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Abstract

Pediatric head injury is one of the major health problems. That can be easily evaluated by com-
puted tomographic scanning. This study describes the various findings of pediatric head trauma
seen on CT scan, the timely diagnosis of which plays a vital role in prognosis, especially in se-
miurban and remote location where the decision for tertiary referral is important. Timely inter-
vention in traumatic brain injury cases reduces morbidity and mortality. Cerebral edema, which is
the most common intracranial lesion, can be promptly managed by medicosurgical support with
ICP monitoring, thereby improving the overall prognosis. Other lesions commonly seen are sub-
dural hematomas and skull fractures. Limitations of radiographs, ultrasound and MRI in these
acute cases, highlight the benefit of CT scans.
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1. Introduction

Traumatic brain injury is a major health problem. The head injury is the most common cause of death between 1
and 15 years (15% of all deaths). In the age group of 5 - 15 years, TBI accounts for 25% of deaths [1]. The role
of a radiologist in evaluating an acutely injured child has been an ever-increasing one, particularly since the ad-
vent of CT in 1972 [2]. CT scan is very accurate in diagnosing hyperdense hematomas, contusions, skull frac-
tures etc, and its role is poor in assessing diffuse axonal injury (DAI) which affects minority of children. CT
scan findings like “slit like” lateral ventricles, compression of the 3rd ventricle and basal cisterns can indicate
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abnormal ICP. CT scan variables are independent prognostic variable, apart from age, GCS and papillary reac-
tion [3]. This case series addresses the role of CT scan in diagnosing various lesions in children presenting with
head injury, which in addition to clinical information will be helpful in initiating optimal management.

2. Patients & Methods

This study was done prospectively in 60 children consecutively presenting with head injury in the department of
radiology of Goa medical college and hospital in a span of three years (1995-1998). This study was approved by
ethical committee of Goa University, under the postgraduate curriculum of medicine. Out of 60 children with
head injury in age-group 0 - 12 years, three children were birth related injury where as the rest were related to
motor vehicle accidents, fall from height and other mechanisms. These children were referred to the radiology
department. A non-contrast computed tomographic scanning of the head was done on Somatom SR scanner by
taking axial scans of 5 mm/10mm slice thickness, in the majority of children within 0 - 12 hours. None these
cases required contrast study, after evaluation of plain study. Sedation was done as and when required in case to
case basis after obtaining informed consent.

3. Results

The age distribution of 60 children presenting with head injury was as follows: 11 were between 0 - 1 year
(18%), 16 were between 1 - 5 years (26%), 24 were between 5 - 10 years (40%) and 9 were between 10 - 12
years (15%).

There were 31 children with skull fractures, 24 had linear type (77%), 6 had depressed type (19%), and 1 had
the diastasis of suture line (3%). The location of fractures was in frontal bone (10 cases-32%), skull base region
(1 case-3%), temporal bone (7 cases-22%), parietal bone (11 cases-35%), occipital bone (2 cases-6%).

In this study, 11 cases had intra-axial contusions, 12 cases had extra-axial hematomas and four cases had
scalp hematomas. Out of the 12 extra-axial hematomas cases, 6 (50%) had a subdural hematoma, 3 (25%) had
extradural hematoma and 3 (25%) had subarachnoid hemorrhage. The distribution of scalp hematomas were, 1
patient had a subgaleal hematoma due to non-birth related injury and 3 patients had cephalhematoma due to
birth injury. Computed tomographic scanning study revealed normal findings in 11cases, diffuse cerebral edema
in 14 cases, intra-axial lesion (contusions) in 11 cases, extra-axial lesion in 12 cases, skull fractures in 31 cases
and scalp hematoma in 4 cases.

