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CASE TEACHING NOTES for

“A Case of Spinal Cord Injury”
by
David F. Dean
Department of Biology
Spring Hill College

INTRODUCTION
Th e spinal cord carries messages between the brain and the rest of the body. Traumatic injury to the spinal 
cord can result in a condition called acute spinal cord injury (sci), resulting in motor, sensory, or autonomic 
dysfunction which may be temporary or permanent. sci is a common cause of permanent disability and 
death in both children and adults.

Before attempting to answer the questions associated with this case, students should review the functional 
anatomy of the spinal cord as well as the normal physiology of spinal refl exes.

Objectives
Upon completion of the case study, students will have learned:

• defi nitions of the terms tetraplegia and paraplegia, and the term neurological level as it relates to sci.
• the defi nition of the term dermatome, and how it relates to normal function of the spinal cord as well as 

the localization of the site of sci. 
• the defi nition of the term myotome, and how myotomes are used to localize the site of sci. 
• the defi nition of the term stretch refl ex, and how examination of such refl exes are used to localize the site 

of sci. 
• how cases of sci are managed. 

Th is case study has been used in both a sophomore-level course in human anatomy and physiology and a 
senior-level course in general physiology.

CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT
Students are given a printed copy of the case at least one week prior to the class in which the case will be 
discussed. Th ey are told which concepts to review before attempting to answer the questions and that 
reference materials are available in the college library for their use. I ask the students to do their best to 
complete the questions before the class discussion of the case and encourage them to collaborate with one 
another. Students are not required to hand in written answers to the questions, but, rather, are called upon 
at random to answer the questions during the class discussion. Questions from the case study are included 
on regularly scheduled course examinations. I tell students at the beginning of the term that the more 
eff ort they put into each case, the more they will learn, the more fun they will have, and the better they will 
perform on the examinations.

Answer Key
Answers to the questions posed in the case study are provided in a separate answer key to the case. Th ose 
answers are password-protected. To access the answers for this case, go to the key. You will be prompted for 

http://www.sciencecases.org/lock/spinal_cord_key.asp


Case Teaching Notes for “A Case of Spinal Cord Injury” by David F. Dean Page 2

Image Credit: Detail of Th e Injured Mason by Francisco de Goya, –. Oil on canvas. Museo del Prado, Madrid, Spain.
Copyright ©  by the National Center for Case Study Teaching in Science.
Originally published // at http://www.sciencecases.org/spinal_cord/spinal_cord_notes.asp
Please see our usage guidelines, which outline our policy concerning permissible reproduction of this work.

a username and password. If you have not yet registered with us, you can see whether you are eligible for an 
account by reviewing our password policy and then apply online or write to answerkey@sciencecases.org.
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