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Abstract 
Total body irradiation (TBI) is conditioning regimen in children with acute lymphoblastic leuke-
mia (ALL) with a very high risk of relapse or in those who have not achieved remission and have 
relapsed and subsequently received allogenic hematopoietic stem cell transplantation (HSCT). A 
retrospective evaluation of 33 ALL patients in full remission with an indication of HSCT was per-
formed to evaluate overall survival (OS) and event-free survival (EFS). The inclusion criteria in-
cluded a myeloablative conditioning regimen of TBI at a dose of 600 cGy. The observed OS at 5 
years was 50%, and the EFS of 32% we observed difference in the EFS stem cell origin; the peri-
pheral blood (PB) 60%, and the umbilical cord blood (UC) accounted for 40%. Overall, 45% had a 
documented chimerism. The OS at 5 years from patients with chimeras was 75%, while those 
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without chimeras had an OS at 5 years of 25%. The mortality in the first 100 days was 24%. A total 
of 24.2% of children presented with acute graft versus-host disease (GVHD), while 33% had 
chronic GVHD. Currently, there is no general agreement among all international centers regarding 
the optimum TBI dose. Our study reports an acceptable range of adverse events with a relatively 
low dose of 600 cGy.  
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1. Introduction 
Acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL) is the most common malignancy of childhood cancer in Mexico [1]-[4]. 
Despite the current knowledge in the biology of this disease and modern chemotherapy treatments, a number of 
children will eventually have to submit to hematopoietic stem cell transplantation (HSCT) [1]. 

The 5-year overall survival (OS) for ALL is reported to be 75% or more [1] [5]-[9]. 
However, when these patients relapse, particularly during treatment with conventional chemotherapy regi-

mens, the rate of survival diminishes significantly [10]-[12]. Therefore, it is accepted that these patients could 
benefit from allogeneic HSCT [5] [8] [13] [14]. 

The importance of HSCT resides in the conditioning regimen used, as well as in the desired effect of the graft 
versus leukemia, which maintains these patients under remission without the need of maintenance chemotherapy. 
Total Body Irradiation (TBI) plays an essential role in conditioning regimens [15]-[18]. 

The essential role of TBI in ALL represents part of the multidisciplinary treatment in children who had to 
submit to HSCT. The classical concept of using TBI as a conditioning regimen continues to be very useful. The 
basic mechanism of action when this procedure is used lies in the eradication of residual leukemic cells, particu-
larly those in sanctuary sites such as testicles and the central nervous system, as well as its action on chemothe-
rapy-resistant leukemic clones [10] [19] [20], consequently favoring the graft effect. 

The use of TBI is essential as a primary part of the conditioning regimen in ALL; however, the dose causes 
controversy [21]-[23]. The most common conventional dose is 1200 cGy [1] [7]. However, the adverse events 
(AEs), including growth and development alterations, as well as hormonal dysfunctions, are very common [2] [3] 
[7] [12] [21]. Different doses of TBI have been evaluated [7] [24] [25] such reports. Have documented that frac-
tioned doses produce a better rate of response and fewer adverse effects. The purpose of the current work was to 
report the experience of a National Institute of Health at Mexico City with 33 consecutive pediatric ALL pa-
tients in complete remission and who had to submit to HSCT, using a myeloablative conditioning regimen in-
cluding TBI at a dose of 600 cGy plus chemotherapy. 

2. Material and Methods 
The inclusion criteria for the study comprised patients registered at the Pediatric National Institute of Mexico 
(INP) from December 2006 to June 2010 with ALL who achieved complete remission and were classified as 
high-risk ALL. 

Basic clinical characteristics were considered. The current study was approved by the Institutional Review 
Board and Ethical Committee, in each of the patients the parents signed a consent form for the entire treatment. 

The treatment included the conditioning regimen with TBI at a dose of 600 cGy in 3 fractions (200 cGy every 
day per three days, from day −7 to −5), chemotherapy with cyclophosphamide 60 mg/kg/day, from day −4 to −3, 
and etoposide 1200 mg/m2 on day −2. Day −1 the patient received no chemotherapy, and on day 0 the hemato-
poietic stem cells were infused intravenously through a central catheter. 

