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Abstract: 

Context: Human dissection has been in practice for the last five hundred years and continues to remain the cornerstone of 

anatomy. However, due to various reasons, dissection is being reduced and in some places even removed from the curricula. The 

present study aims to assess the attitude of first year pre- clinical students towards cadaver dissection, to identify the factors 

preventing them from learning anatomy through dissection and to obtain suggestions for improvement of learning anatomy in the 

dissection hall.  

Methods: A cross- sectional quantitative investigatory study with a sample size of 141 consenting pre clinical students was done 

in the Department of Anatomy. A pre- tested, self- administered questionnaire was used. Suggestions were also obtained from the 

students for improving the learning in dissection hall. Data was entered and analyzed using tables.  

Results: 69 female students and 72 male students participated in the study. The mean age was 18 years. 96% males and 97% 

females agreed that dissection enhances the skill of thinking in a logical manner. 94% males and 90% females thought that actual 

hands- on training on cadaver dissection gives better results than demonstration of prosected specimens in this study. 93% males 

and 96% females admitted that cadaver dissection is ethically acceptable. 86% males and 97% females agreed that cadaver 

dissection cannot be replaced by plastic models and computer assisted training programmes. 100% females and 96% males 

consider cadaver dissection to be important and indispensable to anatomy learning.  

Conclusion: In our country as well as many others it has been noted via questionnaire studies that human dissection is an 

irreplaceable learning tool for anatomy. However modern techniques are coming up albeit expensive, further studies can be done 

to compare learning anatomy by dissection and learning by such methods. 
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Introduction:  

The medical career of budding doctors takes wing with their 

entry into the dissection hall wherein they develop spatial 

and tactile appreciation for the texture of human body. The 

use of human cadavers for learning anatomy has been in 

practice for over five hundred years and traditionally 

remains the pivot of this field [1, 2]. The dissected cadaver 

is the most powerful means of presenting as well as learning 

anatomy. 

However, the significance of dissection has steadily declined 

worldwide over the last few decades thanks to the advent of 

interactive multimedia resources, models, specimens and 

various ethical issues regarding human tissue as a learning 

tool [3]. In various countries like Australia, New Zealand, 

United Kingdom, Ireland and United States, dissection is 

being reduced and in some cases even removed from the 

curricula [4]. In a country like ours, where dissection still 

prevails as the most important tool in the field of anatomy, it 

is important to determine factors preventing the students 
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from acquiring knowledge through this unique learning 

experience. Once these factors are identified, steps can be 

taken to address these issues and provide the students with a 

better environment for learning anatomy through dissection. 

The present study aims to assess the attitude of first year 

pre- clinical students towards cadaver dissection, to identify 

the factors preventing them from learning anatomy through 

dissection and to obtain suggestions for improvement of 

learning anatomy in the dissection hall. 

Materials and Methods:  

The study was a cross- sectional quantitative investigatory 

study. It was carried out in the Department of Anatomy. The 

College has an annual intake of 150 students to the first year 

of pre-clinical sciences. The objectives of the study were 

explained to the students and only those who gave their 

consent for participating were included in the study. A pre- 

tested, self- administered questionnaire [2, 3]  was 

distributed to the participants. The students chose from the 

given options of ‘yes’ or ’no’ for the listed questions. They 

were also asked to give suggestions, if any, for the 

improvement of learning in the dissection hall. Appropriate 

statistical tests were applied. Data was entered and analyzed 

using tables. 

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the 

institutional ethics committee. All ethical etiquettes were 

adhered to. 

Results: 69 female students and 72 male students completed 

the questionnaire. The mean age was 18 years.  

The results of the first questionnaire indicating the general 

idea and attitude of students towards dissection are depicted 

in Table 1. 

Table 1 

 PERCENTAGE OF YES PERCENTAGE OF NO 

Questions MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE 

1. Did you find your first visit to the dissection room 

exciting? 

92 88 8 12 

2. Were you upset at the beginning of dissection? 35 35 65 65 

3. Did you feel any emotional shock at initial exposure 

to cadaver? 

24 35 76 65 

4. If so, whether the shock decreased gradually? 100 100 0 0 

5. Did you have any apprehension to handle the cadaver 

directly? 

41 50 59 50 

6. Did you experience anxiety and stress immediately 

before and during dissection? 

14 17 86 83 

7. Did you prepare mentally for dissection of human 

cadaver? 

63 68 37 32 

8. Did you ever think that the cadaver you dissected was 

once a living human being like you? 

81 86 19 14 

9. If yes, did you ever have any sympathy and respect 

for him/her? 

81 75 19 25 

10. If no, did you ever have any sympathy and respect for 

him/her? 

60 40 40 60 

11. Do you think that you can do better dissection with 

assistance from your teacher? 

