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Cobb Angle
- Standard X-ray measurement 

for scoliosis
- Quantifies spinal curvature in 

degrees:

- ? 10°: Mild 

- > 25°: Moderate

- > 40 - 50°: Severe

Patient presents to primary care or 
specialty clinic with signs of scoliosis

Signs of  Scoliosis
- Visible body asymmetry
- Clothes hanging unevenly
- Rib prominence on one side
- Leaning posture
- History of back pain or fatigue

Physical Exam inat ion
- Complete neurologic screening (i.e., barefoot walk back and forth, on the tip of the toes, and heels, then 

hop on each foot and rise from a squat). If concerns, complete a more detailed neurological 
examination

- Examine the skin of the back for midline cutaneous abnormalities (e.g., birthmarks, sacral dimples, or 
hairy patches) that may suggest underlying spinal cord pathology

- Inspect
- From the back: Pelvic obliquity, waistline asymmetry, shoulder asymmetry, rib or flank 

prominences when completing an Adam's forward bend test
- From the side: Excessive lordosis, excessive kyphosis

- When available, measure the angle of trunk rotation using a scoliometer to determine if the angle is 
? 6 degrees (optional indication for imaging)

Are there still concerns 
for scoliosis? 

Off Pathway. Continue age 
appropriate screenings and exams

No

Evaluat e Fur t her
- Obtain standing (upright) posteroanterior and lateral spine X-rays, imaging from C7 to the iliac crest

- For patients with a neuromuscular disorder, seated imaging is preferred when possible; otherwise, 
obtain supine films

- Request Cobb angle in X-ray orders

Both views should be reviewed for congenital or developmental spinal anomalies. If congenital spinal 
anomalies are identified, evaluate for associated renal anomalies

Yes

Growt h Pot ent ial

(Tanner's Staging, also known as 
Sexual Maturity Rating, see link)

Follow-Up Based on Cobb Angle 
(assuming  red flags  are not present)

10 - 14 degrees 15 - 19 degrees 20 - 24 degrees 25 - 29 degrees ? 30 degrees

Age under 10
(Tanner's Stage 1)

- Follow-up: 6 months
- Repeat: History and 

evaluation

- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery; 
visit recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery; 
visit recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery; visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery; visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

Age 10 or older, but 
Pre-puber t al

(Tanner's Stage 1)

- Follow-Up: 1 year
- Repeat: History and 

evaluation

- Follow-Up: 3 - 6 months
- Repeat: History and evaluation
- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery if 

X-ray progression*

- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery; 
visit recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery; visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery; visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

Puber t al
Premenarcheal female

-or-
Tanner 's Stage 2 or 3

- Follow-Up: 1 year
- Repeat: History and 

evaluation

- Follow-Up: 3 months
- Repeat: History and evaluation
- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery if 

X-ray progression*

- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery;  
visit recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery;  visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery;  visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

Post m enarcheal female
-or-

Tanner 's Stage 4

- Follow-Up: 1 year
- Repeat: History and 

evaluation

- Follow-Up: 6 months
- Repeat: History and evaluation
- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery if 

X-ray progression*

- Follow-Up: 6 months
- Repeat: X-ray/Cobb angle
- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery if 

X-ray progression*

- Follow-Up: 6 months
- Repeat: X-ray/Cobb angle
- Refer to Orthopedic 

Surgery if X-ray 
progression*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery, if Cobb angle > 45 
degrees*

Skelet ally Mat ure
2 years postmenarche 

or Tanner 's Stage 5

- No treatment
- Reassure

- No treatment
- Reassure

- Follow-Up: 1 year
- Repeat: X-ray/Cobb angle
- Refer to Orthopedic Surgery if 

X-ray progression*

- Follow-Up: 1 year
- Repeat: X-ray/Cobb angle
- Refer to Orthopedic 

Surgery if X-ray 
progression*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery, if Cobb angle > 45 
degrees*

Nam ed Medical Syndrom es or  
Neurom uscular  Disorders

(e.g., Marfan syndrome, 
Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, cerebral 

palsy, spina bifida)

- Follow-up: 6 months
- Repeat: History and 

evaluation

- Follow-up: 6 months
- Repeat: History and evaluation

- Follow-up: 6 months
- Repeat: History and evaluation

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery; visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

- Refer to Orthopedic 
Surgery; visit 
recommended within 1 
month*

Red Flags
- Pain unresponsive to physical 

therapy
- Double thoracic curves
- Neurofibromatosis
- Connective tissue disorders
- Left thoracic curvature
- Bowel and bladder dysfunction
- Hyperreflexia
- Sustained numbness and 

tingling
- Asymmetric reflexes
- Foot deformity
- Leg length discrepancy

If there are red flags, recommend 
referral to Orthopedic Surgery within 

2-4 weeks

red flags

High Risk  of  Progression
- Females (particularly 

pre-pubertal)
- Periods of rapid growth 
- Thoracic curves
- Double curves

- Greater curve magnitude (> 25° 
prior to skeletal maturity)

Is the Cobb angle at least 
10 degrees?

Off Pathway. Repeat clinical exam in 
6 months, unless the patient has reached 

skeletal maturity
No

Yes

Note. X-ray progression =  An increase in the Cobb angle of 5 degrees or more. * For referrals to Orthopedic Surgery, please include age, if pre-pubertal or not (for females), and Cobb angle

Screening
- Are there other problems that may have caused the scoliosis? (e.g., medical syndromes, neuromuscular 

disorders, spinal malformations)
- Are there associated neurologic issues (e.g., numbness, tingling, weakness, bladder and bowel issues)?
- Is the patient experiencing back pain? 
- Is there a family history of scoliosis?
- Is the appearance of the spine concerning to the patient?
- If female patient, when did they start their menstrual periods? (considered to reach skeletal maturity 

approximately 2 years after the onset of menarche)
- If male patient, are they shaving? If so, how often? (considered to reach skeletal maturity when shaving, 

or could be shaving, daily)
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