Statical Analysis 
A descriptive analysis was performed using Student’s T test and bi-variate analysis with logistic regression. Data 
for survival were recorded according to the last follow-up or date of death. The overall survival (OS) and 
event-free survival (EFS) were evaluated using the Kaplan-Meier life probability method. The EFS was adjusted 
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by the Cox test. 
All analyses were performed using the statistical package SPSS 15 and zapmeta.mx/statistical software 

3. Results 
A total of 33 patients who qualified the inclusion criteria were included in the analysis; 24 (74%) were males, 
and 9 (27%) were females. The median patient age was 11 years. A total of 24.4% received HSCT on first re-
mission, 51% on second remission, 18% on third and 6% on fourth. The mean follow-up was 521 days (range: 8 
to 16 days following transplantation). 

The type of HSCT performed was peripheral blood (PB) 39.3%, umbilical cord (UC) blood 57.5% and bone 
marrow (BM) 3%. The mean CD34+ progenitor cell numbers was 5.82 × 106/kg, 2.88 × 105/kg and 3.6 × 105/kg, 
for PB, UC and BM, respectively (Table 1). 

Overall survival and disease-free survival in nineteen patients who underwent HSCT with chemotherapy plus 
TBI with 600 cGy presented an OS of 57.5% (Figure 1(a)), while the event-free survival was 32% (Figure 
1(b)). 

Fourteen (42.2%) patients died, and the overall transplant-related mortality was 24%. Overall, 64.2% (9 pa-
tients) died of other causes, of which infection was the most frequent, occurring in 6 patients. The other causes 
not associated with relapse were hematologic toxicity and chronic graft-versus-host disease. There were 5 
(35.7%) patients whose mortality was due to relapse; among this group, 8 deaths (88%) occurred within the first 
100 days after transplantation. 

Ten (30.3%) patients presented relapse. Eight patients had BM relapse, one had isolated central nervous sys-
tem (CNS) relapse, and one presented with combined relapse (CNS and BM). The range of time to relapse was 
between 2 and 26 months after the transplant, with a mean of time to relapse of 10.3 months. 

Nineteen patients (57.5%) are alive, 14 (42.4%) had remission. Survival according the cell source was ana-
lyzed, with the source of bone marrow being greater. However, it is important to note that only 1 of the 33 pa-
tients included in the series was transplanted from this source (p = 0.26). The PB source had a cumulative sur-
vival of 60% and that of the UC was 40% (Figure 2). Of the 14 patients who died, 71.4% (10 patients) received 
UC as the cell source and 28% (4 patients) received PB (p = 0.32). 

3.1. Chimerism and a Graft Failure 
The mean myeloid graft was 17.6 days, and chimerism was observed at the time of graft in 54.8%. Regarding 
the cell source, chimerism was negative in 72.2% of UCB and 8.3% of PB (p = 0.002). The chimerism was held 
at 45.1% at 100 days; 16% corresponded to UCB and 83% to PB. The patients who received BM began to lose 
chimera at day +90 (p = 0.001). Two of the patients transplanted with UCB that had primary graft failure un-
derwent a second transplant (maternal haploidentical), achieving full graft. However, one presented loss of chi-
merism and relapse to BM.  

 
Table 1. Analysis of 33 patients submitted to stem cell transplant.  

Characteristics n 

Mean age 11 years 

Gender: 
Female 
Male 

 
9 
24 

Remission-number: 
First complete remission 

Second complete remission 
Third complete remission 
Fourth complete remission 

 
8 
17 
6 
2 

CD 34 cells source: 
Cord blood 

Peripheral blood 
Bone marrow 

 
19 
13 
1 
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(a)                                                        (b) 

Figure 1. Overall Survival according to cell source. (a) Overall survival in children with HSCT and conditioning with radia-
tion 600 cGy; (b) Event-free survival in children with HSCT and conditioning with radiation 600 cGy. 

 

 
Figure 2. Overall survival in children undergoing HSCT with 600 cGy radiotherapy conditioning according to cell source. 

 
The OS of patients who had complete donor chimerism was 75%, and 25% for those negative to chimerism (p 

= 0.005). For patients with sustained chimerism (>100 days), the OS was 78% (p = 0.006). 