4. Discussion

HI has a high emotional, psychosocial and economic impact because these cases often have comparatively long-
er hospital stays, and 5% - 10% of them require long term care after discharge [4]. Head Injury in infancy and
childhood has been documented as the single most common cause of death [5]. Head injury is more common in
children older than five years in this study (Chart 1) as compared to study by Bhargava et al., where it was
found to be more common in 1 - 5 years of age-group [6].
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Chart 1. Pediatric TBI-age group distribution.
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In a study by tomberg et al. 1996, in pediatric head injury, the most frequent finding was diffuse brain swel-
ling with CT evidence of ventricular and cisternal compression or obliteration [7] [8], as is noted in this case se-
ries. Third ventricular compression is a more sensitive CT index of increased ICP, a finding with cisternal obli-
teration indicates a worse prognosis [9]. The CT appearance of diffuse swelling may develop more readily in
children because of the less amount of cerebro-spinal fluid available for displacement, however diffuse swelling
may have a relatively benign course, unless there is a severe primary injury or a secondary hypotensive insult
[10].

Subdural hematoma is a more common extra-axial collection in pediatric head trauma as noted in this study,
more commonly seen in non-accidental trauma in children [11]. EDH is extremely uncommon in infants [12]
and relatively uncommon in older children. EDH was found in less than 1% of all children with craniocerebral
trauma. Similar findings were noted in this case series. Epidural hematoma may occur after relatively minor
head trauma and in alert children with non-focal neurologic examinations, a finding which can be accurately
evaluated by CT scan [11].

Skull fractures result from direct impact to the calvarium and are important because of their association with
intracranial injury, the leading cause of traumatic death in childhood [13] [14]. Fractures of the skull, present in
23% of cases, seemed to be associated with high mortality even after type of lesion is considered [15]. The inci-
dence of skull fractures ranged from 2 - 20 percent in a study by Schutzmansa et al. [16], as compared to our
study showing the incidence of 50 percent (Chart 2). Of all types of pediatric skull fractures, linear fracture is
by far most common (>80%) and usually involve the parietal bone, as is seen in this case series [17].

There were 37 children with significant lesions and 6 children with depressed fracture, representing more than
50 percent cases that would require immediate medicosurgical ICU care for positive outcomes. Prognostically,
the most unfavorable findings were shearing injury, intracerebral and subdural hematomas combined with brain
swelling and parenchymal damage [7]. Therefore an urgent CT scan in pediatric head injury would significantly
alter the management and eventual outcome in pediatric cases [18].

Cephalhematoma is a subperiosteal hemorrhage related to birth trauma or intrumentation during delivery and
usually located in the parietal or occipital bone [19] as is seen in this case series.

SDH occurs in the asymptomatic neonate after delivery [20] whereas diffuse cerebral swelling is the most
common lesion in non-birth related injuries in TBI.

Ct scan plays a vital role in diagnosis of almost all pathological lesions of pediatric head injuries except in
DAL and microbleeds. In head injury, where scanning time has to be minimal, role of CT scan is superior to MRI.

Limitations of this study are: 1) the lack of accurate follow-up of individual cases (due to non-availibility of
PACS in this institution during this period); 2) treatment outcome during the study period cannot be compared
the present scenario, due to advancement in treatment protocol; 3) DAI could not be accurately differentiated
from diffuse cerebral edema (where MRI plays a superior role); 4) lethal cancer risk could not be assessed as it
required longterm follow-up.
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Chart 2. CT scan pattern in TBI.
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5. Conclusions

The study correlates well with current TBI scenario.

The advantages of CT scan are: 1) It plays a vital role in initial and follow-up studies of TBI in rural and sub-
urban regions, where MRI is not readily available. 2) CT scan is a very good screening tool in minor head in-
jury.

The disadvantages are: 1) There may be as high as 1 case of lethal cancer for every 1000 CT scans performed
in a young child [21]. Due to risk of ionizing radiation, CT scan should be limited to acutely trauma cases with
significant neurologic impairment. Follow-up can be advised using MRI [2] and ultrasound, especially in ter-
tiary centres. 2) Also DAL is poorly evaluated by CT scan. MRI is a valuable adjunct to CT in the follow-up
cases, especially in tertiary centres. Radiographs have a highly limited role in assessing intracranial lesions in
TBI. CT scans can be classified according to the simple seven point grading [3].
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