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Our 2021-22 Fellowship year was another success with 4
physicians completing their clinical spine training:  Kody
Barrett, Micah Blais, Benjamin Kafka, and Shalin Shah. Since
graduation, Kody has accepted a position with Proliance
Surgeons in Seattle, Washington, Micah has accepted a position
with the VA San Diego in San Diego, California, Benjamin has
accepted a position with Capital Neurosurgery Specialists,
Salem, Oregon, and Shalin has accepted a position with
Virginia Commonwealth University, Richmond, Virginia.  We’d
like to congratulate all of them for their hard work and wish
them great success in their future careers.

On August 1, 2022, our new clinical fellows hit the ground
running: Cameron Shirazi from University of Oklahoma
Health Sciences Center, Amber Price from University of New
Mexico Health Sciences Center, and Jay Kumar, who is doing
a 6-month in-folded fellowship as a PGY-5 neurosurgical 
resident from University of Florida.

Looking to the future, we will be welcoming Michael Pompliano from Seton Hall University/St. Joseph’s
University Medical Center, New Jersey and David Sing from Boston University. We are pleased to have
matched both Drs. Pompliano and Sing who were among our top ranked candidates. In addition, we are
pleased to provide spine training in advanced MIS and deformity to Ryan Khanna who completed his
residency training at Rush University and a year of neurosurgical oncology spine training at Memorial
Sloan Kettering Cancer Center, New York.

We are delighted to announce the expansion of our fellowship program to include 2 more faculty mem-
bers and 1 more clinical fellow position starting academic year 2024-25, thus allowing us to provide
training to 3 matched clinical fellows total.  We are thrilled to receive 107 applications for the 3 positions!
We plan to hold in-person fellow interviews in early March.  Already armed with constructive input from
our past and current fellows, we hope to continue to build a program that is the best in the country. 

Thank you to all who have contributed to making our fellowship training program the very best!

San Diego Combined Spine Fellowship Program
Fellowship Director’s Message 2021-2022

Gregory M. Mundis, Jr., MD



Research Progress
2022 has been a prolific year in terms of research productivity, including 55
peer reviewed publications, 63 podium presentations, 28 poster presentations,
7 book chapters, and 42 invited talks from our SDSF faculty, fellows, collaborators,
and volunteers. Here are some highlights of research topics that our SDSF
partners are helping progress:

Pediatric and Growing Spine:
Under the mentorship and expertise of Dr. Behrooz Akbarnia, SDSF partners
have published and presented novel work on best approaches for treatment
of Early-Onset Scoliosis, including use of traditional growing rods, growth
preserving instrumentation, and magnetically controlled growing rods. 

Adult Spinal Deformity:
Drs. Greg Mundis and Robert Eastlack have made substantial contributions to
the literature in the area of Adult Spinal Deformity, including improving our
understanding of predictors for optimal surgical outcomes, the impact of 
different surgical techniques and correction magnitudes on clinical results,
and the characterization and treatment of cervical spine deformity.

Surgical techniques in management of spine pathology:
Drs Robert Eastlack, Hani Malone, and Greg Mundis continue to provide new evidence on clinical outcomes for
state-of-the art surgical approaches and techniques being introduced to the market. These approaches include
implementing novel interbody cage designs, the use of bioactive implants, and robotic-assisted surgery. 

We look forward to continued productivity and progress in the coming year!

SDSF Research Grant Funding Program
We would like to thank everyone who has supported the SDSF Endowment Fund over the years, and are happy to
announce that with this support, we have successfully funded our first year of our new Research Grants Program.
After our first call for applications in January of 2022, we received numerous quality applications under our topic
options of Scientific Research, Education/Training, and Outreach. Ultimately, in August of 2022, we awarded a
total of $45,000 in grant funds to 3 investigators proposing research spanning basic, translational, and clinical 
science for our overarching mission to improve education, foundational knowledge, and quality of clinical care for
individuals with spine conditions.

Michael P. Kelly, MD, MSc was awarded under the Scientific Research option for his proposal entitled
“Immunophenotyping in Neuromuscular Pediatric Scoliosis Surgery”.  This project aims to evaluate risk for poor
surgical outcomes in individuals with neuromuscular scoliosis using innovative basic science techniques to evaluate
functional immunosuppression. Kenneth Illingworth, MD was awarded under the Education/Training option for
his proposal entitled “Simulation Training in Pediatric Spinal Deformity.”  This project aims to provide spine 
surgical simulation training to improve orthopaedic resident’s proficiency in surgical techniques using 3D printed
spine models of pediatric spines. Hai Le, MD, MPH, was awarded under the Scientific Research option for his proposal
entitled “Physical Activity Monitoring after Adult Spinal Deformity Surgery.”  This project aims to use wearable
technology to measure functional outcomes after spinal fusion surgery in individuals with adult spinal deformity.

We congratulate our first grant awardees for their outstanding proposals and look forward to seeing the results of
these works. We are also excited to see what the 2023 year holds as we continue to develop and expand our
Funding Program. 

Research Progress and Grant Funding Program 
Bahar Shahidi, PT, PhD (Funding Committee Chair)

Bahar Shahidi, PT, PhD



It started as a suggestion from Greg Mundis. “What if
we took the SDSF Visiting Professor Meeting, made it a
two-day event, added some fun events for networking,
and held the GSO (Global Spine Outreach)-SDSF
Fundraising Gala at the end of the conference?”

The idea took hold, and things began to move. Dates
and a hotel – July 29-30 and the Omni La Costa Resort
in Carlsbad – were selected and Dr. Mundis began inviting
faculty. The name, Bridging the Gap, was selected to
reflect efforts to reduce or eliminate gaps in many
areas of spine care. “Learn. Play. Give” was added as a
tagline acknowledging the desire to combine education,
fun with colleagues and philanthropy in one event.

