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As orthopedic surgeon 
Daniel Sucato, MD, 
slapped the X-ray film on 
the light box, Jan Williams 

stared in disbelief. 
The spine on this X-ray swerved 

in a perfect ‘S’ curve, clearly the 
wrong child’s X-ray.

 “So I said to Dr. Sucato, ‘I’m 
pretty sure you have someone 
else’s back,’” Mrs. Williams said. 
“To which he said, ‘No, I don’t. 
This is Sam’s.’”

Days earlier, Mrs. Williams 
watched her son, a five-year-old 
Sam, clamber excitedly to the pool. 
As he bent down to get in the wa-
ter, his uncle, David Williams, also 
a physician, took a closer look at 
the child’s spine before asking his 
nephew to repeat the action. 

“He said to me, ‘I think maybe 
we should have Sam’s back checked 
for scoliosis,’” Mrs. Williams said. 
“My eyes popped open.”

Though skeptical, she brought 
Sam to the Texas Scottish Rite 
Children’s Hospital for an exam-
ination of his spine. Her fears were 
confirmed. In 2004, Sam was diag-
nosed with scoliosis and Marfan’s 
Syndrome. 

Scoliosis is a three-dimension-
al curvature of the spine, not only  
bending right and left, but also 
spinning on its axis. According 
to Brown University’s ‘Scoliosis 
of the Spine’ study, in the United 
States, approximately two to three 
percent of the population has sco-
liosis. Those diagnosed have an 
uneven waist, uneven shoulders 
and a leaning figure. 

“It was hard to hear that this 
child needed a back brace for 

about 10 years,” Mrs. Williams 
said.

Sucato notes because Sam was 
also diagnosed with Marfan’s Syn-
drome, his scoliosis was especially 
dangerous and possibly life-threat-
ening. 

“Marfan’s Syndrome is a colla-
gen vascular disease, essentially it 
makes your tissues more pliable, 
more flexible,” Sucato said. 

Back to the film, Sucato mea-
sured Wil-
liam’s spine 
at 40 de-
grees, only 
10 degrees 
short of the 
5 0 - d e g r e e 
requirement 
for surgery 
at five years 
old. Sam 
was mea-
sured and 
fitted for a 
back brace, a 
hard, plastic 
shell stretch-
ing from 
underneath 
his armpits to the top of his hips. 
Doctors recommended Sam wear 
the brace 20 hours a day until he 
finished pubescent growth. 

Rigid as it was, the brace did not 
limit Sam’s active life.  

“When he was little, he played 
baseball, basketball,” father Dan 
Williams said. “He played all 
the sports except for football, he 
couldn’t play football because of 
Marfan’s.”

During school days, Sam con-
tinuously wore the brace, slowly 
adjusting, suffering uncomfortable 
nights. At Good Shepard Episco-

pal School, when Sam went to PE, 
his sister, Katie, helped remove 
and replace the brace.  

Though braces aren’t intended 
to correct a spine, through the  
years, his back straightened to 14 
degrees. 

“And the doctors at Scottish 
Rite were getting amazed,” Mrs. 
Williams said. “They said this has 
never happened. Every time we 
went in; five or six people would 

check Sam 
out.”

After Sam’s 
unexpected 
i m p r o v e -
ment, physi-
cians allowed 
him to wear 
the brace less 
often. How-
ever, the im-
p r o v e m e n t 
proved short-
lived, espe-
cially after 
his growth 
spurts during 
f r e s h m a n 
year. 

“Sometime in 9th grade, Sam 
really started hitting a growth 
spurt,” Mrs. Williams said. “Sam’s 
always been really tall for his age. 
We have an appointment every 
six months to take X-rays of Sam’s 
back. Now he’s back at about a 
40-degree angle. Things had gone
backwards.”

Another six months passed 
before a June visit. This time, the 
X-ray revealed Sam’s spine curv-
ing at a 67-degree angle, well over
the requirement for surgery.

“The goal of surgery increased 
two fold,” Sucato said. “One is to 

prevent it from getting any bigger. 
And the second is to correct the 
curve a certain amount.”

Initially scared by the prospect 
of surgery, during preparation 
Sam said he was relieved it would 
all be over. 

“I wouldn’t have to deal with the 
brace anymore,” Sam said. “The 
day before the surgery, they gave 
me some medicine and I wasn’t 
allowed to drink after 10.”

His parents also had their share 
of fears. 

“There were a lot of doctors, 
nurses and people involved, and 
they were going to cut his back 
open,” Mr. Williams said. “The 
surgery took about eight and a half 
hours, so as a parent, all you can 
do is pray and worry.”

Fortunately, Sam’s surgery was 
at Texas Scottish Rite Children’s 
Hospital, highly ranked by US 
World News & World Report. 
William’s parents were reassured 
by a nurse she would give them 
continuous updates during the 
operation. 

After creating an incision from 
the small of Sam’s neck down his 
back, a 28-inch-long line, Suca-
to and his team attached anchor 
points with pedicle screws to his 
spine. Screws then attached twin 
titanium rods to either side of 
Sam’s spine. 

The rods held in place to correct 
the spine and hold it in a straight-
ened position. The operated seg-
ments would then fuse into one 
bone. 

At the end of surgery, nurses 
called Mr. and Mrs. Williams, no-
tifying them of the successful fin-
ish. When Sam exited the surgical 
suite, he had gained two and a half 

inches in height. 
Despite feeling sleepy and dis-

oriented by his sudden rise in stat-
ure, Sam immediately began re-
habilitation the day after surgery. 
Beginning with simple steps, sit-
ting up and sitting down, to walk-
ing short to long distances, Sam 
endured the exercise, only needing 
occasional help. 

“That next day he’s sitting up 
in a chair,” Sucato said. “That eve-
ning of the first day after surgery, 
he’s doing some walking to the re-
stroom. The second day he’s walk-
ing a lot more. The third day he’s 
home from surgery.” 

Though Sam was not in much 
pain because of medication, walk-
ing proved to be the most chal-
lenging movement. 

“I was just dizzy and didn’t feel 
well,” Sam said. “When I first stood 
up I was kind of scared because I 
was two and a half inches taller. 
That was really different. Every-
thing was so much lower. It was 
weird. My balance was off.”

Both parents continued on 
standby during Sam’s recovery. 

“If he wanted to get back into 
bed, he would work his way back-
wards and sit down at the edge of 
his bed,” Mr. Williams said. “We 
had to help him move around.” 

With support of friends visiting 
him in the hospital’s In-Patient 
Unit, he was further motivated 
during his recovery. In the future, 
to William’s excitement, he will 
gradually rejoin the sports pro-
gram, playing tennis.

“I’m happy that I will be al-
lowed to continue sports and oth-
er activities,” Williams said. “I look 
forward to getting back into the 
swing of things.”    
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“When I first stood up, 
I was kind of scared 
because I was two and 
a half inches taller. That 
was really different. 
Everything was so 
much lower.“

—Sam Williams [‘17]

Standing tall 
Juniors Sam 
Williams and 
Paxton Marks 
walk to class. 
As soon as 
cleared to do 
so, Williams 
looks forward 
to joining 
classmates in 
team sports like 
tennis. 
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Smoothing out 
the curves
Before and 
after X-rays of 
Williams’ spine 
display radical 
improvement af-
ter June surgery 
at Texas Scottish 
Rite’s Children 
Hospital. 
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