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The Ovaries
Each month, the female reproductive system prepares for a possible pregnancy by producing a mature egg cell—the female gamete.
After sperm have been deposited and fertilization has occurred, the
role of the male in reproduction is complete. If pregnancy occurs,
the female reproductive system will nourish and protect the fertilized egg through nine months of development.

© The ovum moves through
the fallopian tube toward
the uterus.
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Production of Eggs
Two egg-shaped ovaries, shown in Figure 5, are located within
the abdominal cavity. The ovaries (OH vuh reez) are the gameteproducing organs of the female reproductive system. Females are
born with all of the egg cells they will ever produce. At birth, the
ovaries contain about 2 million immature egg cells that already
have begun the first division of meiosis. Like sperm cells, egg cells
contain 23 chromosomes (the haploid number) because eggs also
are formed through meiosis.
After meiosis begins, egg cells become stalled in prophase of the
first meiotic division. When a female reaches puberty, the increased
production of sex hormones enables meiosis to resume. However,

normally only one immature egg cell matures each month. In the
lifetime of a female, only 300-400 egg cells will mature. When an
egg cell matures, it is called an ovum (OH vuhm).
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Figure 7 Ovum.
Notice the great difference in
size between the sperm and
- the ovum.
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Structures of the Female Reproductive System
An ovum is released from an ovary about every 28 days. Cilia sweep
the ovum into a fallopian tube. Each fallopian (fuh LOH pee uhn)
tube is a passageway through which an ovum moves from an ovary
toward the uterus. Smooth muscles lining the fallopian tubes contract rhythmically, moving the ovum down the tube and toward the
uterus, as shown by the arrows in Figure 6. An ovum's journey
through a fallopian tube usually takes three to four days to complete. If the ovum is not fertilized within 24-48 hours, it dies. An
ovum, shown in Figure 7, is many times larger than a sperm cell and
can be seen with the unaided eye.
The uterus (YOO tuh rubs) is a hollow, muscular organ about the
size of a small fist. If fertilization occurs, development will take
place in the uterus. During sexual intercourse, sperm are
deposited inside the vagina (vuh HE nuh), a muscular tube
that leads from the outside of the female's body to the
entrance to the uterus, ralled the cervix (SUR vihks). A soft
rubber cap called a diaphragm (DIE uh fram) can be used to
cover the cervix and help prevent fertilization by blocking
the passage of sperm into the uterus. A diaphragm is more
effective when used with a sperm-killing chemical, or spermicide. During childbirth, a baby passes through the cervix
and leaves the mother's body through the vagina.
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Figure 6 Female
reproductive system. The
arrows indicate the path taken
by an ovum from an ovary to
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I The ovaries produce egg cells. The uterus nurtures the fetus during pregnancy.
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© When fertilization occurs,
the fertilized ovum
develops in the uterus.

1Figure 5 Female reproductive organs
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