It was a bit of a gamble but paid off handsomely. The
course itself covered 11 hours over Friday and
Saturday, with a golf tournament on Friday afternoon
and cycling early on Saturday morning. The weekend
finished with a flourish at The Secret Garden fund 
raising gala. Course attendance, including faculty and
industry, was over 120 with many participating in the
additional activities.

Course Chairs Greg Mundis, Robert Eastlack and
Behrooz Akbarnia (Emeritus Chair) were assisted by
Directors Michael Kelly, Eric Klineberg and Burt Yaszay
in preparing a program that addressed a number of
gaps, both surgical and practice related. Each thirty-
minute presentation was followed by thirty minutes of
lively panel and audience discussion. 

Faculty and panelists for the course included Keynote
Speaker Christopher Shaffrey along with Ricardo
Acacio, R. Todd Allen, Christopher Ames, Neel Anand,
Lindsay Andras, John Asghar, Donald Blaskiewicz,
Roberto Chapa, Robert Cho, Lawrence Lenke, Elizabeth

Lord, Hani Malone,
Peter Newton, Joseph
Osorio, Anthony
Rinella, Shalin Shah,
Bahar Shahidi, David
Skaggs, Jay Turner,
Salil Upasani and Juan
Uribe. 

We are grateful to all 
of them for their 
participation and for
the insights and expertise
they brought to the
course!

With the outstanding
faculty and topics as diverse as “What every adult 
surgeon should know about my pediatric patients,”
“What is the financial impact of innovation and is it 
sustainable” and “How to navigate the critical relation-
ship between the spine surgeon and administration,” it
wasn’t surprising that the room was always full and
participants engaged. Feedback was extremely positive.

We also appreciate the companies who exhibited and
supported the course. Those included NuVasive,
SeaSpine and Si-Bone at Gold Level Support, Carlsmed
and Cerapedics at Silver Level, and exhibitors ATEC
Spine, CarboFix, Centinel Spine, DePuy Synthes, Globus
Medical, Medtronic, NeoSpine USA, Orthofix, Spinal
Elements, Stryker, Surgalign and Zimvie Spine.

Thanks also to Manscaped and Mainstay Medical for
their support of the Cycling event. All proceeds from
Golf and Cycling went to support the work of Global
Spine Outreach and SDSF. 

Planning has already begun for the 2023 event to be
held on July 21-22 in Carlsbad. Mark your calendar!

Bridging the Gap 2022
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Da Vinci and Me: Straight
and Curved Spines
Karen J. Sangren, Ph.D.

I largely look upon 2020 as a lost year, a time for
lamenting over our lives changed forever because
of the global pandemic. It is ironic then, that I was
able to produce a body of two-dimensional art-
work during isolation that I rarely had time to do
when I was working full-time as a university art
education professor and department chair.

As I was reorganizing my garage one day, I came
across a 1957 coffee table book on Leonardo Da
Vinci’s drawings.  The amazing sketches of Da Vinci
(1452-1519) and some of his contemporaries
seemed lost between the book’s hardcovers. In
fact, I later disassembled the book into 50 different 
mixed-media collages, 39 of which were displayed
at an art exhibition during the 2022 Lenten
Season.  As I began using some of Da Vinci’s
anatomical drawings in several of my collages, my
eyes landed on his depictions of human skeletons,
first drawn around 1510. The ribcages were portrayed
from front and side. My spine had not been that
straight since I was 11 years old.

I had lived with scoliosis since junior high and
rarely thought about my spine across the years. I

learned from my orthopedist early on that the top
and bottom of my spine aligned, but an S-curve
in between would define its shape for all the years
that followed. Muscle structures developed around
it and life went forward. As long as I did not do
anything “stupid”, like engaging in tasks that
required a lot of bending or carrying something
too heavy, I was just fine. I had always been grateful
that my parents had chosen the body cast treatment
when I was 12, rather than surgery -- even though
the stretching machine had hurt a lot.

The increased accuracy of Da Vinci’s drawings and
his growing knowledge in the arts, humanities,
and sciences, was greatly driven by his insatiable
curiosity and genius. By the time of his death in
1519, Da Vinci had dissected 30 human cadavers
for use in 240 anatomical drawings.  His art skills
brought an increased finesse to earlier attempts to
draw skeletons by lesser known Italian artists,
such as Jacapo Berengario and Antonio Pollaiuolo
in the late 1400s.

Da Vinci’s skeletal drawings were first assembled
in 1511, in a volume entitled Anatomical
Manuscripts A.It became a benchmark document
in science and art history into the 19th Century.
Realistic depictions of the human form by artists in
the Renaissance (1300s-1600s), were increasingly
“built” from the inside out.  Da Vinci needed to
know anatomical structures before he could more
accurately sketch his human forms, portraying
highly contoured three-dimensional figures on a
flat surface.

So how do we get from Da Vinci’s 500 year-old ide-
alized drawings of straight spines that I used in my
collages back to my own scoliosis? Life did not
require me to have a straight spine to accomplish
my avocations and professional interests in the
visual arts. While I often had to have spine to stand
up for what was right as a woman in leadership,
physically I was rarely hampered by my spine’s
curvature. I had been fortunate enough not to
require surgery as a young adolescent and my
spine had functioned almost normally despite its S
shape. Those times when I knew I had exerted it
too much, I paid the price with a couple days of
Aspirin and back exercises. Only now as I age,
when I see I have begun to shrink a little in height,



am I reminded of my back and its contour. Some backaches here and there?
A few, but I remain grateful for a lifetime of staying physically fit and doing
the activities I loved best, with amazingly little intervention by my scoliosis.
It is okay that Da Vinci mostly drew straight spines.



