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Some recent headlines



Why are they abandoning cadaveric dissection?

University of Bristol

University of Birmingham



University of Edinburgh

University of Oxford



“A lot of students themselves want cadaveric dissection, but 

there are a lot of reasons why it is not being offered. 

One of the big factors is costs and resources. The cost of 
having the licence, of the facilities, maintaining the labs, and 
the cadavers themselves, is an expensive option for medical 
schools.”

Ed Fitzgerald, general surgical trainee in London and past president 
of the Association of Surgeons in Training



We are still 
doing 
cadaveric 
dissection 
because it is



3 Key Outcomes: General Medical Council

“Medical students must apply their knowledge and skills in a 
competent and ethical manner. They must use their ability to provide 
leadership and to analyse complex and uncertain situations.”

Outcomes 1: Professional values and behaviours

Outcomes 2: Professional skills

Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge



Anatomy in the medical course

Year 1 (Part IA) FAB (Functional Architecture of the Body)
   cadaveric dissection
Year 2 (Part IB) HNA (Head and Neck Anatomy) 
   prosected specimens

Year 3 (Part II) Experimental Project 
   SaRA (Surgical and Radiological Anatomy)

Years 4-6  Anatomy Revision
   Student Selected Components
   Medical Electives  

PRECLINICAL YEARS: THE MEDICAL SCIENCES TRIPOS 

CLINICAL YEARS: SCHOOL OF CLINICAL MEDICINE AND REGIONAL HOSPITALS 



GMC Outcomes 1: Professional values and behaviours

• Professional responsibilities  
• Ethical responsibilities
• Team working
• Respect and gratitude



Professional responsibilities 

Outcomes 1: Professional values and behaviours

Introductory lecture on body donation
Signed code of conduct in the Dissection Room
Non-compliance: “Fitness to Practise” referral



Ethical responsibilities

Outcomes 1: Professional values and behaviours



Team working

Outcomes 1: Professional values and behaviours

• Task allocation
• Managing conflict
• Active discussion

• Donor Tribute as a Table Group

“To our donor – we have held your heart in 
our hands without knowing for whom it 
was beating and for whom you felt love. 
We looked into your eyes without knowing 
what they had seen before. We hope to 
make you proud, as clinicians, applying all 
you have taught us – the knowledge, skills 
and values – in practice, as doctors and 
fellow human beings, every day for the rest 
of our lives.”



Respect and gratitude

Outcomes 1: Professional values and behaviours

Committal Service
• held in Dissection Room
• end of academic year
• students and staff only

Memorial Service
• held at university church
• students and staff
• relatives and friends of donors 



GMC Outcomes 2: Professional skills

• Diagnosis and medical management
• Communication skills
• Manual dexterity
• Technical competence



Outcomes 2: Professional skills

Diagnosis & Medical Management

• Reported cause of death withheld
• Only age and occupation provided

During the year, students discover medical history (pathology and procedures) 
and postulate cause of death through dissection. 

Zoom session after completion of dissection, with:

• Presentation by Consultant in Palliative Care to discuss end of life trajectory and 
completion of Medical Certificate of Cause of Death

• Discussion facilitated by Year 5 clinical students who have just completed their 
Palliative Care placement  



Outcomes 2: Professional skills

Communication Skills

• Applied Anatomy seminars with cases
• Complements dissection task

Facilitated by 2 clinicians

Students prepare in advance 
and present their answers in 
front of the whole class.

Example of flipped learning



Outcomes 2: Professional skills

Manual Dexterity

• Haptic skills
• Tissue handling
• Cultivating focus

“Prosecting gives you the time to tease 
out finer structures and finer anatomical 
details. Opening your toolbox on day one 
is enough to make any aspiring surgeon 
giddy. You will develop a feel for which 
instrument is best suited to each task – 
the satisfaction this gives is hard to put 
into words.”

from second year medical student, currently on an 
MRC Fellowship doing clinical orthopaedic research



Outcomes 2: Professional skills

Technical Competence

• Hands-on ultrasound scanning
• Complements dissection task

Demonstrators include:

• Consultant radiologists
• Trainee radiologists
• Junior demonstrators
• Years 4-6 clinical students who 

have undergone tutor training
     in use of ultrasound 



GMC Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

• Data collection
• Anatomical variations
• Interventional procedures
• Clinically relevant research



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

Data Collection: Anatomical Variations

STUDY EXAMPLE 1: Lung Fissures



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

STUDY EXAMPLE 2: Colonic Configurations



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

Interventional Procedures

Coronary artery bypass grafting
vs. Coronary angioplasty

Oesophageal stenting:
Indications, risks & benefits

Umbrella filter in the inferior vena cava:
Prophylaxis against pulmonary embolism



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

Interventional Procedures

Dacron graft for aortic aneurysm repairEVAR = Endovascular aneurysm repair



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

Clinically Relevant Research

• Co-supervised with clinicians
• May involve:
       cadaveric dissection
       ultrasound scanning
       interpretation of MRIs
       3D reconstruction of microCTs
• Presentations at national or 

international conferences
• Publications

Many students continue to pursue 
a career in clinical academia.      

“My third year was the year where I learnt 
most about life. It was a very challenging 
year, both in terms of personal development 
and academic progress. It changed the way I 
looked at the world.

The project was incredible. It changed my 
perspective on science, and opened my eyes 
to how we think about things. It increased 
my confidence in sharing my ideas with 
other people. Now I treat everything as a 
project, even something as simple as 
cooking a meal.”



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

PROJECT EXAMPLE 1: Harvesting the Anterolateral Thigh Flap

Clinically Relevant Research



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

PROJECT EXAMPLE 2: Pathogenesis of the Segond Fracture



What do our students say?

“My experience in the dissection room set the tone for the rest of my medical 
studies. We were taught to respect our donors and to make the most of their 
generous gift. At the memorial service, I had a long conversation with the 
family of our donor, which left a lasting impression on me. We learnt a lot more 
than just anatomical knowledge.”

“I wanted to extend my thanks to you for this: without your recruitment of such 
high-quality demonstrators and drive to run a clinically relevant course, I would 
never have had the chance to meet people who proved to be such an inspiration. 
My eventual goal is to use the scientific grounding that Cambridge and its staff 
have given me to make a genuine contribution to the field.”
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Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

STUDY EXAMPLE 3: Femoral Vessels



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

STUDY EXAMPLE 4: Tributaries of the Left Renal Vein



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

PROJECT EXAMPLE 3: Lateral Femoral Cutaneous Nerve



Outcomes 3: Professional knowledge

PROJECT EXAMPLE 4: Role of Fibularis Longus
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