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General Orientation to Human Anatomy 

Anatomical Position 

Any time in the medical field if you are discussing sections of the body, you are to assume the person is in the 

anatomical position, which looks like this: 

Standing erect, feet close together & flat on the floor, arms at sides, palms & face facing forward.  This is important to 

know if going into the medical field! 

In this position, the arms are considered supinated (the palm is facing forward, or anteriorly).  When the palms are 

facing the back (posteriorly) the arm is considered to be pronated.   

Supine: a person is laying on his back, face up. 

Prone: a person is laying on his stomach, face down. (Think of planks – I’m face down and they both 

start with a ‘p’.) 

Anatomical Planes 

These are imaginary “slices” of the body; just another way to reference body areas. They look like this: 

Transverse Plane: passes horizontally; divides the body into top & bottom, above & below. 

Frontal Plane: passes vertically; divides the body into front & back.*  

Sagittal Plane: passes vertically; divides the body into left & right sides.** 
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*The frontal plane is also called the coronal plane, because of the coronal suture on the skull. Note how  

 this suture divides the skull into front & back sections. 

**The sagittal plane is also called the median plane, or the mid-sagittal plane. This is because it slices through the 

‘median’ of the body.  

Term Meaning Example 

Ventral Toward the front (belly) The chest is ventral to the spine. 

Dorsal Toward the back (spine) The spine is dorsal to the chest. 

Anterior Toward the front (belly) The sternum is anterior to the heart. 

Posterior Toward the back (spine) The esophagus is posterior to the trachea. 

Cephalic Toward the head The brain is cephalic to the thorax. 

Caudal Toward the tail  The spinal cord is caudal to the brain. 

Superior Above The head is superior to the pelvis. 

Inferior Below The pelvis is inferior to the head. 

Medial Toward the median plane The heart is medial to the lungs. 

Lateral Away from the median plane The eyes are lateral to the nose. 

Proximal Closer to the point of attachment The shoulder is proximal to the elbow 

Distal Farther from the point of attachment The fingernails are at the distal end of the fingers. 

Ipsilateral On the same side of the body The liver is ipsilateral to the appendix. 

Contralateral On opposite sides of the body The spleen is contralateral to the liver. 

Superficial Closer to the body surface The skin is superficial to the muscles. 

Deep Farther from the body surface The bones are deep to the muscles. 

 

Above is a list of directional terms. These are the terms that will be used on a daily basis in nursing, so learn them and 

learn how to use them without sounding like an idiot.  
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Anatomical Terms 

Parietal = lining a cavity 

Visceral = surrounding an organ 
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Body Cavities 

Abdominal Subdivisions 

There’s 4 quadrants: right upper, left upper, right lower, & left lower. 

There’s 9 subregions: hypochondriac x 2, epigastric, lumbar x 2, umbilical, inguinal(iliac) x2, hypogastric   

 

 

Major Regions 
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Axial Region = head, neck, & trunk. 

Appendicular Region = upper & lower limbs 

 

Organ Systems 

Integumentary = skin, hair, nails, sweat glands 

Skeletal = bones, cartilage, ligaments 

Muscular = skeletal muscles 

Nervous = brain, spinal cord, nerves, ganglia 

Endocrine = glands, thymus, adrenals, pancreas, testes, ovaries 

Circulatory = heart, blood vessels 

Lymphatic = lymph nodes, lymphatic vessels, thymus, spleen, tonsils 

Respiratory = nose, pharynx, larynx, trachea, bronchi, lungs 

Urinary = kidneys, ureters, urinary bladder, urethra 

Digestive = teeth, tongue, salivary glands, esophagus, stomach, intestines, liver, gallbladder, pancreas 

Male Reproductive = testes, epididymides, spermatic ducts, seminal vesicals, prostate, bulbourethral glands, penis 

Female Reproductive = ovaries, uterine tubes, uterus, vagina, mammary glands 

Who knew there were that many organ systems?!?! 


