
Common Ingested 
Objects 

¶ Coins:  

¶ Batteries 

¶ Magnets 

¶ Glass and sharp                            
objects 

¶ Lead Containing    
Objects 

I was Christmas shopping in 
Target the other day, perusing 
the board games aisle.  A 
game called ñWild Woodsò 
caught my eye.  It had in large 
writing on the front of the 
game ñWARNING: CHOKING 
HAZARD ï Small Parts. Not 
for children under 3 years.ò  
Nearby was the game 
ñBattleshipò.  That games had 
hundreds of small parts, but 
there was no warning.  In-
stead, it stated ñAGES 7 +ò.  I 
started thinking about why 
games have those warnings.  
In this article, I will briefly de-
scribe how those warnings on 
products are determined, and 
then show how imaging helps 
physicians treat children who 
accidently swallow or aspirate 
a foreign body. 

 

Toys and games that are or 
contain small parts and that 
are intended for use by chil-
dren between the age of 3 and 
6 years old must be labeled 
with a warning not to be used 
by children under 3 because 
those children could choke.  
This regulation prevents 
deaths and injuries to children 
under three from choking on, 
inhaling, or swallowing small 
objects they may ñmouthò.  
These products include a wide 
range of articles such as toys, 
dolls, puzzles, nursery equip-
ment, infant furniture, play-
pens and strollers. (2)  If a 
manufacturer labels their prod-
uct (game) as intended for 
ages 7 and up, then no warn-
ing is needed, even if there 
are small parts. Marbles, small 
balls, and balloons require this 

warning no matter what age 
the intended game is for. 

 

Some products are exempt 
from a warning label: crayons, 
diaper pins and clips, eating 
utensils, and others because 
they cannot be manufactured 
in a way that would prevent 
them from breaking into small 
parts when subjected to use 
and abuse tests. A small part 
is any object which fits com-
pletely inside a specially de-
signed test cylinder 2.25 
inches long by 1.25 inches 
wide (approximately the size of 
throat of a child under three 
years old). (2) 

 

Foreign-body aspiration is the 
most common cause of mortal-
ity owing to unintentional injury 
in children less than 1 year of 
age and results in approxi-
mately 3500 deaths per year in 
children of all ages. (1) The 
management of foreign-body 
aspiration is initially deter-
mined by clinical status.  If the 
patient is stable, then a frontal 
chest x-ray is obtained.  The 
most commonly aspirated for-
eign-bodies are food items: 
peanuts (35%-55%), seeds, 
and popcorn and then other 
food items. (1)  Only 10% of 
aspirated foreign-bodies are 
radio-opaque.  The remaining 
90% must be identified using 
secondary imaging signs, 
which are: unilateral lung 
hyperinflation, atelectasis, 
mediastinal shift, and consoli-
dation.  Hyperinflation is the 
most common secondary sign, 
primarily due to increased 

compliance of the pediatric 
airway leading to a ñball-valveò 
mechanism.  Additionally, a 
bilateral decubitus radiograph 
can be helpful in children who 
cannot cooperate with expira-
tory radiographs.  The affected 
lung will not compress nor-
mally on the decubitus position 
due to the ñball-valveò effect of 
the foreign-body. 

 

The first imaging step in sus-
pected foreign-body ingestion 
is generally radiography.  The 
initial standard imaging proto-
col is frontal and lateral radio-
graphs of the chest, neck, and 
abdomen.  CT may be consid-
ered if the type of object in-
gested is unknown, if no for-
eign body is seen on radio-
graphs but there is a high clini-
cal concern, or if there is con-
cern for an abscess or obstruc-
tion. 

 

Generally, if the foreign body is 
in the stomach or more distally, 
and does not have worrisome 
features (large size, length 
greater than 5 cm, sharp 
edges), no further imaging is 
indicated unless obstructive 
symptoms or peritonitis devel-
ops.  If obstruction occurs, 
endoscopy is needed to re-
move the object.  The most 
commonly ingested foreign-
bodies are (from most to least 
common): coins, magnets, 
batteries, small toys, jewelry, 
buttons, and bones. (1) Fortu-
nately, the most common in-
gested foreign-body, coins, 
generally are treated conserva-
tively because they are donôt 
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have sharp edges and are small. 
Ingested batteries, on the other 
hand, are treated aggressively.  
Disk batteries can produce cur-
rents that cause thermal injury to 
the esophagus, and urgent re-
moval is indicated. (1)  Esophag-
eal damage can occur in as little 
as 1-2 hours.  Confidently deter-
mining the difference between a 
coin and a disk battery is impor-
tant information a radiologist 
conveys.  Intact cylindrical bat-
teries (AA, AAA) pose less risk 
than disk batteries for mucosal 
injury, and most pass through 
the GI tract without complication. 