Graduating  Clinical Fellows 2021-2022

Current Clinical Fellows 2022-2023

Shalin Shah, DO
University of Rochester

Rochester, NY

Micah B. Blais, MD
Harvard Combined Orthopedics

Residency Program
Boston, MA

Kody K. Barrett, MD
Harbor UCLA Medical Center

Torrance, CA

Benjamin Kafka, MD
University of Texas 

Southwestern Medical Center 
Dallas, TX

Research Fellow

Fernando Rios, MD
Hospital Christus Muguerza

Chihuahua, Mexico 

Future Clinical Fellows 2023-2024

Amber Price, MD
University of New Mexico HSC

Albuquerque, NM

Cameron Shirazi, MD
University of Oklahoma HSC

Oklahoma City, OK

Jay Kumar, MD
University of South Florida

Tampa, FL

Michael J. Pompliano, MD
Seton Hall University/St. Joseph’s

University Medical Center
Paterson, NJ

David Sing, MD
Boston University

Boston, MA

Ryan Khanna, MD
Rush University

Chicago, IL

Visiting Fellows

Antonio Barrerra, MD
Christus Muguerza Hospital Alta Especialidad

Monterrey, Mexico

Adetunji Toluse, MD
National Orthopaedic Hospital

Lagos, Nigeria



Fellowship Activities 
SDSF has trained a total of 45 Clinical Fellows, 5 Research Fellows, 

numerous International Fellows, and 28 Navy Ortho Residents since inception,
contributing to the advancement of spinal care.

SDSF is proud of our continued collaboration with the Orthopedic Residency Training Program at NMCSD.
Beginning in July 2017, we have welcomed PGY-4 residents from the Naval Medical Center.  Residents complete
10 week rotations with our full-time clinical faculty.  Their training curriculum includes clinic and surgeries,

weekly spine and research conferences, journal club meetings, and presenting one assigned lecture.

Mathew Bowers, MD Christopher Sullivan, MDChristopher Martin, MDRichard Lang, MDMatthew Henriques, MD

Behrooz Akbarnia and SDSF Fellow, Jay Kumar, with visiting surgeons 
Antonio Barrera and Adetunji Toluse.

Fellows attending a quarterly meeting with Dr. Akbarnia.  
The goal is to promote lifelong professional and personal excellence.

Graduating fellow, Micah Blais, with Faculty at Stone Brewery 



My name is Stephanie and it has been 20 years since my
scoliosis surgery was done by Dr. Akbarnia and his team.

When I was 7 years old, I was diagnosed with scoliosis.
By the time I turned 12, my scoliosis hit 60 degrees and
doctors suggested a back brace. Since I was premature
and 4 years behind in growth, I wore many different
back braces from 6th - 11th grade in hopes that a
growth spurt would correct my curve. During those
years, I was very insecure and did everything I could to
hide my brace. Endless doctor appointments and therapy
were my “sports” growing up as I tried to help my 
scoliosis and some other issues. I know none of it was
easy on my parents either. After doing all we could to
prevent my curve from increasing, it drastically took off
and became 110 degrees!

Never ones to give up, my wonderful parents began
researching spine surgeons and found Dr. Akbarnia. I
was nervous going to the appointment because I knew
what the news was most likely going to be. Dr. Akbarnia
carefully reviewed my medical history and x-rays with
me. I was informed that my curve was one of the worst
they had seen at the time and was told of the potential
problems I could face in the future, including a shorter
life span, if it was not corrected.

At 17 years old, I had my back surgery and was under for
12 hours. They put two rods in my back and removed a
rib and discs that would fuse my spine. It was an exten-
sive surgery and I didn’t regain full consciousness for
over 2 days. After all of that, the gifted hands of Dr.
Akbarnia and his team were able to get my curve down
from 110 degrees to 41 degrees. It was truly a miracle
and a blessing to my life!

After my successful back surgery, for the first time I truly
felt beautiful and I was able to live a life I had only
dreamed of while growing up. I was able to pursue 
acting and print modeling, which led to my career as a
makeup artist and business owner, specializing in bridal
beauty, that I have continued for over 15 years. I find
great delight in sharing those feelings of transformation
with other women and being able to make them look
and feel beautiful from the inside out, because that is
how mine took place.

What I had to go through with my scoliosis and the 
challenges along the way have made me who I am
today. I wouldn't change it for the world because it has
made me a stronger person in the end. 

“Every Scar Tells a
Story”: Stephanie’s Story



I am blessed to get to live the
life that I have today! Now at 37,
I have an incredible husband
and 2 beautiful daughters (2.5
years and 8 months.) 

I am able to live a full life, with
minimal pain, which may not
have happened without the
expertise of my surgical team
and on-going advancements in
the care of patients with scoliosis.

Instead of hiding in hooded sweatshirts with a back
brace as an insecure teenager, I now love my back
scars and choose to embrace them. It is my story and a
true testimony to what God has done in my life through
the talent of amazing doctors. From every wound there
is a scar and every scar tells a story. A story that says “I
survived”.

Because of my scoliosis transformation and my admiration
for Dr. Akbarnia and Dr. Mundis, my husband and I also
annually support SDSF & GSO. It is my desire for children
who have severe spinal deformities around the world,
who may not have the means due to underlying 
circumstances, to be able to get the same level of care
and experience the same life transformation that I did.
When your spine is improved and your value of life
extended, it not only changes you physically, but 
emotionally, mentally, and spiritually.

I also want to acknowledge and honor Dr. Akbarnia
because he is the most humble man you will ever meet.
He has great sensitivity and wisdom and has helped so
many people. He exhibits a generous life of giving and
serving others, never showing a bit of arrogance.

Through his years of experience, he has also raised up
many leaders and accomplished doctors. 

It is a joy to see the legacy he continues to build and
the lives he has touched. 

