories, fusion and repair.
Meaningless sacrifice of fairly normal disc and segmental
motion make stricter indication for fusion [4-7]. The
concept of repair surgery is similar to osteosynthesis.
The points of surgery are pars defect debridement, bone
graft, and local stabilization. A number of techniques
had been described for repair by intrasegmental fixation
with good results. Implanting a screw across the par is
technically difficult with high incidence of screw frac-
ture. Furthermore, the screw occupies the bone graft
area for fusion [8, 9]. Wiring techniques have the disad-
vantages of more bleeding, wire break, and insufficient
stabilization. Pedicle screw-hook or U rod methods are
able to provide more stability; however, the L5 lamina
often has developmental abnormalities which make the
pedicle screw and hook too close to have enough room
for tightening the link to compress the bone graft in the
defect. In fact, these intrasegmental fixation techniques
abovementioned cannot be stronger than intersegmental
pedicle screws in the control of low lumbar extension
and rotation stress. In particular, the pars interarticularis
of L5 is sheared during extension and rotation by the in-
ferior articular process of L4 and the superior articular
process of the sacrum acting as a pair of wedges. In this
theory, L5S1 pedicle screws can achieve higher healing
rate and stability of L5 pars defect, especially for patients
with spina bifida occulta (SBO), large gap of par, grade I
spondylolisthesis, more sagittal segmental angular mo-
tion, and L5S1 disc degeneration. If most of the segmen-
tal motion is preserved after removing the temporary
pedicle screws for healed patients, then it is a good
method which has same philosophy with thoracolumbar
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fracture pedicle fixation and removal. After all, the key
point for treatment is how to establish the association
between the symptoms and pars defect [10]. The diag-
nostic block tests should be performed to determine the
pars defect is the cause of pain.

We describe a direct repair technique with temporary
intersegmental pedicle screw fixation and autogenous
iliac crest graft. The purpose of this retrospective case
series study is to evaluate the clinical outcomes of L5
symptomatic bilateral lumbar spondylolysis with this
method after pars block test.

Materials and methods

Study population

Between October 2013 and October 2016, 128 consecu-
tive L5 spondylolysis patients were included in this
retrospective study. All of them met the following inclu-
sive criteria: (1) age range (18—-36 years); (2) LBP VAS >
5.0 (without radiculopathy); (3) lack of response to con-
servative treatment for 6 months, including medication
and brace; (4) bilateral spondylolysis and no more than I
grade spondylolisthesis; and (5) more than 50% pain re-
lief by bilateral pars gap block test (Fig. 1).

And the exclusive criteria are as follows: (1) multi-
segmental spondylolysis (> 2 levels) and (2) Pfirrmann
III-V grade disc degeneration [11, 12] for L5S1 and other
lumbar segments. Finally, only 97 cases data were col-
lected completely (92 men and 5 women; mean age 22.5
+ 4.5 years). Eight-seven patients had a clear history of
repeated back extension and rotation motions. Fifty-
eight cases had experience of transient radiation leg
pain.

Operative procedures

The patient was placed in the prone position under gen-
eral anesthesia. A midline incision was performed, the
bilateral muscles were stripped off the spinous process,
lamina, and the base of the transverse process carefully
protecting facet joint capsule intact. The defects were
exposed. The entry point of the L5 pedicle screw should
be selected as cephalic as possible to provide more bone
graft space for the defect. After L5S1 pedicle screws im-
plantation, the fibrous scar tissue was removed com-
pletely. The pars defect, corresponding lamina, and
transverse process base were decorticated to bleeding
with burr. The iliac crest cylindrical bone mass was
taken with a circular saw within posterior superior iliac
spine leaving the inner and outer plate intact in the
same incision. Iliac bone was implanted in the gap and
impacted bilaterally. The residual bone fragments were
placed from the transverse process to the lamina cover-
ing the defect. The appropriate rods were contoured and
connected with pedicle screws. When tightening the
screw, the defects and bone graft were compressed. The
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Fig. 1 The diagnostic block test of L5 bilateral pars defect. A standard anteroposterior (a) and lateral view (b) a of C-arm fluoroscope

negative drainage was placed and the incision was
closed. The lumbar brace was used for 3 months after
surgery. When bilateral pars defects union, pedicle screw
should be removed through the midline incision and
intermuscular approach.

