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Dear Editor
Anatomy is considered as one of the most important educational 
branches in the medical curriculum, and one of the most crucial tools in 
the field of anatomical science education is the use of cadavers. While 
the use of cadavers can be highly effective for educational purposes, it 
also poses potential risks due to the presence of zoonotic diseases and 
wound infections, which can endanger the health of those in contact 
with them. One of the most common methods to minimize these risks 
and increase the preservation of cadavers for dissection is embalming 
or fixation of the cadaver (1).
Ideally, a variety of chemical compounds are used for the fixation of 
cadavers in a manner that can eliminate all organisms living inside 
and outside the body. However, these substances should not have 
harmful effects on the health of those working with the cadaver. 
Fixatives such as formaldehyde and glutaraldehyde are exemplary in 
their preservative properties (2). In addition to its crucial preservative 
properties, formaldehyde also poses a challenge in the dissection halls 
by contributing to anxiety and stress among medical students.
Formaldehyde (CH2O) is a member of the aldehyde family. In the 
fixation of cadavers, formaldehyde, along with other solutions, is 
injected into the bodies through the femoral or internal carotid arteries. 
The formaldehyde vapors released during practical anatomy sessions 
increase the concentration of formaldehyde in the dissection halls, 
leading to greater exposure for medical students and instructors. 
Consequently, the inhalation of formaldehyde is intertwined with the 
teaching of anatomy using cadavers. The unavoidable inhalation of 
formaldehyde odor brings to mind cadavers and anatomy, potentially 
acting as a fear factor (3). The question arises whether the scent of 
formaldehyde can inadvertently steer the brain towards learning, or 
if inhaling this odor can prompt the brain to recall the classroom and 
lessons instead of the dissection room. This intriguing idea suggests 
that the association between the smell and the educational environment 
could potentially be leveraged to enhance the learning experience in 
anatomy.
Given these effects, the initial experience of students encountering a 
cadaver and inhaling the smell of formaldehyde for the first time, along 
with seeing other equipment and facilities in the dissection halls, is the 
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most significant barrier to their focus and learning in 
anatomy. Additionally, the young age of students and 
their emotional responses to these scenes can lead to 
anxiety, mental distress, and sleep disturbances after 
attending the first practical dissection classes (4). 
Therefore, it seems that prior exposure to all factors 
and equipment, except for the cadaver itself, can both 
reduce fear and anxiety in students and increase their 
confidence in attending practical dissection classes.
Implementing strategies like gradual exposure to 
dissection environments and familiarization with 
formaldehyde-like odors could mitigate these issues. 
This can be achieved by preparing the minds of 
anatomy students before reaching the dissection room 
by using images from anatomical atlases and showing 
educational dissection videos in the classroom. These 
resources help students familiarize themselves with 
the procedures and visual aspects of anatomy, making 
the experience less intimidating.
Additionally, after theoretical anatomy classes, the 
first experience of encountering a smell similar to 
formaldehyde, such as xylene, can be introduced 
by inviting students to histology labs without prior 
notice. This exposure can be repeated several times 
during the course before cadaver dissection, making 
the smell familiar to students. Gradual exposure to 
the smell helps students acclimate and reduces the 

initial shock associated with the dissection hall.
In the next step, students should be taken to the 
dissection hall and familiarized with the physical 
space, which should be prepared for their initial 
visit by being free of dissection tables, cadavers, 
and equipment. These visits should be conducted in 
several stages and spaced out over the term, even 
before the theoretical classes. In subsequent visits, 
other equipment should be gradually added to the 
dissection hall, and in the final stage, a covered 
cadaver should be brought in. Such simple measures 
can reduce students’ fear, anxiety, and apprehension 
about being in the dissection hall, thereby enhancing 
their anatomical knowledge through increased 
confidence and focus.
By incorporating these strategies, educational 
institutions can create a more supportive and effective 
learning environment for medical students. Reducing 
fear and anxiety allows students to engage more fully 
with the material, leading to better learning outcomes 
and a deeper understanding of anatomical science.
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