 

Magnets are another commonly 
ingested foreign body that can 
have serious health conse-
quences.  If one magnet is in-
gested, then it can be managed 
conservatively.  However, if mul-
tiple magnets are ingested, mag-
nets attracted across different 
loops of bowel wall can cause 
perforation and fistula formation.  
On plain films, magnets look like 
any other metallic object, there-
fore the location is important.  
Two small objects adjacent to 
each other should raise the con-
cern for magnets. (Image 1) 

 

Glass and sharp objects such as 
straight pins, needles, straight-
ened paper clips, and hooks 
account for 5% to 35% of all 
swallowed objects.  If the sharp 
object is proximal to the pylorus, 
they are removed endoscopi-
cally.  If the object is lodged in 
the esophagus, it is dealt with as 
an emergency due to the devas-
tating consequences of an eso-
phageal perforation.  If the object 
has made it into the small-bowel, 
it should be followed radiographi-
cally until it has passed out of 
the GI tract.  Surgery is consid-
ered if the object has failed to 
progress through the bowel after 
3 days. 

 

Finally, lead-containing 
foreign objects are still 
something to remember 
when reviewing imaging for 
children.  Commonly in-
gested foreign bodies that 
contain lead include fishing 
weights (ñsinkersò), curtain 
weights, air-rifle pellets, 
some toys and medallions.  
A child in Minnesota died 
three years ago after she 
swallowed the medallion on 
her shoe, which was a 
sparkly pink colored trinket 
on the laces which was 
made of lead. 

 

The holidays bring new toys 
to play with and explore, 
ornaments and decorating 
that are attractive to babies 
and toddlers that they might 
place in their mouth, and 
snacks and party food that are 
more available to children that 
might get aspirated.  By know-
ing the important secondary 
signs for radiolucent aspirated 
objects, as well as being able to 
confidently identify commonly 
swallowed objects such as 
coins, batteries, sharp-objects, 
and lead products, the imaging 
department can provide valu-
able information to clinicians 
and help keep children healthy. 

 

Michael Rogan, MD 
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Ingested Foreign Body Contõ... 

Foreign-body aspiration is 

the most common cause 

of mortality owing to 

unintentional injury in 

children less than 1 year 

of age and results in 

approximately 3500 deaths 

per year in children of all 

ages.  
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Image 1: 

 2 y/o pt abdomen x-ray demonstrating round metallic objects 

in the right lower quadrant.  Because they are in a row touch-

ing, magnets were considered.  Surgery to remove them con-

firmed the objects were magnets. 
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Appendicitis is the most com-
mon surgical gastrointestinal 
emergency in children, peak-
ing in incidence in the second 
decade of life (25 
cases/10,000 children per 
year), which correlates with the 
peak of lymphoid follicles in 
the appendiceal submucosa. 
While it declines in frequency 
with age, the incidence of ap-
pendicitis persists throughout 
life. It is unusual in children 
less than seven years old, but 
is associate with greater rates 
of complication in that age 
group, as it can be a difficult 
diagnosis to make in younger 
children, and delayed diagno-
sis is associated with higher 
rates of perforation. 
        The appendix arises from 
the cecum. It is 6mm or less in 
cross section, and typically 
ranges from 5-10 cm in length, 
but can be as long as 30 cm. It 
is a reservoir for normal gut 
flora and is thought to aid in 
recovery from intestinal infec-
tions. The cecum is mobile and 
while the base of the appendix 
is fixed, the tip can be pelvic, 
intra- or extraperitoneal, lead-
ing to a wide range of clinical 
presentations and frequently 
requiring imaging studies to 
evaluate the cause of symp-
toms. 