Evaluation of clinical outcomes

All patients should take anteroposterior, lateral, dy-
namic, double oblique radiography, 3D CT scan, and
lumbar MRI preoperatively. The diagnosis was estab-
lished according to the CT results. Based on the axial
CT scan [13], the classification was shown in Fig. 2. In
type I (line type), gap is very narrow, similar to hairline;
in type II (intermediate type), show a clear bone gap, no
atrophy and sclerosis edge of bony defect; and in type III
(sclerosis type), enlarged bony gap with manifestations
of bone atrophy and sclerosis. L5S1 disc was evaluated
by lumbar MRI with Pfirrmann classification. The

number of patients with spina bifida occulta was calcu-
lated. Postoperatively, X-rays were taken regularly. Ac-
cording to the follow-up plan, first postoperative CT was
taken at 6 months after surgery. Bone union was defined
as a bony continuity at the pars defect in axial and sagittal
CT scan. When the bone defect or a clear zone exists, the
nonunion was defined. The indication for removing in-
ternal fixation was bilateral defects union. After fixation
removal, lumbar spine flexion-extension X-rays should be
taken to evaluate the ROM of the fixed segment.

The surgical data of operating time, blood loss, and
complications were noted. The LBP and functional out-
comes assessment were carried out using the Japanese
Orthopedic Association (JOA) and VAS with regular
follow-up plan. The radiographic examination and func-
tional evaluation were followed to 3 months after re-
moval of internal fixation. The ROM of L5S1 was
measured before repair and after fixation removal.

Fig. 2 CT classification of lumbar spondylolysis. a Line type, b intermediate type, and ¢ sclerosis type
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The time of healing was recorded. The union rate was
calculated at different follow-up time according to differ-
ent reference. All quantitative data were described as
mean * standard deviation. The Student t-test and
ANOVA method were undertaken. The difference was
statistically significant with P < 0.05.

Results

Thirty-one of the patients were lost to follow-up. Night-
seven patients data were collected completely with the
mean follow-up of 23 months (range, 12-36 months).
The average operation time was 121 + 31 min (range,
90-180 min) with a mean blood loss of 100 + 21 ml
(range, 50—-200 ml). On the basis of mentioned CT clas-
sification, there were 36, 126, and 32 pars in the line,
intermediate, and sclerosis type, respectively.

Bony union

At 6 months after operation, there were 41 pars healed
(pars union rate 21.1%), and 17 patients healed bilat-
erally (patient union rate 17.5%). Ninety-four pars healed
(48.5%), 34 patients bilaterally (35%) at 9 months; 159
pars healed (82.0%), 72 patients bilaterally (74.2%) at 12
months; and 183 pars healed (94.3%), 90 patients bilat-
erally (92.8%) at 24 months (Table 1). The pars union rate
for CT classification were 86.1% (type I), 7.1% (type II),
and 3.1% (type III) at 6 months; 100.0% (type I), 43.7%
(type II), and 9.4% (type III) at 9 months; 84.1% (type II)
and 53.1% (type III) at 12 months; 96.8% (type II) and
78.1% (type III) at 24 months after surgery (Table 2). The
union rates of pars and patients with spina bifida occulta
were 78.9% and 68.4% at 12 months and 92.1% and 84.2%
at 24 months, respectively (Table 3). At this follow-up,
there were still 7 nonunion patients of which 3 type II (1
bilateral, 2 unilateral) and 4 type III (3 bilateral, 1 unilat-
eral). For these nonunion patients, “wait and see” strategy
was carried out. There were 3 unilateral nonunion pa-
tients and one bilateral patients (type II) healed in three
years postoperatively. For the other 3 nonunion patients,
S1 pedicle screws were removed; second graft, rhBMP-2,
and U-shape rod technique were performed in revision
surgery. The L5 pars of the three patients all healed bilat-
erally 12 month, 15 months, and 18 months after the revi-
sion operation.

Table 1 Union rate of spondylolysis
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Comparison of VAS and JOA scores before and after
surgery

Compared with preoperative levels, the mean VAS score
of LBP improved from 7.2 + 2.1 to 1.3 + 0.4 at the final
follow-up (P < 0.05, Table 4). The mean JOA score in-
creased from an initial score of 20.8 + 3.5 preoperatively
to 27.3 £ 1.2 at the latest follow-up (P < 0.05, Table 4).
The mean JOA improvement rate was 79.3%.

Complications

No intraoperative complications occurred such as cere-
brospinal fluid leakage and nerve injury. No postopera-
tive infection complications were found. There were
three cases of delayed incision healing.

