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The use of human cadavers in the undergraduate experience is a rare and 
powerful experience.  We have the privilege of using 2 human cadavers each 
semester in our program.  Embalmed cadavers require constant rehydration in 
order to minimize damage due to dehydration.  This rehydration effort is 
usually carried out manually, with hand-held sprayers.  This system obviously 
has drawbacks such weekends or summer breaks, where the lack of rehydration 
leads to significant damage, and also wastes a large volume of fluid.  In the 
Spring of 2019, we were awarded a Hemingway Collaborative Award for the 
development of an automated human cadaver spray table.  Despite delays 
incurred by the pandemic, we have just recently received the first example of 
this spray table from the College of Engineering and Applied Technology.  This 
novel table uses an commercially-available, off-the-shelf pump, spray and 
automatic timer with a custom retracting tent in order to deliver cadaver wetting 
solution to our human cadavers automatically. This system is not commercially 
available, and other wetting tables require a very large volume of fluid because 
they are not designed for teaching, but for long-term storage. Our spray-based 
system uses significantly less fluid which is also recycled, and is far more 
usable in the teaching lab. Based on our initial experiences, a small number of 
simple modifications will be incorporated into the second table, vastly 
improving the user experience.  After 1 month of use, the initial experimental 
spray table has been welcomed as a helpful device by our student lab 
instructors, and the new modifications will significantly improve the on this 
usability, greatly reduce the volume of wetting solution, and improve our 
cadaver lab experience in a new way that is not yet commercially available.

Abstract

• Each week, at least 100 students attend one of 7 
scheduled cadaver labs in our Zoology 2100: 
Human Anatomy course,
• Each semester, our program has the privilege of 

using two new human cadavers to teach the 
gross anatomy portion of this course.  

• While the use of human cadavers at the 
undergraduate level is a rare opportunity and an 
incredible, high-impact learning experience, 
cadaver use is not without challenges:
• Cadavers are embalmed with fixatives that tend 

to displace water and therefore,
• Cadavers are very prone to damage by 

dehydration,
• In order to maintain hydration, most cadaver 

programs spray a wetting agent (water with a 
disinfecting solvent) onto their patients,
• Spraying is very labor-intensive, time-intensive 

and wasteful,

• Project goal: collaborate with EAST to design and 
manufacture an automated spray table in order to 
keep our patients hydrated overnight and 
weekends,

Background

Engineered solution

• Our current system uses hydraulic patient 
gurneys,  
• Hydraulic gurneys can be easily moved, and 

can both elevate and tilt to position the patient 
in the ideal teaching position,  

• In order to rehydrate the patients throughout the 
day, we rely on hand-held sprayers to mist a 
wetting agent (1% phenoxyethanol:water) to 
rehydrate the exposed tissues and inhibit mold,  
• This system is not efficient (≈ 10 gallons per 

month) and requires someone to be present 
(not viable on evenings and weekends),

• Commercially-available cadaver storage tanks are 
very heavy (30 gallons of fluid plus the patient 
weight),
• Storage tanks lack elevation & tilt capability.

Current challenges

• Using our current hydraulic cadaver gurney, EAST designed a retractable 
rubber “tent” containing:
• High volume spray nozzles,
• Wetting fluid storage tank,
• 12 volt fluid pump powered by car battery & with charger,
• Pump activated by simple programmable timer,

• This system is a vast improvement:
• Much easier to move,
• Retains ability to elevate & tilt,
• Recycles wetting fluid (2 months, 3 gallons have been reused, whereas 

traditional hand-held sprayers have wasted 10+ gallons of fluid),
• Cost far less than current cadaver storage tanks,
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This project was would not have been possible without the generosity of the 
Hemingway foundation, the Research, Scholarship and Professional Growth 
Committee, and WSU EAST graduate Thomas Odenwalder (2020).
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