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The healing touch for clubfoot 

Alex Moss pounded forward in his Spiderman shoes, which flashed red light as his healthy, sturdy 
little legs churned furiously. 
 
As the 4-year-olds completed the Ponseti Clubfoot Races on Sept. 14, the cavernous event hall 
at Marriott Coralville Hotel echoed with the cheers of families. 
 
Later, the children queued for photographs around 93-year-old Ignacio Ponseti, the man 
responsible for reshaping their once twisted and crippled limbs. 
 
The International Clubfoot Symposium, which began Sept. 12, drew more than 40 families and 
200 physicians from 44 different countries to the area. Experts discussed research about the 
defect - which affects 150,000 babies born worldwide each year - and considered ways increase 
availability of treatments to Third World countries at the four-day event. 
 

 
The Ponseti Method faced a long stretch to international acceptance. When Ponseti arrived in 
Iowa in 1941, the young Spaniard noticed children suffered pain and stiffness in their feet years 
after surgical treatment. After 10 years of research and observation, Ponseti, now a UI professor 
emeritus of orthopaedic surgery, developed the non-surgical method. He uses a series of plaster 
casts to manipulate feet to their correct shape and alignment. 
 
Last week's symposium was endorsed by such influential groups as the World Health 
Organization. 



 
"This brings together a powerful seal of approval," said John Buchanan, a co-chairman of Ponseti 
International Association, one of the symposium's sponsors. "But it was a grass-roots thing that 
bubbled up to produce this." 
 
Parents' efforts helped buoy the Ponseti Method, and by their demand, physicians began to catch 
on in small but steady increments. They trained with Ponseti, then passed it on to others. 
 
"It took time for the profession to change," Ponseti said. "It is the same in medicine as it is in all 
human endeavors." 
 
Moss, born in South Africa, was treated by Ponseti in 2003. The family wanted an alternative to 
surgery, said his mother Karen. Their experience prompted her to create Steps Charity, a 
program that organizes workshops and training for the Ponseti method in South Africa. 
 
Training all levels of health providers - not just orthopaedic surgeons - is a key element in taking 
the method overseas, Buchanan said. On the afternoon of Sept. 15, approximately 100 
physicians, nurse practitioners, and clinicians descended to the lower level of the UIHC for 
training at the Ponseti Clubfoot Treatment Center. They milled around, glancing at colorful quilts 
screened with photos of smiling babies who were treated by Ponseti. 
 
Twelve clinic rooms were set up with rolls of gauze, buckets of plaster, and a tiny, life-size model 
of a baby's twisted foot. Eight or nine physicians, murmuring to each other in a variety of 
languages, squeezed into each room for instruction. 
 
"You never learn from books and CDs, as well as from people talking," said Ava Lev El from Rosh 
Pina, Israel. 
 
The conference's poster girl, 5-year-old Allison Mauck, was treated for bilateral clubfoot at the 
UIHC at age 3. Adopted from China, she had walked on her ankles for some time. After a 
consultation with doctors in Utah, her complications were deemed so severe that she faced 
possible amputation before her mother, Joyce, found the non-surgical method. 
 
The family, who lives in Boise, Idaho, was surprised to find Ponseti's number and e-mail listed 
online.  
 
"It was a shot in the dark. I thought we were going to get a plumber," Joyce said. 
 
In gratitude, she began making T-shirts for Ponseti International, with all profits going to the 
program. 
 
Allison ran the Sept. 14 race with only a small, star-spangled brace on her right leg. 
 
Through decades of relatively low recognition of his procedure, Ponseti said he was never 
discouraged. He continued to monitor his patient's feet, published research, and even retired in 
the 1980s. But the necessity of his work called him back. These days he receives about 40 e-
mails every day from parents seeking his help. 
 
"I knew the time would come when the method would be recognized," he said after an afternoon 
of clinic work on Sept. 15. "I'm mostly happy to see the babies and their mothers, who are elated 
to see the results." 