ROM of fixed segment

Preoperatively, the ROM of L5S1 was 8.9° + 4.1° (2.7—
17.2°). The internal fixation of 60 patients and 15 pa-
tients with bilateral union were removed at 12 months
and 24 months postoperatively. The dynamic lumbar lat-
eral radiograph was taken at 3 months after removal
with the L5S1 sagittal ROM of 7.1° + 3.7° (2.0-14.5°) for
12 months and 5.7° + 2.7° (2.0-14.0°) for 24 months, re-
spectively. The rate of motion preservation is 79.8% and

64.0% after fixation removal at 1 and 2 vyears
postoperatively.
Discussion

Previous studies had found that the most common lum-
bar spondylosis involved L5 level [14, 15]. It almost al-
ways occurs bilaterally at L5. The pathogenesis of
lumbar spondylolysis and why the L5 is the most fre-
quently involved level are still controversial. But the
most popular explanation is that an underlying dysplas-
tic pars interarticularis make it susceptible to the repeti-
tive extension and/or rotation activities resulting in a
fatigue or stress fracture [16—18]. Furthermore, the L5
locates at the junctional region between mobile lordotic
lumbar spine and fixed kyphotic sacrum that indicating
the greatest static and dynamic stress resulted from daily
activities. Additionally, the pars of L5 are pinched by L4
inferior articular process and S1 superior articular
process during hyperextension that is called the classic
“pincer” theory. When hyperextension, the L5 pars have
to bear more shearing stress from impaction of L4 and
S1 adjacent articular process. The lumbosacral-pelvic

Time (postop) Number of healed pars

Union rate of pars

Number of healed patients Union rate of patients

6 months 41 21.1%
9 months 94 48.5%
12 months 159 82.0%
24 months 183 94.3%

17 17.5%
34 35.1%
72 74.2%
90 92.8%
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Table 2 Union rate of spondylolysis with reference to CT
classification

Time (postop) Type | Type Il Type lll

6 months 86.1% (31/36) 7.1% (9/126) 3.1% (1/32)

9 months 100.0% (36/36) 43.7% (55/126) 9.4% (3/32)
12 months 100.0% (36/36)  84.1% (106/126)  53.1% (17/32)
24 months 100.0% (36/36) 96.8% (122/126) 78.1% (25/32)

parameters and morphology may be the contribution to
the high involvement of L5.

Although lumbar spondylolysis accounts for around
6% of the general population [3], most of these people
are asymptomatic [19]. However, it is reported to be the
common cause of LBP in young person who like sports
[20, 21]. Several studies had analyzed the association of
the symptoms and spondylolysis with radiologic method.
Inflammatory action of pars defect and adjacent pedicle
with edema or fluid signals play the important roles in
the occurrence of LBP. The diagnostic block test of pars
defect has been recommended to determine the relation-
ship between spondylosis and LBP in several literatures
[22, 23]; however, no specific study to evaluate the diag-
nostic value. Undoubtedly, therapeutic interventions
should aim at pain relief first and union of defect sec-
ondly. Consequently, in our study, the block test was
done before operation. Unfortunately, we cannot provide
enough scientific evidence for 50% pain relief rate as the
threshold connecting LBP with spondylolysis. The mild
disc degeneration (Pfirrmann I-II) patients were included
in this study which may be the main cause for 50%
threshold. In fact, more elaborate work should be per-
formed to establish the threshold in spite of many diffi-
culties. Fortunately, in this study, the VAS and JOA of
patients improved significantly according to case inclu-
sive criteria of 50% response to pars defect lidocaine
block. Primarily, pars defect diagnostic block test may be
a kind of prediction of successful pain relief following
pars repair. Moreover, the pain from disc degeneration
may decrease by intersegmental pedicle screw fixation.
Autogenous iliac crest bone graft is the gold standard of
bone grafting for pars union. Unfortunately, there is a
frequent incidence of persistent donor site pain after
harvest. For this reason, the iliac crest bone was har-
vested in posterior superior iliac spine by a circular saw
leaving the inner and outer plate intact without new

Table 3 Union rate of spina bifida occulta

Time (postop) Union rate of pars Union rate of patients

6 months 15.8% (6/38) 10.5% (2/19)
9 months 47.3% (18/38) 26.3% (5/19)
12 months 78.9% (30/38) 68.4% (13/19)
24 months 92.1% (35/38) 84.2% (16/19)
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Table 4 Comparison of VAS and JOA scores
Scores Pre-op Last follow-up T value P value
VAS 72+ 21 13+04 27.634 0.0000
JOA 208 + 35 273 +12 - 17302 0.0000

VAS visual analog scale, JOA Japanese Orthopedic Association

incision. It is like making a hole in iliac crest with least
exposure. Good outcomes of LBP VAS indicated the
bone harvest method is successful.