I am forever grateful to Dr. Akbarnia, as well as Dr.
Mundis and their team, for all their support and care
over the years. They changed my life for the better and
continue to do the same for others.



It’s been a long time coming, I just wanted to thank Dr Akbarnia, Greg, Bob, Ramin, Jamie, Muneesh, Don, Burt and Pat
and my co-fellow, Paul Stanton for their comradery and commitment to my education and development 10 years ago!
Time has passed so quickly since my glorious one year of fellowship from 2011-2012.  I remember it like it was 
yesterday…maybe last week at this point.  I live in Santa Monica with my wife, Jenica Ryu, and my two daughters
Azumi (11 years old, born October of fellowship year), and Sora (five years old).

Currently, I remain in private practice in an orthopedic group, DOCS Health. We are a group of 6 spine surgeons (3
ortho, 3 neuro), 3 orthopedic surgeons and a vascular access surgeon. Our DOCS medical building is next to Cedars
Sinai, which houses our surgery center. We have a small physician owned hospital in the area as well with 2 operating
rooms and 7 patient rooms where we do moderately sized orthopedic and spine cases. I operate at Cedars-Sinai
Medical Center and St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica as well. Approximately 1/3 of my cases are deformity/ revision
related.  The other 2/3 are degenerative while taking call one week every three months at Cedars Sinai (level one). 

We have a spine fellowship at DOCS with Dr. Neel Anand which we describe as a finishing school as we typically take a
fellow who has already completed fellowship and wants to see more MIS deformity surgery, outpatient surgery and
motion preservation. I am faculty for the Orthopaedic residency program and the Cedars-Sinai fellowship.

I feel so fortunate, having been a part of the SDSF program. I truly believe the training I received was special as I have
been able to take the knowledge and fundamentals of spine and apply them to my current techniques. I was very green
on July 1, 2011 and felt like a deer in the headlights. I appreciate the help I received to develop the critical analysis of
patients foremost and imaging that are necessary to evaluate a patient. These are the fundamentals I try to pass along
to my fellows and residents. Those Monday morning conferences have proven to be so valuable in developing surgical
plans and the thought process especially early in practice. I believe this was key to help me survive in the competitive
Los Angeles market.

The surgical skills and fundamentals of techniques have allowed me
to continue performing lateral surgery, degenerative surgery and
deformity surgery but have also allowed me to further develop my
technique. I have adopted the anterior to psoas technique for lateral
surgery especially at L4-5 and single position anterior interbodies in
deformity surgery which has helped with efficiency in the operating
room. I have integrated the use of navigation and robotics to 
degenerative and deformity surgeries and have been happy with the
results and patient outcomes thus far. I have also taken a special
interest in motion preservation both in the cervical and lumbar spine
and have been doing both types of cases with great results. 

I appreciate that the fellowship family life has continued. It is great to see each other at conferences in San Diego and
abroad and to have the opportunity to work together. I have also had the opportunity to participate in Global Spine
Outreach with Greg and Burt and take care of kids in need in Mexico which has been amazing and rewarding. I never
thought those clinics at Rady’s would be put to use and wish I had paid more attention!

Thanks again to all involved in my training. I
know that I would not be in the position I am
today without the family. 

Cheers and thank you to the best fellowship in
the country,

Eddie

A Fellow’s Story
With Edward K. Nomoto, M.D

SDSF Mexico Outreach Team at 2022 Bridging The Gap
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SUMMARY OF PODIUM PRESENTATIONS – 63

56th Annual Meeting of Scoliosis Research Society (SRS),
St. Louis, MO, September 22-25, 2021. (12)

36th Annual Meeting of North American Spine Society
(NASS), Boston, MA, September 29-October 2, 2021 (24)

Annual Meeting SMISS Asia/Pacific, South Korea
(Virtual). September 29 – October 2, 2021 (1)

2021 Annual Meeting Congress of Neurological Surgeons
(CNS), Austin, TX, October 16-20, 2021. (1)

Perry V Halushka 2021 MUSC Research Day, South
Carolina (Virtual), November 5, 2021. (1)

15th International Congress on Early Onset Scoliosis and
Growing Spine Annual Meeting, Salt Lake City, Utah,
November 10-12, 2021 (2)

49th Annual Meeting of Cervical Spine Research Society
(CSRS), Atlanta, GA, December 1-4, 2021. (2)

The Annual Meeting of the AANS/CNS Section On
Disorders of the Spine and Peripheral Nerves, Las Vegas,
NV, February 23–26, 2022 (10)

29th International Meeting on Advanced Spine Techniques
(IMAST), Miami, FL, April 6-9th, 2022 (8)

48th Annual Meeting of International Society for the Study
of the Lumbar Spine (ISSLS), Boston, MA, May 9-13, 2022.
(1)

8th Annual Fellows Research Forum, 2022 16th Annual
Ruben F. Gittes, M.D. Award, La Jolla, CA, July 27, 2022 (1)

SUMMARY OF POSTER PRESENTATIONS – 28

36th Annual Meeting of North American Spine Society
(NASS), Boston, MA, September 29-October 2, 2021 (7)

49th Annual Meeting of Cervical Spine Research Society
(CSRS), Atlanta, GA, December 1-4, 2021. (3)

Annual Meeting of American Academy of Orthopaedic
Surgeons (AAOS 2022), Chicago, IL, March 22-26, 2022. (6)

29th International Meeting on Advanced Spine Techniques
(IMAST), Miami, FL, April 6-9th, 2022 (6)

22nd Annual Conference of International Society for the
Advancement of Spine Surgery (ISASS), The Bahamas,
June 1-4, 2022. (6)

SUMMARY OF INVITED SPEAKERS – 42

Seattle Science Foundation, STED Talk, Seattle, WA
(Webinar), September 15,2021 (1)

