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Medulla 

 

 

Introduction to the Medulla: 

The medulla, also known as the medulla oblongata, is a critical part of the brainstem responsible 

for regulating essential involuntary functions, including breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure. 

Understanding how the medulla works and its pathway through the body is crucial for students 

studying anatomy and physiology. 

Location of the Medulla: 

• The medulla is located at the base of the brainstem, just above the spinal cord. 

• It is the lowest part of the brainstem and connects to the spinal cord. 

Structure of the Medulla: 

• The medulla is a small, cone-shaped structure. 

• It is composed of grey matter and white matter. 

• Grey matter contains cell bodies, while white matter consists of nerve fibers. 

Functions of the Medulla: 

• Breathing Control: The medulla regulates the rate and depth of breathing by monitoring the 

levels of carbon dioxide and oxygen in the blood. 

• Heart Rate Control: It controls heart rate by adjusting the activity of the cardiac pacemaker 

cells. 

• Blood Pressure Regulation: The medulla manages blood pressure by influencing blood 

vessel constriction and dilation. 

• Reflexes: It coordinates reflexes like swallowing, sneezing, and coughing. 

Pathway Through the Body: 

• Input Sensory Information: Information from various parts of the body, such as blood 

oxygen levels, blood pressure, and pH levels, is constantly relayed to the medulla. 

• Medulla Processing: The medulla processes this sensory information to make necessary 

adjustments to maintain homeostasis. 

• Output Motor Signals: After processing, the medulla sends motor signals to various 

effectors: 
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• Respiratory Muscles: For controlling breathing rate and depth. 

• Heart: To adjust heart rate and force of contraction. 

• Blood Vessels: To regulate blood pressure. 

• Other Reflexes: For activities like swallowing and coughing. 

Breathing Control Pathway: 

• Sensory Input: Chemoreceptors in the blood vessels monitor oxygen and carbon dioxide 

levels. 

• Medulla Response: If oxygen is low or carbon dioxide is high, the medulla signals the 

diaphragm and intercostal muscles to contract. 

• Result: This causes inhalation and an increase in oxygen intake, or exhalation to expel 

excess carbon dioxide. 

 

Heart Rate Control Pathway: 

• Sensory Input: Baroreceptors detect changes in blood pressure. 

• Medulla Response: The medulla adjusts the heart rate accordingly by sending signals to 

the cardiac pacemaker cells. 

• Result: This regulates blood pressure and maintains adequate blood flow to the body. 

Blood Pressure Regulation Pathway: 

• Sensory Input: Baroreceptors and chemoreceptors detect changes in blood pressure and 

blood chemistry. 

• Medulla Response: The medulla can constrict or dilate blood vessels to raise or lower blood 

pressure as needed. 

• Result: This ensures a stable blood pressure for proper organ perfusion. 

Conclusion: 

In summary, the medulla is a crucial brainstem structure that regulates vital functions to maintain 

homeostasis. Its intricate control over breathing, heart rate, and blood pressure ensures the body's 

survival. Understanding the medulla's location, structure, and pathways through the body is 

fundamental for students studying human anatomy and physiology. 

 

1. Disorders of the Medulla 

• The medulla oblongata is a crucial part of the brainstem that controls vital functions in the 

body. However, several disorders can affect its normal functioning, leading to various health 

issues. 

a. Hypoxia 

Description: 

• Hypoxia occurs when the medulla fails to regulate breathing adequately, leading to a 

decrease in oxygen levels in the blood. 

Symptoms: 

• Shortness of breath 
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• Confusion 

• Bluish skin colour (cyanosis) 

• Loss of consciousness 

Causes: 

Hypoxia can result from various factors, including: 

• Stroke 

• Brain injury 

• Drug overdose 

• Respiratory diseases 

 

 

b. Medullary Stroke 

Description: 

A medullary stroke is a blockage or rupture of blood vessels in the medulla, disrupting its 

functions. 

Symptoms: 

• Paralysis 

• Difficulty swallowing 

• Loss of coordination 

• Causes: 

Medullary strokes can be caused by factors such as: 

• Blood clots 

• Aneurysms 

• High blood pressure 

• Vascular malformations 

c. Medullary Compression 

Description: 

• Medullary compression occurs when there is pressure on the medulla due to various 

underlying conditions. 

Symptoms: 

• Weakness 

• Numbness 

• Difficulty speaking 

• Difficulty swallowing 

Causes: 

Conditions that can lead to medullary compression include: 

• Tumors 

• Herniated discs in the spine 
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• Infections 

• Trauma 

d. Medullary Infarction 

Description: 

• Medullary infarction is a condition where the blood supply to the medulla is blocked, leading 

to tissue damage. 

Symptoms: 

• Sudden weakness 

• Loss of sensation 

• Difficulty in maintaining balance 

• Difficulty speaking and swallowing 

Causes: 

Medullary infarctions are usually caused by: 

• Blood clots 

• Artery narrowing (atherosclerosis) 

• Embolisms 

e. Medullary Tumours 

Description: 

• Medullary tumours are abnormal growths that develop within the medulla. 

Symptoms: 

• Headaches 

• Nausea 

• Vomiting 

• Vision problems 

Causes: 

The exact cause of medullary tumours is often unclear, but factors like genetics may play a role. 

f. Central Sleep Apnea 

Description: 

Central sleep apnea is a sleep disorder where the brain fails to send proper signals to control 

breathing during sleep. 

Symptoms: 

• Frequent awakening during the night 

• Daytime fatigue 

• Difficulty concentrating 

• Loud snoring 

Causes: 

Central sleep apnea can result from various factors, including: 
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• Certain medications 

• Heart disorders 

• Brainstem abnormalities 

Understanding these disorders of the medulla is essential for recognizing their symptoms and 

seeking prompt medical attention when necessary. Each disorder can have a significant impact on 

bodily functions, emphasizing the critical role that the medulla plays in maintaining our overall 

health and well-being. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


