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Anatomy and Physiology Chapter 5: The Skeletal System

The skeletal system is the body’s structural framework, providing support, protection, and facilitating movement. In

Anatomy and Physiology Chapter 5, students dive deep into the intricate design and function of bones, joints, and

associated tissues. Understanding this chapter is essential for anyone studying medicine, biology, or health

sciences, as the skeletal system interacts with every other organ system and plays a pivotal role in maintaining

homeostasis.
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Overview of the Skeletal System

The skeletal system is not merely a rigid skeleton; it is a dynamic, living organ that continuously renews itself. It

provides the mechanical support for the body, protects vital organs, and serves as a reservoir for minerals such as

calcium and phosphorus. Beyond these structural roles, bones produce blood cells in the bone marrow and

produce hormones that influence metabolism and energy balance.

In Chapter 5, students learn how bones are categorized into two primary groups: the axial skeleton and the 

appendicular skeleton. The axial skeleton includes the skull, vertebral column, ribs, and sternum, while the

appendicular skeleton consists of the limbs and girdles. Understanding the distribution and function of each

segment is crucial for appreciating how the body maintains posture and allows complex movements.

Bone Structure and Composition

Each bone is a composite material composed of organic and inorganic components. The organic matrix, mainly

type I collagen, provides tensile strength, whereas the inorganic mineral—primarily hydroxyapatite

(Ca10(PO4)6(OH)2)—offers compressive strength.

Microanatomy of Bone

•  Trabecular (Cancellous) Bone: Spongy, porous bone found at the ends of long bones and within vertebrae. Its 

high surface area facilitates metabolic activity.

•  Compact (Cortical) Bone: Dense outer layer that provides structural support and protects the inner marrow.

•  Osteons (Haversian Systems): Cylindrical structures within cortical bone that house blood vessels and nerves.



•  Periosteum: A fibrous membrane covering the bone surface, containing osteogenic cells and blood vessels.

•  Endosteum: A thin membrane lining the inner cavity, also rich in osteogenic cells.

Cellular Components

1.  Osteoblasts: Bone-forming cells that secrete matrix proteins and facilitate mineralization.

2.  Osteoclasts: Multinucleated cells responsible for bone resorption.

3.  Osteocytes: Mature bone cells embedded within lacunae, maintaining bone tissue and communicating 

through canaliculi.

4.  Mesenchymal Stem Cells: Precursors capable of differentiating into osteoblasts under appropriate signals.

Axial vs. Appendicular Skeleton

Understanding the division between axial and appendicular skeletons is fundamental for grasping the functional

organization of the body.

Axial Skeleton

The axial skeleton forms the central axis of the body and includes:

•  Skull: Protects the brain and houses sensory organs.

•  Vertebral Column: Provides support and allows flexible movement.

•  Thoracic Cage: Ribs and sternum protect the heart and lungs.

Appendicular Skeleton

The appendicular skeleton comprises the limb bones and girdles, facilitating locomotion and manipulation of the

environment.

•  Shoulder Girdle: Scapula and clavicle.

•  Upper Limbs: Humerus, radius, ulna, carpals, metacarpals, phalanges.

•  Pelvic Girdle: Ilium, ischium, pubis.

•  Lower Limbs: Femur, tibia, fibula, tarsals, metatarsals, phalanges.

Bone Development and Growth

Bone development begins in the embryonic stage and continues throughout life, involving two distinct processes:

intramembranous ossification and endochondral ossification.

Intramembranous Ossification

Predominant in flat bones of the skull and clavicle, this process involves direct differentiation of mesenchymal cells

into osteoblasts, forming bone matrix without a cartilage intermediate.

Endochondral Ossification

Major mechanism for forming long bones. A hyaline cartilage template is gradually replaced by bone. Key stages

include:

1.  Cartilage Model Formation: Mesenchymal cells condense and differentiate into chondrocytes.

2.  Growth Plate (Physis) Formation: Hyaline cartilage layers at the epiphyses allow longitudinal growth.

3.  Bone Formation: Osteoblasts invade cartilage, secrete bone matrix, and mineralize the structure.

4.  Remodeling and Remodeling: Osteoclasts resorb cartilage, osteoblasts lay down new bone, finalizing the 

bone’s shape.