56th Annual Meeting of Scoliosis Research Society (SRS),
St. Louis, MO, September 22-25, 2021. (4)

University Of California, San Diego, Neurosurgery Grand
Rounds, La Jolla, CA, October 15, 2021 (1)

Spine: Base to Summit 2022, Vail, CO, January 14-17, 2022 (7)

38th Annual Malcolm B. Coutts Visiting Professorship, San
Diego Orthopaedic Society, San Diego, CA, January 28,
2022 (2)

Barrow Spine Surgery Symposium, Barrow Neurological
Institute, Phoenix, Arizona, February 11, 2022 (3)

Spine Summit 2022, The Annual Meeting of the AANS/CNS
Section on Disorders of the Spine and Peripheral Nerves,
Las Vegas, NV, February 23–26, 2022 (2)

20th Annual AO SNA Fellows Forum, AO Spine North
America, Banff Springs, Alberta, Canada, March 24-26,
2022. (3)

29th International Meeting on Advanced Spine Techniques
(IMAST). Miami, FL, April 6-9th, 2022 (5)

University of Oklahoma College of Medicine, Department
of Orthopedic Surgery and Rehabilitation 47th Annual
Visiting Professorship, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, April
28-29, 2022 (3)

Chop Orthopaedics 7th Annual Surgeon Innovator,
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, May 5, 2022 (1)

State of Spine Surgery Think Tank, San Jose Del Cabo,
Mexico, June 22-25, 2022 (5)

San Diego Spine Foundation, Bridging the Gap 2022,
Carlsbad, CA, July 28-30, 2022 (5)
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In September 2022, we had the privilege of being involved in
the inaugural Traveling Fellowship for the Society of
Minimally Invasive Spine Surgery (SMISS).  Not only did we
host their Traveling Fellows, but Dr. Greg Mundis Jr. chaired
the committee for this.  The committee was responsible for
developing the fellowship parameters (length, sites, expectations,
etc.). They also drafted the application, reviewed the 
submissions, and selected the traveling fellows.  The fellow-
ship provides sponsorship for an immersive 2-week experi-
ence at three US medical institutions focused on minimally
invasive spine surgery, plus attendance at the SMISS Annual Meeting.

The focus of this year’s program was on lateral access surgery
and the Traveling Fellows visited Rush University Medical
Center, Chicago, IL, Barrow Neurological Institute, Phoenix,
AZ and Scripps, San Diego, CA.  The three selected fellows
were Drs. Elizabeth Lord (UCLA Medical Center), Daniel Hafez
(University of Pittsburgh Medical Center), and Hardeep Singh
(University of Connecticut School of Medicine).  

Their visit in San Diego took place on September 25-27, 2022,
which was their last stop before the SMISS Annual Meeting in
Las Vegas.  Upon arrival to San Diego, they received a warm
reception at the home of Dr. Mundis.  On their first day, they
observed MIS cases with SDSF Faculty members Drs. Bob
Eastlack, Hani Malone, and Jamie Bruffey.  Later that night,
they enjoyed a scrumptious sushi dinner hosted by SI-Bone
at Ken’s Sushi.  

Their second day was spent in the OR with Dr. Mundis.
Lunch that afternoon was held at the San Diego Spine
Foundation office with Dr. Akbarnia and he discussed the his-
tory and evolution of spine deformity care with the fellows.
Afterwards, the Traveling Fellows hiked at the Torrey Pines
State Beach.  They concluded their visit with dinner with
SDSF faculty and fellows at a nearby brewery.  We thoroughly
enjoyed being a part of this educational and meaningful
experience, and are honored to be one of the participating
sites for the SMISS’s inaugural Traveling Fellowship!
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SMISS Traveling Fellows At SDSF Office (L-R)
Daniel Hafex, Greg Mundis, Behrooz Akbarnia, Elizabeth Lord, Hardeep Singh

Dr. Mundis presenting awards to the SMISS Fellows at the 
2022 SMISS Annual Meeting

SMISS Traveling Fellows with SMISS president and hosting Institutions at the 2022 SMISS Annual Meeting



We had the honor of hosting the Scoliosis Research Society (SRS) Traveling Fellows from August 21-24, 2022, along with Rady
Children’s Hospital – San Diego.  SRS is one of the many spine societies that SDSF faculty are members of and is recognized
as the world’s premier spine society focused on spinal deformity research and education.  Each year SRS provides sponsorship
for three junior and one senior Traveling Fellows to visit spinal deformity centers in different regions.  You may recall, 
Dr. Behrooz Akbarnia was the senior mentor in 2015 when he guided the three junior Traveling Fellows to visit 4 countries
(Japan, China, Korea and Hong Kong) in 24 days and Dr. Greg Mundis, Jr. was also selected as a Traveling Fellow in 2019 and
visited West Africa, Israel, Turkey, and India in 3 weeks.  This is a phenomenal opportunity for members to learn from one
another, exchange ideas and perspectives, ultimately contributing to optimal patient care, as well as to experience a new
culture and develop new friendships.

This year two junior Traveling Fellows, Drs. Dong-Guene Chang (Sanggye Paik Hospital, Inje University, South Korea) and
Javier Pizones (European University of Madrid, Hospital Universitario La Paz, Spain) traveled with senior fellow Dr. Rene
Marten Castelein (Dutch Scoliosis Center, Cresco Spine, University of Medical Center Utrecht, Netherlands).  The trio spent
three weeks in the United States visiting spine centers in San Diego, CA; Dallas, TX; Chapel Hill, NC; Philadelphia, PA;
Wilmington, DE; and New York, NY.  San Diego was the first stop of stops and ending with travel to the SRS Annual Meeting in
Stockholm, Sweden as their final destination. 

