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1. Overview 

Head and neck anatomy underpins safe dental practice, effective communication within the dental 

team, and accurate interpretation of clinical findings. It is a core NEBDN topic and closely linked to 

oral anatomy, radiography, pain control, and medical emergencies. 

 

This guide supports NEBDN examination preparation and also serves as a professional refresher for 

qualified dental nurses. Assessment commonly focuses on anatomical relationships, function, surface 

anatomy, and clinical relevance, rather than isolated memorisation. 

2. Core Principles / Foundations 

Head and neck anatomy includes the skeletal framework, muscles, nerves, blood vessels, and 

lymphatic structures that support oral function and facial expression.  

 

Key principles: 

 

• Structures are densely packed and highly interrelated 

 

• Small anatomical errors can have significant clinical consequences 

 

• Many exam questions assess location + function + relevance together 

 

• Anatomy knowledge supports safe delegation and communication 

 

Major regions include: 

 

• Skull and facial bones 

 

• Muscles of facial expression and mastication 

 

• Cranial nerves 

 

• Major blood vessels 

 

• Lymphatic drainage 

3. Skeletal Framework of the Head & Neck 

The skull provides protection and support. 

 

Key components: 

 

Cranium – protects the brain 
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Facial bones – support the oral cavity and facial structures 

 

Clinically relevant bones include: 

 

• Maxilla 

 

• Mandible 

 

• Zygomatic bone 

 

• Nasal bones 

 

The mandible is the only movable bone of the skull, a frequent exam point.  

4. Muscles of Mastication & Facial Expression 

Muscles of mastication 

 

Primary muscles include: 

 

• Masseter 

 

• Temporalis 

 

• Medial and lateral pterygoids 

 

Function: 

 

• Elevation, depression, and movement of the mandible 

 

Muscles of facial expression 

 

• Control facial movement and expression 

 

• Insert into skin rather than bone 

 

• Important for communication and patient interaction 

 

Exams often test functional differences between these muscle groups.  
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5. Cranial Nerves (Dental-Relevant Overview) 

Cranial nerves are essential for sensory and motor function. 

 

Dental-relevant cranial nerves include: 

 

• Trigeminal nerve (V) – facial sensation and mastication 

 

• Facial nerve (VII) – facial expression 

 

• Glossopharyngeal nerve (IX) – taste and swallowing 

 

• Vagus nerve (X) – parasympathetic control 

 

NEBDN questions focus on general function, not detailed pathways.  

6. Blood Supply & Venous Drainage 

The head and neck have a rich blood supply. 

 

Key vessels include: 

 

• Carotid arteries 

 

• Facial artery and vein 

 

Clinical relevance: 

 

• Bleeding control 

 

• Healing and infection spread 

 

• Medical emergency considerations 

 

• Understanding arterial vs venous roles is frequently tested. 

7. Lymphatic System & Drainage 

Lymphatic drainage is essential for immune response and disease spread.  

 

Key lymph node groups: 

 

• Submental 

 

• Submandibular 
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• Cervical 

 

Dental nurses must understand: 

 

• Why lymph nodes enlarge 

 

• The significance of persistent swelling 

 

• When findings require reporting 

 

This area is commonly linked to oral disease and infection questions.  

8. Clinical Relevance / Application 

Head and neck anatomy is applied during: 

 

• Extra-oral examinations 

 

• Assisting with dental procedures 

 

• Monitoring swelling or infection 

 

• Medical emergency recognition 

 

NEBDN scenarios often assess: 

 

• Identification of structures 

 

• Awareness of normal vs abnormal findings 

 

• Communication of observations to the dentist 

9. Dental Nurse Roles & Responsibilities 

Dental nurses are responsible for: 

 

• Recognising normal head and neck anatomy 

 

• Observing changes or abnormalities 

 

• Reporting findings accurately 

 

• Assisting with examinations and procedures 

 

Dental nurses must not: 
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• Diagnose pathology 

 

• Interpret findings beyond their scope 

 

Clear anatomical knowledge supports safe practice and teamwork.  

10. Risks, Errors & Patient Safety Issues 

Common errors include: 

 

• Confusing anatomical terminology 

 

• Poor understanding of nerve or vessel relevance 

 

• Failure to report abnormal findings 

 

Such errors may delay diagnosis or compromise patient safety. 

11. UK Regulations & Professional Standards 

Head and neck anatomy knowledge supports compliance with: 

 

• GDC Standards for the Dental Team 

 

• Effective communication 

 

• Working within competence 

 

Patient safety 

 

• Record-keeping standards 

 

• Accurate anatomical descriptions 

 

Dental nurses are expected to apply anatomy knowledge clinically, not theoretically.  

12. Exam-Focused Takeaways 

• Head and neck structures are closely related 

 

• Mandible is the only movable skull bone 

 

• Mastication and facial expression muscles have different roles 

• Cranial nerves are tested at a functional level 
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• Lymph nodes indicate infection or disease spread 

 

• Dental nurses observe, assist, and report 

 

If a question asks: 

 

• “What structure is involved?” → Think region + function 

 

• “What should the nurse do?” → Observe, report, document 

 

13. How to Use This Guide 

 

This guide should be used alongside: 

 

• Head & Neck Anatomy flashcards for recall 

 

• Online MCQs and OSCE practice for applied understanding 

 

This resource supports revision and professional refreshment. It does not replace formal anatomy 

teaching or clinical diagnosis. 


