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THE SKELETAL SYSTEM 

The network of bones, joints, and connective tissues is collectively known as the 
skeletal system. Besides the basic skeleton of bones, the body provides mechanisms 
to connect and protect the skeletal structure. 

Functions of Bones 
The skeletal system works with the muscles of the body to support you in your upright posture. When the muscles are kept 
conditioned, they function well with the contour of the bones to keep you—and your assorted organs—standing tall. The 
skeletal system plays an important role in four areas. 
Posture. If muscles aren’t exercised, the support system gives in to the pull of gravity and excess body weight. The result 
is often rounded shoulders, twisted hips, and a sagging abdominal area. Years of neglect can emphasize these distortions, 
but years of care and conditioning can yield a youthful body at any age.
Organ protection. The lungs and heart, two delicate and vital organs, receive protection from the sternum and rib cage. 
Other vital organs protected by bones are the kidneys and the spinal cord. 
Blood formation. Certain bones are also responsible for the formation of blood. The red marrow of some bones helps to 
produce red blood cells, some types of white blood cells, and platelets. 
Mineral storehouse. Bones also act as storehouses for calcium and phosphorus, as well as potassium, sodium, and other 
minerals. They then regulate the release of minerals into the bloodstream. It’s because of their high mineral content that 
bones survive long after death. 
Composition of Bones 
To carry out their tasks, bones must be both lightweight and strong. Therefore, bones are constructed of two layers: an 
outer layer that’s very dense and ivorylike in appearance, and an inner layer that’s spongy, with numerous caverns that 
serve as a storehouse. 
People tend to think of bones as nonliving objects that are just “there to hold everything in place.” This is probably because 
the only bones they ever see are usually prepared (cleaned, treated, and dried). What they’re seeing is similar to the shells 
that wash up on shore; merely the empty remains of once pliable, living structures. In fact, the bones in a living person are 
“living,” and like other cells in the body, they undergo constant growth and maintenance. For example, in the fetus, bones 
begin to form from cartilage—a tough, white, fibrous tissue. Bones continue to develop, strengthen, and grow throughout 
the adolescent years. They stabilize in a person’s late teens or early 20s. 
Types of Bones 
Bones come in different sizes and shapes and are classified simply by appearance. 
Lang bones. Bones that are longer than they’re wide are called long bones (Figure 13). They include the arm bones (hu-
merus, radius, ulna, and metacarpals) and leg bones (femur, tibia, fibula, and metatarsals). 

	  

	  

	  

	  

FIGURE 13—Long Bone 
 
Short bones. These bones can be found in the wrists (carpals) and ankles (tarsals). They 
have no long axis and are approximately equal in length and in width (Figure 14). 
FIGURE 14—Short Bone 
 
flat bones. These bones are thin and usually curved (Figure 15). Examples of flat bones 
include the ribs, the sternum, bones of the skull, and the shoulder blade. 
FIGURE 15—FIat Bone
  
Irregular bones. The irregular bones are those bones that don’t fit into any other category 
(Figure 16). This group includes the vertebrae, the hip bones, and many of the bones which 
make up the skull. 
FIGURE 16—Irregular Bone 
 
When studying a bone separately from the rest of the skeleton, keep in mind that the some-
times-odd appearance of a bone end is actually the place another bone attaches. Where two 
bones come together, there will usually be a rounded surface on one bone end met by a 
pocket on the next bone (Figure 17). 