The Traveling Fellows spent part of the first day observing pediatric deformity surgery at Rady Children’s Hospital with Dr.
Peter Newton. They then met with Dr. Akbarnia at San Diego Spine Foundation for lunch and heard his presentation on the
early years of SRS and its impact on spine deformity care. The fellows spent the next day observing complex deformity surgeries
at Scripps Green Hospital with Dr. Greg Mundis, Jr.  Their last day concluded with lectures given by the Traveling Fellows,
Rady and SDSF faculty members in a session which was also open to the San Diego spine community for attendance.

In addition to hospital visits, the Traveling Fellows attended social events with both the Rady and SDSF teams.  One night
they attended a Padres game and cheered on the Padres while enjoying beers and hot dogs.  One afternoon was spent fish-
ing 12 miles out from the coastline on a private boat.  Even though the trip did not yield any fish, the excursion itself was still
very successful in fostering comradery and an exchange of ideas.  

We are honored to be a part of this prestigious trip and contribute to its impact on the care of all patients with spinal deformities.

SRS Traveling Fellow
s Report

SRS Traveling Fellows with Drs. Mundis and Barrera in the OR SRS Traveling Fellows with Drs. Mundis and Barrera 
enjoying a beautiful day in San Diego

SRS Traveling Fellows spending time at the SDSF Office with Drs. Kelly, Akbarnia, and Kumar



*Support Levels:  Diamond $100,000 or more; Platinum $50,000-99,000; Gold $25,000-49,999; Silver $10,000-24,999; Bronze up to $10,000.

For your DIAMOND LEVEL* support to San Diego Spine Foundation
throughout the last year. 

NuVasive has helped us reach our goals by providing support for
Fellowships, the annual Visiting Professorship Conference, and
Journal Club.

Thank You!



For your PLATINUM LEVEL* support to San Diego Spine Foundation
throughout the last year. 

SeaSpine has helped us reach our goals by providing support for
Fellowships, the Bridging the Gap conference and the GSO-SDSF
Fundraising Gala.

Executive Director Report

This has been such an exciting year for SDSF!

It’s hard to know where to start with all that has happened.

SDSF continues to grow and accept new challenges in 
support of the Mission “to serve the spine community
through achievement of professional excellence and 
optimization of clinical care.” Thanks to generous support
from SDSF faculty, industry and other supporters, our
Endowment Fund reached a sufficient level to allow us to
begin awarding grants with the income from that fund.
Bahar Shahidi, as Chair of the Research Grant Committee,
provides more information on those first grants on page 3.

Research grants

We were also excited to present our first Bridging the Gap
event, an evolution and expansion of the popular one-day
Visiting Professor Conference held each July. 

There is a more detailed report later in this publication, but I
would like to commend the Chairs Greg Mundis, Robert
Eastlack and Behrooz Akbarnia, Directors Mike Kelly, Eric
Klineberg and Burt Yaszay, and all of the faculty for putting
together an excellent course. Thanks also to the wonderful
exhibitors and sponsors who helped make this happen. If
you are involved in spine care, you won’t want to miss the
2023 version on July 21-22 as it promises to be even better.

Bridging the Gap ended with the bi-annual GSO-SDSF
fundraising gala, themed this year as The Secret Garden. This
was also a highly successful event, raising over $400,000
which was split between GSO and SDSF to help each group
achieve their mission. Photos and a full report are on pages 4-5.

Finally, SDSF continues to be a leading player in spine 
surgery education. We were pleased to host both the
Scoliosis Research Society and Society of Minimally Invasive
Spine Surgery Traveling Fellows this year. Once again we
also had a record setting number of applications for the
SDSF Fellowship with 107 received. Tough competition for
three spots! 

This will be my last ED report, as we’ve made the decision
that SDSF will be better served by a full-time, resident
Executive and I would prefer to continue my retirement. The
search for that person is now underway. 

I am happy to have had the opportunity to work with such a
great organization and wish them continued success with new
projects and activities!

Tressa Goulding
Executive Director

Thank You!



Benefactors

Robert Ames
Stephanie DeVreker
Nick Ghazarian
Amrit Khalsa
Eric O. Klineberg

Joseph Levy
Scott Musicant
Venu Nemani
NeuroSound, Inc.
Dara & Maryam Rahnema

Terri Abbott
Jim Abramowski
Danielle Becker
Billy Blem
Sean Burns
Zach Burton
Kristina Byrd
Jamie Cali
Luis Carlos Melendez
Niall Casey
Mike Cordonnier
Steve De Belle
Caroline DiBattista
Mark Endreszi
Samy Gabriel
Patrice Gaj
Ted Gilmore
Tressa Goulding
Jim Grotting

Words can’t begin to express our gratitude to the wonderful people who have provided such amazing support to SDSF
this year. We are particularly grateful to SDSF Faculty (shown in Bold) and Former Fellows (shown in Italic) who continue
to show their faith in the mission of SDSF with combined contributions of more than $100,000 in the last year.

Richard Todd Allen
Lindsay M. Andras
Ali Bagheri
Daniel Barba
Doug Bardasian
Bethann Barry
Matthew Bell
Micah Blais
Ed & Debra Boblitt
Drew Brown IV
Brandon Carlson
Robert Cho

Regis DeBarros
Hazem Elsebaie
Michael A. Flippin
Matthew & Orly
Goldstein
Michael W. Hennessy
Eric Hooley
Victor Hsu
Leonel Hunt
Shahla Jamzad
Elizabeth Jaramillo 
Stu Jester

Patricia Kostial
Stephen LaFata
Jeremy Longhurst
Troy Martin
Payam Moazzaz
Gregory Mundis, Sr.
Peter & Cathy Newton
Hoan-Vu Nguyen
Edward Nomoto
Ardalan Nourian
Kamshad Raiszadeh
Daniel Reid

Behrooz & Nasrin Akbarnia Steven & Sarah King / Manscaping
Gregory M. Mundis, Jr.

