
Module Five: The Spinal Cord 
 

• Describe the external anatomy of the spinal cord, spinal nerves and spinal 
meninges 

 
The Spinal Cord (composed of interneurons) – Is about 42cm long and 1.8cm 
thick, the glistening white spinal cord provides a two-way conduction pathway 
to and from the brain.  

⇒ Receives and directs incoming sensory information to processing centers 
in the brain.  

⇒ Receives and relays motor output from the brain. 
⇒ It’s a major reflex center: spinal reflexes are initiated and completed at 

the spinal cord level. 
 

The spinal cord typically ends between L1 
and L2. For this reason, the subarachnoid 
apace within the meningeal sac inferior to 
that point provides an ideal spot for 
removing cerebrospinal fluid for testing, a 
procedure known as lumbar puncture. 
 
The spinal cord terminates in a tapering 
cone-shaped structure known as the conus 
medularis. The filum terminale, a fibrous 
extension of the conus covered by pia 
matter, extends inferiorly from the conus 
medularis to coccyx (anchors the spinal 
cord).   
 
The spinal cord is divided into 31 segments, 
with the lumbar, sacral and coccygeal 
segments “squeezed” into the conus 
medularis 
 
31 pairs of spinal nerves, part of the 
peripheral nervous system, attach to the 
cord by paired roots. 
 
 
 

Spinal Nerves – Are short nerves, which are generally referred to as mixed 
spinal nerves because they carry both motor and sensory information between 
the brain and spinal cord. 
 



Spinal nerves attach to the spinal cord by paired nerves roots, these are: 
⇒ Ventral Root – Contains the axons of motor neurons (issues motor 

commands to effector glands and muscles) 
⇒ Dorsal Root – Contains the axons of sensory neurons (relays sensory 

input from receptors to the spinal cord) 
o The cell bodies of these sensory neurons lie within the dorsal root 

ganglion. 
 
The collection of nerve roots at the inferior end of the vertebral canal is named 
the cauda equina because it resembles a horse’s tail. 
 
Protection of the Spinal Cord – Like the brain, the spinal cord is protected by 
bone, meninges, and cerebrospinal fluid.  

⇒ The single-layered spinal dura mater is not attached to the bony walls of 
the vertebral column.  

⇒ Between the bony vertebrae and spinal dura mater is an epidural space 
filled with a soft padding of fat and a network of veins.  

o Filled with adipose tissue and blood vessels 
o Site of anesthetic injection 

⇒ Cerebrospinal fluids fills the subarachnoid space between the arachnoid 
fluid and pia mater meninges. 

⇒ Secured to the spinal cord by denticulate ligaments 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The spinal cord consists of gray and white matter and is divided into left and 
right halves by two grooves: 

⇒ Anterior (ventral) Median Fissure 
⇒ Posterior (dorsal) Median Fissure 



 


