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The Profound Value of Learning at the Human Anatomy Unit

Ruth Trout, Comment.

Each term, students from my post-registration Neuroscience and Trauma Care and
Management Modules are afforded a rare and invaluable opportunity are offered a rare and
invaluable opportunity to explore the anatomy of the human body relevant to their course
at the Human Anatomy Unit human body at the Human Anatomy Unit (HAU) at the
University of Birmingham College of Medicine and Health. These visits extend far beyond
academic theory, providing an immersive learning experience that bridges the divide
between anatomical knowledge, clinical reasoning, and the lived realities of injury.

The staff at the HAU provide a warm welcome and develop bespoke preparatory materials
to help students relate anatomical structures to the pathophysiological changes
encountered in neuroscience and trauma settings. Rotating through workstations, students
handle donor blood vessels, bones, and nerves, as well as exploring joints that may be
affected by injury. They examine muscle compartments and the thoracic and abdominal
cavities, appreciating the proximity of organs and the vulnerability of the chest and spine to
traumatic forces.

Perhaps most striking is the opportunity to study the brain and central nervous system in
detail — tracing cranial nerves, identifying brain structures, and linking these to the
functional deficits seen in head trauma. These experiences bring textbook anatomy to life,
allowing students to see how the physical realities of injury might translate into clinical
presentation. The result is a level of understanding that cannot be achieved through
simulation or visual aids alone.

Equally important is the ethical context that underpins such educational practice. The
Human Tissue Authority (HTA) regulates the use of human tissue, ensuring that all donors
give informed consent and that their bodies are treated with the utmost respect and
dignity. The anatomy donors selfless decisions to contribute to medical science enable
healthcare professionals to enhance their knowledge and improve patient outcomes.
Brighton and Sussex Medical School estimate that each donor may indirectly impact up to
10 million people through the benefits of research, education, and clinical advancement.

For both students and lecturers, the experience is transformative. It strengthens
understanding of anatomy and pathophysiology, sharpens clinical decision-making, and
nurtures empathy and respect — qualities integral to neuroscience nursing. Importantly, it
reinforces the human connection at the core of clinical care: the patient whose recovery we
strive for, and the donor whose generosity enables our learning.

Student feedback on these visits is consistently and overwhelmingly positive. The team at
the HAU have developed bespoke resources for each module, ensuring that students
engage with anatomy directly relevant to their specialty and the clinical conditions they
encounter in practice. Students are given directed reading and a questionnaire to complete
prior to attending the HAU. During the visit their workbook relates directly to the specimens
set out for examination. Each workstation has a laminated copy of the questions related to



it, which students can use to guide their time at each station. For example, students on the
trauma module are asked to examine upper and lower limbs, identify fascia and muscle
compartments, and then relate these structures to the underlying pathophysiology of
compartment syndrome, including a discussion of the associated signs and symptoms.
Similarly, neuroscience module students identify cranial nerves within a donated brain and
are prompted to explore how compression or injury to specific nerves would present
clinically, linking anatomical findings to real-world neurological assessment. This enables
students to move beyond theoretical understanding and appreciate the anatomical realities
that underpin clinical decision-making and management in acute care.

At the end of the session, students complete a questionnaire exploring knowledge
development allowing the HAU team and the academic staff to develop revisions and
improvements for the next visit.

Jemima Chukwu Shaibu, Anatomy Demonstrator, notes;

“...the impact of this collaboration is evident not only in student feedback but also in the
pre- and post-teaching evaluation data collected. Students consistently leave with a
stronger grasp of neuroanatomy and trauma anatomy, increased confidence in
understanding anatomical relationships, improved interpretation of clinical signs and
symptoms, and greater ability to apply anatomical reasoning to neurological and trauma
presentations. Importantly, they also demonstrate respect, care, and professionalism when
working with cadaveric donors”.

Building on this, the qualitative feedback gathered from students after each visit
demonstrates the considerable impact of this learning experience. The following table
contains feedback collected directly after a session.

Anatomical section was very knowledgble

Really enjoyed the articulating joints and the practical understanding in relation to joint

replacements

Great session very interactive

Great to visualize anatomical structures

Very interesting session, the lady was very informative, very helpful
Great session, would have loved to have a bit longer

Liked the mixture of auditory and visual learing activity.enjoy the plenary activity the
quizes

Very interesting and useful to get hands on

More in depth analysis of consecutive sessions demonstrates key themes of enhanced
confidence, deeper anatomical understanding, and a strengthened ability to link anatomical
structures with clinical presentations.



I am deeply grateful to be able to offer my students this exceptional learning experience and
would encourage other educators to explore similar opportunities. | truly appreciate the
time and skill of the team at the HAU. Each visit is a humbling experience, and a selfless gift
that will shape better informed, more compassionate clinicians.
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