Jahangir K. Asghar
Ramin Bagheri
Maneesh Bawa
Donald J. Blaskiewicz

Sustainer ($1000-$4999)

Contributor ($500-$999)

John Bostjancic & Ji-Young Lo
James D. Bruffey
Massimo Calafiore
Curt Cooper

Supporter ($1 - $499)
Troy Guerra
Matthew Hatter
Anne Hazlett
Glen Holmes
Pooria Hosseini (Research
Fellow)
Kyle & Sarah Jauregui
Sassan Keshavarzi
Renee Keven
Anna Kulidjian
Jay Kumar
Brett Lanuti
Justin Ledesma
Elizabeth Lord
Mahmood & Fereshteh
Mahdavi
Pitchou Malova
Michelle Marks
Geoff Maw

Visionary ($30,000-$49,999) Patron ($10,000-$29,999)

Benefactor ($5000-$9999)

Ed Mayadag
Adam McClurg
Ryan McGregor
Andrew Mueller
David Ogletree
Mark Ojeda
John Orlando
Colin Parker
Jeff Pawelek
Seth Podell
Yoel Quevedo
Nicole Record
Dave Reveley
Scott A. Rice
Terry Rich
Byron Riemhofer
Fernando Rios (Research Fellow)
Dana Ruffolo
Susan Rye

Carlos Alatorre Salazar
Sharon & Mike Schulzki
Charles Scott
Rod Scott
Eric Sebring
David L. Skaggs
Alex Stevenson
Bryan Swift
Zack Swinscoe
Mark Sylvain
Daniel Thibaudeau
Alex Turner
Juan Uribe
Eric Varley
Jose Vizcaino
Jason Welsch
Kevin Yoo 

Kara Robinson
Steve Rons
Shalin Shah
Bahar Shahidi
Eric Sokolowski

Michael Rohmiller
Lauren Roper
Pooria Salari (Research
Fellow)
Samuel Schroerlucke
Virginia & Mark Sheller
Jon Stone
Neil Tayyab
Jay D. Turner
Frank Vizesi
Steven Vizmeg
Dennis Wenger
Burt Yaszay

Robert K. Eastlack
Michael P. Kelly
Skip Kill/Medtronic
Lawrence & Beth Lenke

Pat Miles/ATEC Spine
Phil Pace

Aaron Swanson
Sam Ward

Hani Malone
Hamid Mani
Anthony S. Rinella
Carlton Weatherby/Medtronic



  
 

Thank you to all the BRONZE LEVEL companies who have provided funding to San Diego Spine
Foundation throughout the last year in support of Education, Outreach and Research.

For your GOLD LEVEL* support to San Diego Spine Foundation throughout the last year.

Thank You!

CARLSMED

INNOTEK

MAINSTAY MEDICAL

SI-BONE

Provided SILVER LEVEL* support to San Diego Spine Foundation throughout the last year.

CarboFix
Centinel Spine
Cerapedics
DePuy Synthes Spine
Globus Medical
Neo Spine USA

Orthofix
Spinal Elements
Stryker Spine
Surgalign
Zimvie Spine

The SDSF would like to again thank Brian Greer, President of
GoImage Media Services for his ongoing contributions including the
development of our Annual Reports since 2013 and for our website
development and management: www.sandiegospinefoundation.org. 

Brian Greer

Thank you to AOSNA for their ongoing support of our Fellowship and Education programs.



Drs Akbarnia and Mundis at the SDSF-GSO Gala in 2020

Celebrating Drs. Ali Bagheri and Drew Brown at their 
Fellows Graduation (2014)

Dr. Pooria Hosseini, Jeff Palawek, and Dr. Akbarnia at the National
Constitution Center, Philadelphia (2017)

2021-22 Fellows with Fellowship Faculty at annual 
AOSNA Fellows Forum in Banff, Canada (2022)

SRS Traveling Fellows with their hosts at the Padres baseball game (2022)



San Diego Spine Foundation 
Board of Directors and Faculty

Ali Bagheri, MD
Scripps Clinic
La Jolla, CA

Maneesh Bawa, MD
San Diego Orthopaedic Associates 
Medical Group,
San Diego, CA.

James D. Bruffey, MD
Scripps Clinic, 
La Jolla, CA.

Additional Members of the Fellowship Faculty

Ramin Bagheri, MD
Scripps Clinic, 
La Jolla, CA

Hani Malone, MD
Scripps Clinic, 
La Jolla, CA.
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1. Behrooz A. Akbarnia, MD, President and Founder,
Board of Directors, Director Emeritus  
San Diego Spine Fellowship Program

2. Sarah E. Aghassi, Esq. Secretary, Board of Directors

3. Robert K. Eastlack, MD, CFO, Board of Directors
Faculty Member,  Spine Fellowship Program

4. Patricia N. Kostial, RN, BSN , Board of Directors

5. Gregory M. Mundis, Jr., MD, Vice President, 
Board of Directors     
Director and Faculty Member, Spine Fellowship Program

6. Peter O. Newton, MD, Board of Directors

7.Jeff Pawelek, BS, Board of Directors

8. Sam Ward, PT, Ph.D., Board of Directors

Bahar Shahidi, PT, Ph.D.
UCSD,
La Jolla, CA.

SDSF has established an Endowment Fund for those who wish to contribute to support the foundation’s
research, education and outreach efforts for years to come.  SDSF also accepts donations for current use to cover
operating expenses.

For credit/Debit card donations: www.sandiegospinefoundation.org/donate/ 

Checks can be mailed and payable to:

How can you support the San Diego Spine Foundation? 

San Diego Spine Foundation
6190 Cornerstone Ct. E; Ste. 212
San Diego, CA 92121

For Credit Card or Check: Please indicate
either ENDOWMENT or ANNUAL OPERATIONS
in the memo.