Growth Factors and Hormones



Growth hormone (GH), insulin-like growth factor 1 (IGF-1), parathyroid hormone (PTH), calcitonin, and vitamin D

are pivotal in regulating bone growth and mineralization. Disruptions in these signals can lead to skeletal

abnormalities.

Bone Remodeling Dynamics

Bone remodeling is a continuous cycle of resorption and formation, ensuring structural integrity and mineral

balance. The process is tightly regulated by mechanical stress, hormonal signals, and nutritional status.

Resorption Phase

•  Osteoclast Activation: RANKL (Receptor Activator of Nuclear Factor ;¤"�Æ–v�æB’�&–æG2�Fò�$�ä²�öâ�÷7FVö6Æ�7B�

precursors.

•  Bone Degradation: Osteoclasts secrete acid and proteolytic enzymes, dissolving hydroxyapatite and collagen.

Formation Phase

•  Osteoblast Recruitment: Mesenchymal stem cells differentiate under the influence of bone morphogenetic 

proteins (BMPs).

•  Matrix Production: Osteoblasts synthesize osteoid, rich in collagen type I.

•  Mineralization: Calcium and phosphate ions deposit, forming new bone tissue.

Coupling Mechanisms

The coupling between resorption and formation ensures that bone loss is compensated by bone formation.

Disruptions can lead to conditions like osteoporosis (increased resorption) or osteopetrosis (reduced resorption).

Joint Types and Their Functions

Joints are articulations between bones that permit movement and provide stability. They are classified based on

structure and function.

By Structure

•  Fibrous Joints: Bones joined by fibrous connective tissue (e.g., sutures in the skull).

•  Cartilaginous Joints: Bones connected by cartilage (e.g., intervertebral discs).

•  Synovial Joints: Most mobile joints, featuring a synovial cavity, articular cartilage, and a synovial membrane.

By Function

•  Synarthrosis: Immobile joints.

•  Amphiarthrosis: Slightly movable joints.

•  Diarthrosis: Freely movable joints (synovial).

Key Synovial Joints

1.  Hinge Joints: Flexion/extension (e.g., elbow, knee).

2.  Ball-and-Socket Joints: Full rotation (e.g., shoulder, hip).

3.  Pivot Joints: Rotational movement (e.g., atlantoaxial joint).

4.  Condyloid Joints: Movement in two planes (e.g., wrist).

5.  Saddle Joints: Movement in two planes with a saddle-shaped articular surface (e.g., thumb carpometacarpal).

6.  Gliding Joints: Limited sliding movement (e.g., intercarpal joints).

Common Skeletal Disorders

Several conditions affect bone health, each with distinct pathophysiology and clinical presentations. Understanding



these diseases is vital for diagnosing and managing skeletal health.

Osteoporosis

A systemic bone disease characterized by decreased bone mass and microarchitectural deterioration. Risk factors

include aging, estrogen deficiency, low calcium intake, and sedentary lifestyle.

Osteoarthritis

Degenerative joint disease marked by cartilage breakdown, subchondral bone remodeling, and synovial

inflammation. Mechanical overload and aging are primary contributors.

Rickets and Osteomalacia

Deficiencies in vitamin D, calcium, or phosphate impair mineralization. Rickets affects children, leading to bone

deformities, while osteomalacia occurs in adults, causing bone pain and fractures.

Paget’s Disease of Bone

Localized abnormal bone remodeling, resulting in enlarged, misshapen bones. The disease often presents with

bone pain, fractures, and deformities.

Bone Cancer

Primary bone tumors such as osteosarcoma or metastatic lesions from other cancers. Early detection is crucial for

prognosis.

Clinical Relevance and Applications

Knowledge from Chapter 5 translates into various medical and research applications. Below are some key

examples:

Diagnostic Imaging

•  Radiography: Standard X-rays reveal bone fractures, joint space narrowing, and bone density.

•  Computed Tomography (CT): Provides detailed cross-sectional images of bone structure.

•  Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI): Excellent for evaluating bone marrow and soft tissue around joints.

•  Dual-Energy X-ray Absorptiometry (DEXA): Gold standard for measuring bone mineral density.

Therapeutic Interventions
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