It is no accident that the most controversial point of
this technique is temporary fixation of L5S1 motion seg-
ment with intersegment pedicle screws. That usually
means a degree of segmental motion loss even though
temporary stabilization. However, what are the advan-
tages of intersegment fixation? Although there were no
biomechanical studies to compare the intersegmental
pedicle screw with main intrasegmental stabilization
technologies, logically, as the three-column spinal fix-
ation, the biomechanical performances of pedicle screws
should be better in control of intersegmental extension
and rotation stress [24]. A very interesting clinical and
biomechanical study showed spondylolysis originates in
the ventral aspect of the pars interarticularis (Fig. 3¢, d)
just because the higher stress was found at the caudal-
ventral aspect in all loading modes when repeated hyper-
extension and rotation activity [25]. That conclusion
reminded us of the design flaws of intrasegmental fix-
ation even though these techniques had good perfor-
mances in clinical application and biomechanical tests.
As the most commonly used technologies, the screw-
hook and screw-wire technique are placed on the dorsal
aspect of pars interarticularis, when tightening the sys-
tem, the moment of force is behind the lamina and pars.
Therefore, we made such a hypothesis that the two
methods could not be stronger than pedicle screw in re-
duction of ventral stress when hyperextension and rota-
tion. Of course, the postulate needs to be clarified by
further biomechanical research. In some of our cases, in-
cluding a relatively large gap of par, grade I spondylo-
listhesis, translation, and more sagittal segmental
angulation, intrasegmental techniques are insufficient for
restorage, stabilization, and maintenance of the relation-
ship of pars defect and L5S1 segment. It is very import-
ant for healing of spondylolysis and symptoms recovery.
The union rate of this method was higher than those de-
scribed in previous reports [4]. With reference of CT
classification, all the type I cases healed at 9 months, but
the slowest healing occurred in type III cases. Interest-
ingly, there are few reports about surgical management
of spondylolysis with SBO, spinous process, and lamina
dysplasia that cannot become a strong anchor point. In
the study of segmental wire fixation for spondylolysis as-
sociated with SBO [26], two of four SBO cases showed
no union bilaterally. Our data showed relatively high
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Fig. 3 A young male patient of symptomatic bilateral spondylolysis repaired by autogenous iliac crest graft and temporary intersegmental
pedicle screw fixation. a—c Preoperative CT scan showed L5 bilateral pars defect (CT classification Type Il). d The signals of lumbar intervertebral
discs were normal in T2-weighted sagittal MRI. e, f The ROM of L5S1 segment was 16.2° in dynamic lateral X-ray. g Lateral X-ray after surgery. h-j
Bony continuity at the pars defect in axial and sagittal CT scan 12 months postoperatively. k, | There was 12.9° ROM of L551 segment with 79.6%
motion preservation at 1 year after surgery. m-o Solid bone union showed in CT scan after fixation removal

healing rate of spina bifida occulta cases which is better
than previous. Therefore, the CT classification III and
spina bifida occulta are the risk factors of nonunion. In
this study, 79.8% of segmental ROM for healed patients
1 year postoperatively, 64.0% for 2 years, were preserved.
Our findings described the longer fixed time, the greater
loss of ROM. Accordingly, further research should be fo-
cused on the union promoting factors to get healing and
remove fixation as soon as possible.

There are some limitations to this study. First, because
of the retrospective nature of this study, the strength of
evidence was not very high in evaluating outcomes of
pain and function. Second, part of patients was lost to
follow-up which may result in exclusive bias. Third,

there were no control group, and the study might have
been subjected to intervention biases. Although the size
of the sample was big, it was still a single-center study.

Conclusion

In conclusion, although the L5S1 motion segment was
fixed temporarily with intersegmental pedicle screw, the
segment obtained more stability to decrease hyperexten-
sion and rotation stress of L5 pars and improve the
union rate, especially for patients of CT classification III,
grade I spondylolisthesis, mild disc degeneration, and
spina bifida occulta. The diagnostic par block test should
be recommended in the repair of spondylolysis which is
an available link between symptoms and pars defect.
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The gratifying result was that a large part of segmental
motion was preserved. This technique is reliable for
lumbar spondylolysis repair which has satisfactory symp-
tom relief, high healing rate, and low incidence of
complications.
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