        The classic presentation of 
appendicitis is abdominal pain, 
anorexia, fever and leukocyto-
sis, frequently followed by vom-
iting and sometimes diarrhea. 
However, in children, up to 1/3 
of patients do not present with 
the classic symptoms, and 
younger children can have a 
normal WBC. 
        At first, the abdominal pain 
is typically vague and with re-
ferred pain to the umbilicus 
through the visceral nerve fi-
bers of the appendix in the T10 
dermatome. As the peritoneal 
somatic sensory fibers become 
involved in the inflammatory 
process, the pain will localize to 
the right lower quadrant. If vom-
iting occurs before abdominal 
pain, gastroenteritis is more 
likely to be the cause of the 
patient's symptoms than appen-
dicitis, and acute onset of se-
vere pain is likely to be from 
another cause. 
        Appendicitis is thought to 
be secondary to luminal ob-
struction, frequently attributed 
to lymphoid hyperplasia, postu-
lated to be due to dehydration 
and viral infection, but some-
times due to an appendicolith 
(present 15-40% of the time, 
see figure 1). An appendicolith 
is formed by post inflammatory 
precipitation of calcium salts in 

inspissated feces. 
There have been 
cases of outbreaks of 
appendicitis, suggest-
ing that a primary in-
fectious etiology can 
also be a cause. In 
addition, appendicitis 
is more common in 
those with a first de-
gree relative with a 
history of appendicitis, 
suggesting a genetic 
component. 
 
In the obstructed ap-
pendix, bacteria multi-
ply and distend the 

appendix. The subsequent 
increase in intraluminal pres-
sure causes venous congestion 
and ischemia, which can lead 
to perforation and possible 
abscess formation if not caught 
and treated early. Prehospital 
delays are more frequent than 
in-hospital delays in leading to 
rupture. However, early perfo-
ration can also occur rather 
than a progression from early to 
late appendicitis, suggesting 
two distinct etiologic disease 
processes. The rate of perfora-
tion in younger children is 80-
100% at diagnosis, and 10-20% 
in children ages 10-17, with an 
overall rate of 20-35% in all 
patients. The mortality rate of 
appendicitis is 0.1-1% in chil-
dren. 
        In the pediatric patient, the 
ALARA (as low as reasonably 
achievable) principal of radia-
tion use is the goal. Because of 
this, graded right lower quad-
rant ultrasound is the first line 
of imaging in children, except in 
cases of obesity or suspected 
perforation or abscess, in which 
CT is the imaging modality of 
choice (see figure 2). Some 
institutions favor MRI over CT 
in children to avoid the risks of 
radiation, but it can be difficult 
to obtain optimal imaging in the 
uncooperative child with this 
modality. Unfortunately, the  
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CT: Appendix Imaging 

The appendix arises from 

the cecum. It is 6mm or 

less in cross section, 

and typically ranges 

from 5-10 cm in length, 

but can be as long as 

30 cm. It is a reservoir 

for normal gut flora 

and is thought to aid 

in recovery from 

intestinal infections.  

Figure One: Coronal CT image demonstrates 

appendicoliths throughout the enlarged ap-

pendix, including at the base. There is also 

abnormal wall enhancement. 

Figure Two: Ultrasound dem-

onstrates a blind ending, non-

compressible tubular struc-

ture, consistent with an 

enlarged abnormal appendix 



appendix is often not identi-
fied with ultrasound due to 
shadowing from bowel gas 
and the variable position of 
the appendix, and CT is 
used for problem solving in 
those cases in which nei-
ther a normal nor abnormal 
appendix is identified and 
the clinical presentation is 
equivocal. 

 
Because children often 
have little intra-abdominal 
fat, identification of the 
appendix is more difficult 
on CT, particularly when it 
is normal, and especially 
when there is respiratory or 
patient motion on the im-
ages. Explaining the proce-
dure in a simple way and 
keeping the patient calm 
during the examination is 
helpful in minimizing mo-
tion. 
        The ileocecal valve is 
a useful landmark in identi-
fying the appendix on imag-
ing studies, as the origin of 
the appendix is 1-2 cm 
distal to and on the same 
side as the ileocecal valve. 
The abnormal appendix is 
greater than 6-7 mm in 
cross section. The wall of 
the inflamed appendix is 
typically hyper-enhancing, 
mildly thickened and asso-
ciated with periappendiceal 