3.2. Acute versus Chronic Graft-versus-Host Disease 
Eight of the thirty-three transplanted patients presented acute GVHD; 4 of them were Grade II, 2 were grade III, 
and 3 were grade IV. The area most affected was bowel (7 patients), followed by the liver and skin, with 5 and 4 
patients, respectively. In the analysis, we observed an increase in the survival of patients who developed GVHD 
(p = 0.35). Chronic GVHD occurred in 11 patients, the organ most affected was liver (7 patients), followed by 
skin (6 patients), bowel (4 patients), and lung (2 patients). There was an increase in survival relative to the pres-
ence of chronic GVHD (p = 0.13). One patient died because of chronic GVHD. 

4. Discussion 
The main indication for HSCT in children in our country continues to be ALL in second remission; many of 
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these children have received first-line chemotherapy regimens and intense re-induction schemes, which usually 
generate acute and chronic systemic toxicities, including an effect on their nutritional status [18] [19] [23] [24]. 
The sum of the previously stated factors increases transplant-related morbidity-mortality (TRM) in these child-
ren, particularly in those who need an intense conditioning regimen to control their disease, schemes in which 
TBI therapy plays an important role. 

Total body irradiation remains an important part of conditioning regimens in patients undergoing hematopoie-
tic cell transplantation. Several randomized trials have shown that the administration of total body irradiation is 
superior to those regimens without it. The importance of radiotherapy sensitivity to leukemic cells is based on 
cells developing resistance to different chemotherapy agents, as well as on plasma clearance, and the sanctuaries 
do not represent a limited therapeutic factor [24] [25]. 

There are several reports that demonstrate the value of TBI as part of the conditioning scheme in patients with 
ALL. TBI has proven to eradicate leukemic cells and favors grafting, thus becoming an essential part of the the-
rapeutic management. Given this new therapy modality, there are 2 important issues to consider—the lower TBI 
dose required to continue the effect on HSCT in ALL patients to lower potential adverse events and the vast 
history of this therapeutic regimen in pediatric patients worldwide. 

To diminish the associated risks and/or complications secondary to full doses in conventional TBI, the trend is 
to use low-dose TBI regimens. However, there is no agreement regarding the ideal low dose of irradiation with-
out compromising the overall survival in these children. It is well established that, in the short term, acute toxic-
ity can significantly be reduced [10]-[13]; however, in the long term, particularly with chronic GVHD, the end 
results are less clear [26]. It could be that this approach to low-dose TBI toxicity is due to the selection of child-
ren with ALL. 

Most of these patients were previously treated with chemotherapy and/or multiple complications, including 
severe infections, organ dysfunction or the use of peripheral blood stem cells [27]. 

This study demonstrates that the low-dose TBI regimen (600 cGy, fractioned) continues its therapeutic effect, 
boosting grafting and diminishing relapses without higher adverse effects. As documented by several authors, 
the source of hematopoietic stem cells was demonstrated to be a prognostic factor. In this study, we demon-
strated that, for the children who received stem cells from peripheral blood, the cumulative survival was 60% 
compared with 40% for children with stem cells from umbilical cord blood. Additionally, a higher mortality rate 
was observed in patients who received stem cells from the umbilical cord (71.4%) compared with 28% in child-
ren who were transplanted with stem cells from peripheral blood. Inagaki et al. [26] evaluated 55 patients with 
ALL in second remission and concluded that the source of hematopoietic stem cells did not cause any impact in 
the event-free survival of these patients. 

However, a limiting factor of the current study was the effects of TBI on growth and the endocrine system. 
Therefore, it is necessary to evaluate in long term our approach with low-dose TBI, and determine if this dose not 
only produces a low rate of toxicity but also can produce an adequate antileukemic effect. 

Currently, different groups are evaluating new conditioning regimens with chemotherapy and without TBI. 
This includes busulfan combined with other agents. Recently, the use of treosulfan appears to offer promising 
results for ALL [27]. 

5. Conclusion 
TBI fractioned dose of 600 cGy diminishes the acute toxicity in children with ALL who were submitted to 
HSCT. However, the rate of GVH disease was not reduced. There is a need to evaluate this approach further to 
offer the lowest morbidity in children with ALL who underwent this treatment procedure. 
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