Dr. Akbarnia with Dr. Serena Hu, SRS President at the 
SRS Annual Meeting (2022)

CODA

In the Beginning. Dr Akbarnia and Pat Kostial on  research trip to visit James
Weinstein and fellow Joe Mumford at University of Iowa to review their 

nonoperative treatment experience of severe Burst fractures  (1990)

Dr. Akbarnia at 
Japanese Scoliosis Society (2012)

Dr. Oheneba Boachie-Adjei and Dr. Akbarnia in
Switzerland (2019)

Planning the first Endowed Chair in Spine Surgery at UCSD 
with Dr. Steven Garfin (2019) 

SRS Past Presidents, Dr. George Thompson and 
Dr. Akbarnia  recording a documentary for SRS (2017)

The torch is passed
Dr. Akbarnia to Dr. Mundis



To my SDSF friends, family, and supporters, it is with bittersweet emotions that
I announce my intention to step down as President of our Foundation. I have
enjoyed watching this organization grow from a vehicle for funding fellowship
training to becoming the multidimensional institution it is today. 

I am grateful for and proud of those who helped me build this organization
together over the years. From our founding Board members, the late Vert
Mooney, and Pat Kostial to current members of our Board, all have contributed
to achieving our mission through their deep commitment and hard work. Pat
was initially part of our clinical team and volunteered as SDSF Executive
Director before formally accepting the position. Bob Eastlack, who joined our
Board in its early stages, has been instrumental in decision making at critical
times and is currently doing a great job as CFO of the organization.

Other members of the Board, including Sarah Aghassi, Jeff Pawelek, Sam Ward,
and Peter Newton, have each carried a wealth of knowledge in organizational
leadership, research, and clinical fields, and dedicated their time and effort to

make our Board remarkably effective and successful. I sincerely thank all of them for their commitment, insight, and
leadership. Last, but certainly not least, I must mention Greg Mundis, Jr. Greg was an SDSF clinical fellow and joined
our fellowship faculty immediately thereafter. His growing passion and natural talent for mentorship has helped SDSF
redefine our mission and vision to include mentorship as a strong part of our organization’s identity. Greg, thank you
for your dedication and tireless efforts. Finally, I couldn’t have done my job without the support of my own family
(Nasrin, my children, and their families), to whom I am immensely indebted for their support throughout these years,
and especially for tolerating me during the “re-retirement” years.

Since our inception in 2004 and the attainment of non-profit status in 2006, SDSF steadily achieved its goals for education
and research. Outreach was added to our mission at our 15-year anniversary, and now, in partnering with GSO (thanks
to Tony Rinella, Greg Mundis, and Melissa Hicks), SDSF strives to be a leader in global education, research, and mentorship.
I am so incredibly honored not only to be working with this great organization but also to be able to help build bridges
within our academic community. Collaborating with UCSD and other institutions both locally and regionally has been a
rewarding experience. I am particularly grateful to my dear friend Steve Garfin, the former Chair of the Department of
Orthopaedic Surgery and current Dean of UCSD’s Medical school for initiating and helping to establish the first
Endowed Spine Chair at UCSD. I hope this signals the beginning of many future collaborations in our community.

I mentioned earlier that SDSF’s Fellowship Training program has enjoyed an upward trajectory since its inception in
1999–2000. The program’s training slots are now viewed as highly desirable and competitive. Our goal is always to
learn from our fellows, never accepting that we are as good as we can be, and always embracing opportunities to
learn, improve, and grow. We are greatly indebted to and proud of our esteemed fellowship faculty and associates
(Greg Mundis, Bob Eastlack, Jamie Bruffey, Ramin Bagheri, Hani Malone, Ali Bagheri, Maneesh Bawa, Don Blaskiewicz
and Bahar Shahidi) for a great fellowship program. Well done, team! 

I would be remiss if I didn’t thank Tressa Goulding, who kindly accepted a part-time role as Executive director to guide
us through this transition period as we enter a new phase of expansion. Tressa, you have gone above and beyond and
your help and expertise has been invaluable and I can never thank you enough. Throughout this expansion, SDSF has
gained two incredible staff members, Mai Chung, and Kiersten Farmer. Their academic and human resource expertise
has helped us achieve success like never before and I’m grateful for your contributions as well. 

Lastly, SDSF would not be the organization it is today without the support from our private and industry patrons.  You
have our deepest gratitude  for believing in our mission, which ultimately benefits all patients .

With much gratitude for the opportunity to serve, and all confidence that THE BEST IS YET TO COME!

Sincerely,

Behrooz A. Akbarnia,  MD

President’s Note 2022 – The Best is Yet to Come!



Join us for a can’t miss, updated version of the
San Diego Spine Visiting Professorship. This event

incorporates the Visiting Professorship course,
GSO/SDSF bi-annual gala, and sporting events for

learning, fun, and networking.

San Diego Spine Foundation
6190 Cornerstone Ct. E ;  Ste. 212 

San Diego, CA 92121

2nd Annual SDSF
Bridging the Gap

July 21-22, 2023
Westin Carlsbad Resort,

Carlsbad, CA
Following rave reviews from the 2022 course, the educational component will
tackle important non-clinical aspects of a successful spine practice, with topics
such as challenges for women in spine surgery, sustainability of spine surgery
and finding fulfillment in our careers. A 5K run and a golf tournament will 
provide opportunities for physical activity and casual networking while raising
funds to support outreach efforts.

Keynote Speaker:
Serena S. Hu, MD, President, Scoliosis Research Society

Course Chairs:
Gregory M. Mundis, Jr., MD
Michael Kelly, MD

Spine Foundation
E  s  t  a  b  l i  s  h  e  d    i  n    2  0  0  6

San Diego