inflammation (see figure 3). 
Focal areas of nonen-
hancement of the appen-
diceal wall are consistent 
with ischemia, which in-
creases the risk of perfora-
tion. Free fluid can be seen 
as reactive to the inflamma-
tion or can be present in 
cases of perforation, more 
commonly when there is 
extra-luminal gas associ-
ated with it, although extra-
luminal gas is typically 
small in amount. Younger 
children are more likely 
than older children to have 
abscess formation, as the 
omentum is thought to pre-
vent abscess formation in 
older children. 
        The treatment for 
acute uncomplicated ap-
pendicitis is antibiotics fol-
lowed by surgery. In those 
with advanced cases, treat-
ment with antibiotics and 
delayed appendectomy 
weeks to months later, 
sometimes with percutane-
ous abscess drainage, is 
performed (interval appen-
dectomy). Outcome is typi-
cally excellent. 
        Despite advances in 
medical imaging, the nega-
tive appendectomy rate in 
children has not shown a 
significant decline, although 
studies have shown a de-

creased cost per patient 
and decrease in negative 
laparotomies in those who 
undergo advanced imag-
ing, and radiology will con-
tinue to be helpful in im-
proving diagnostic accu-
racy. 
 
 
 
Becky Benz, MD 
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Appendix Imaging Contõ... 

The ileocecal valve is a 

useful landmark in 

identifying the appendix 

on imaging studies, as 

the origin of the 

appendix is 1-2 cm distal 

to and on the same side 

as the ileocecal valve.  
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Figure Three: Axial CT Image demonstrates abnormal wall 

enhancement of the mildly enlarged appendix and adjacent 

inflammation. 
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Introduction  

Tarsal coalition represents 
abnormal fusion between 
two or more tarsal bones 
and is a frequent cause of 
pediatric foot and ankle 
pain. Congenital tarsal 
coalition is a diagnosis that 
is often overlooked in 
young patients who first 
present with foot and ankle 
pain. In fact, coalitions of all 
types may be initially de-
tected at computed tomo-
graphy (CT) or magnetic 
resonance (MR) imaging 
examinations performed for 
an unrelated indication. 
Proper positioning of radio-
graphs of the foot and 
proper scan and recon-
struction planes on cross 
sectional imaging is neces-
sary for proper diagnosis. 

Congenital tarsal coalition 
results from abnormal dif-
ferentiation and segmenta-
tion of embryonic tissue 
with resultant lack of the 
usual joint formation be-
tween two bones.  Approxi-
mately 90% of tarsal coali-
tions involve the talocal-
caneal (fusion of a portion 
of the talus and calcaneus) 
or calcaneonavicular 
(fusion of a portion of the 
calcaneus with the navicu-
lar) joints, nearly equal in 
number.  Tarsal coalitions 
are subclassified on the 
basis of the cause of the 
abnormal bridging sub-
stance as either fibrous, 
cartilaginous, or osseous 
(depending on what struc-
ture is fusing the bones). 

The onset of symptoms 

related to tarsal coalition is 

variable, and patients com-

monly present in the 2nd 

decade of life.  Symptoms 

become more pronounced 

with progressive bony fu-

sion of  the coalition.  Most 

patients present with hind-

foot pain or stiffness.  In 

some patients the tarsal 

coalition may be completely 

asymptomatic. 

Radiography of Tarsal 
Coalition  

All patients with suspected 
tarsal coalition are first 
evaluated with three radio-
graphic views of the foot: 
anteroposterior, 45° inter-
nal oblique, and lateral 
films.  Use of conventional 
radiography alone may be 
sufficient to diagnose some 
calcaneonavicular and 
talonavicular coalitions.  
Proper positioning of the 
foot is necessary to evalu-
ate the normal bony rela-
tionships. 

 

Calcaneonavicular       
Coalition  
Calcaneonavicular coali-
tions are best depicted on 
45° internal oblique radio-
graphs. The calcaneus and 
navicular do not normally 
articulate. With osseous 
coalition, a bony bar that 
bridges the two bones is 
seen. With fibrous or carti-
laginous coalition, the 
bones are in close prox-
imity, may have irregular 
surfaces, and the an-
teromedial calcaneus is 
abnormally widened or 
flattened. On lateral radio-
graphs, elongation of the 
anterior dorsal calcaneus 
may simulate an anteater's 

nose. (Figures 1 and 2) 
 
Talocalcaneal Coalition  
The subtalar joint con-
sists of the anterior, mid-
dle, and posterior facets. 
Talocalcaneal fusion 
most commonly involves 
the middle facet at the 
level of the sustentacu-
lum tali .  Talocalcaneal 
coalitions may be difficult 
to visualize on the three 
standard radiographic 
views of the foot because 
of the complex orientation 
of the subtalar joint.  Sec-
ondary radiographic signs 
of talocalcaneal coalition 
may be present, including a 
talar beak (Figure 3) and 
lack of depiction of the 
middle facets on lateral 
radiographs. 
 