86 87 14 13 
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12. Do you have any prior experience of a dead human 

body before entering the dissection room? 

10 7 90 93 

13. If yes, whether the prior experience helped you in 

developing a better coping mechanism to adjust to 

cadaver dissection? 

100 80 0 20 

14. Do you think that dissection enhances the skill of 

thinking in a logical manner? 

96 97 4 3 

15. Do you think that dissection gives the best method for 

learning anatomy? 

96 99 4 1 

16. Do you think that cadaver dissection for anatomical 

learning is ethically acceptable? 

93 96 7 4 

17. Do you think that Cadaver dissection technique can 

be replaced by plastic models, computer assisted 

training programme etc.? 

14 3 86 97 

18. Do you think that actual hands- on training on 

cadaver dissection gives better results than 

demonstration of prosected specimens? 

94 90 6 10 

19. Do you think that cadaver dissection is still 

considered important and indispensable to Anatomy 

learning? 

96 100 4 0 

 

The results of the second questionnaire indicating the physical and cognitive symptoms of students during dissection are depicted 

in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Do you feel any of the following factors distract you or make 

you uncomfortable in the dissection hall? 

PERCENTAGE OF YES PERCENTAGE OF NO 

QUESTIONS MALE FEMALE MALE FEMALE 

A. Smell of the dissection hall 72 69 28 31 

B. Irritation to the eyes 92 88 8 12 

C. Fear of the cadaver 0 1 100 99 

D. Fear of infection 25 18 75 82 

E. Lack of motivation/ interest 21 10 79 90 

 

Discussion: 

 In the present study, 96% males and 97% females agreed 

that dissection enhances the skill of thinking in a logical 

manner. Similar findings were also reported by Oyeyipo et 

al. (81.7%) 

94% males and 90% females thought that actual hands- on 

training on cadaver dissection gives better results than 

demonstration of prosected specimens in this study. 

In this study, 93% males and 96% females admitted that 

cadaver dissection is ethically acceptable, whereas in a study 

by Izunya et al conducted at Ekpoma, Nigeria, it was noted 
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that only 78% students believed dissection to be ethically 

acceptable. 

In the current study, 86% males and 97% females agreed 

that cadaver dissection cannot be replaced by plastic models 

and computer assisted training programmes. These findings 

were comparable to a study by Oyeyipo et al., Nigeria 

(98.3%) and Leong SK, Singapore (86.7%) 

In the present study, 100% females and 96% males consider 

cadaver dissection to be important and indispensable to 

anatomy learning which is similar to the studies conducted 

by Izunya et al., Oyeyipo et al., Nigeria, and Mulu et al., 

Gondar. 

Naz S et al. conducted a study in Pakistan, where it was 

found that 57% of the students had never touched the 

cadaver. Out of these students, 45% avoided dissection due 

to the bad smell of the dissection room, 19.4% due to 

anxiety, 16% due to fear, 8.6% due to laziness and 7% due 

to recurring nightmares. 

Factors that distracted students and made them 

uncomfortable included irritation to the eyes (92% males, 

88% females), smell of dissection hall (72% males, 69% 

females) and fear of infection (25% males, 18% females) as 

noted in this study. These findings were comparable to a 

study by Abu MF et al. conducted in Oman, where, female 

students showed higher levels of fear than their male 

counterparts. 62% of them had a fear of infection, whereas 

majority of them, 91% felt uncomfortable due to the smell 

of the dissection room. 

In yet another study by Mulu A et al. from Gondar, it was 

observed that 75% of students considered the dissection 

room stressful, mainly because of the smell of the dissection 

room and irritation of the eyes. 

In an attempt to obtain valuable suggestions from the 

students, for improving learning anatomy in dissection hall, 

the following points were recorded: 

• In the way of learning cadaver dissection, students 

can be exposed to common operative techniques 

and simple surgical procedures so that they develop 

inkling of the various practices that they will have 

to follow during their years to come. 

• The students also said that they preferred dissection 

to prosection, since dissecting the cadaver gives 

them an insight into the depth, texture and feel of 

various human structures. 

• The students also noted that a strong anatomy 

foundation prepares them to make a career choice 

Conclusion: 

 Anatomy professors world over are lamenting about 

the lack of interest of medical students towards 

dissection. Students are depriving themselves of an 

extremely effective learning tool i.e. dissection for 

various reasons, some of them being the irritation to the 

eyes and smell of the dissection hall. However, majority 

of the students agreed that anatomy learning by cadaver 

dissection is irreplaceable. Meanwhile, one has to 

consider the fact the same study population of students 

has not been exposed to audio visual aids, plastic 

models computerized techniques, etc. due to which an 

exact comparison is not possible. The authors thus 

request that further studies have to be done in order to 

compare various methods of teaching anatomy. 
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