CT of Tarsal Coalitions  
CT of the ankle and hind-
foot should be performed in 
both coronal (perpendicular 
to the ankle joint and long 
axis of foot) and axial 
(parallel to the ankle joint 
and long axis of foot) 
planes. The The AMIC 
MSK radiologists prefer the 
coronal images to be ob-
tained both in a plane per-
pendicular to the plantar 
surface of the foot and 
additionally in a plane per-
pendicular to the plane of 
the subtalar joint. Section 
thickness should be ap-
proximately 3 mm.   
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Congenital Tarsal Coalition:  
                 Multimodality Evaluation with Emphasis on CT and MR Imaging 

Approximately 90% of 

tarsal coalitions involve 

the talocalcaneal (fusion 

of a portion of the talus 

and calcaneus) or 

calcaneonavicular 

(fusion of a portion of 

the calcaneus with the 

navicular) joints, nearly 

equal in number.  

Figure One: Oblique films 

demonstrate a nonosseous 

coalition on the left. 

Figure Two: Lateral Views show 

enlargement on the anterior dorsal 

calcaneus (anteater sign) 

Figure Three: Talar beak 

(secondary sign of talocalcaneal 

coalition 



Proper positioning and 
reformats is essential for 
diagnosis of coalitions. (CT 
imaging planes detailed 
above).CT is invaluable in 
the diagnosis of talocal-
caneal coalition and may 
be useful in surgical plan-
ning by helping determine if 
resection of the fusion ma-
terial is feasible or if ar-
throdesis (surgical joint 
fusion) is indicated. CT 
offers a more precise 
evaluation of the extent of 
coalition, particularly at the 
subtalar joint, than does 
radiography.  In talocal-
caneal osseous coalition, a 
bony bar bridges the mid-
dle facet of the subtalar 
joint (Figure 5)..  In nonos-
seous (fibrous or cartilagin-
sous) coalition, the middle 
facet of the subtalar joint 

may be narrowed 
with reactive cystic 
and hypertrophic 
changes of the 
underlying bone. 
In calcaneonavicu-
lar coalition axial 
CT scans show 
broadening of the 
medial aspect of 
the anterior and 

dorsal cal-
caneus as it lies 
in close apposi-
tion to the navi-
cular. The obliq-
uity of the cal-
caneonavicular 
bridging, 
whether osse-
ous or nonosse-
ous, makes it 
difficult to visu-
alize the entire 
coalition on only 
one axial or 
coronal image.  
Often the 
changes are 
subtle and only 
consist of nar-
rowing of the 
space between 
the bones and 
some adjacent 
bony irregularity 
indicating an 
abnormal fi-
brous or carti-
laginous fusion. 
(Figures Four) 
 
 
 
 

PAGE 6 

Congenital Tarsal Coalition Contõ... 
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Axial  

Prescribe plane parallel to tibiotalar 
joint. Scan from distal tibia through 
beyond calcaneus 
 

Axial Oblique Plane (recon)  

Precribe plane parallel to subtalar 
joint (posterior facet)  Recon from 
distal tibia through beyond      
calcaneus 

Coronal Imaging Plane  

Prescribe plane perpendicular to axial 
imaging plane 
Scan ankle from calcaneus through 
metatarsal bases 

Coronal Oblique Imaging Plane 
Prescribe plane perpendicular to axial 
oblique plane (approx. parallel to 
midtarsal joints) 
Scan from calcaneus through proxi-
mal metatarsals 

Sagittal Oblique Imaging Plane  
Prescribe plane with line bisecting 
calcaneus 
Scan through entire foot 

CT Imaging Planes: 

Figure Five: Talocalcaneal Coalitions. Coronal CT 

scnas show bilateral osseous coalitions (arrows) 

involving the middle facets. 

Figures Four: Calcaneonavicular coalition in an 11-

year-old boy. Axial  and coronal  CT scans show 

apposition of the anterior dorsal calcaneus with the 

navicular in the left foot, with narrowing and reac-

tive sclerosis (arrow). 


