
Unit 3: Biological Bases of Behavior 

An effective introduction to the relationship between physiological processes and behavior — including the influence of neural 

function, the nervous system and the brain, and genetic contributions to behavior. 

 

Essential Questions: (you should be able to answer each of these questions fully and thoughtfully by test day!) 

 

❏ Why is studying biology important to 

understanding psychology?  

❏ Why is knowing about neural 

communication important? 

❏ Why is knowing about the nervous 

system important?  

❏ How do the endocrine system and 

nervous system interact?  

❏ How have modern techniques of 

studying the brain helped our 

understanding of behavior and mental 

processes?  

❏ Why are the parts of the brain that 

control more basic function called 

“older”?  

 

❏ What qualities of the cortex 

differentiate humans from other 

animals?  

❏ How are the functions of the cortex 

different and similar to other animals? 

❏ Why is it important for the brain to 

be plastic and regenerative?  

❏ What can research on split brain tell 

us, or not tell us, about how the brain 

works?  

❏ How do intact brains work differently 

from split brains?  

❏ How important are your genes to 

your daily behavior and mental 

processes?  

 

❏ How do studies of twins and 

adoptees inform us about the 

nature-nurture issue?  

❏ How do heredity and environment 

work together?  

❏ How much do natural selection and 

adaptation influence daily life?  

❏ How is being genetically similar 

important?  

❏ How would you explain the 

nature-nurture issue to someone who 

has not studied psychology? 

 

Vocabulary to Master: (you should be able to define each of these terms by test day)  

 

Types of Neurons 

Sensory 

Motor 

Interneurons 

 

Parts of the Neuron 

Receptor Sites 

Dendritic Spines 

Dendrites 

Soma (Cell Body) 

Axon 

Myelin Sheath 

Nodes of Ranvier 

Terminal Buttons 

Vesicles 

Synapses 

Semipermeable Membrane 

Pre-synaptic/Post-synaptic Membrane 

Glial Cells 

Schwann cells 

 

 

Neural Communication 

Polarization 

Depolarization 

Action Potential 

Repolarization 

Resting Potential 

Re-uptake 

Refractory Period 

All-or-none response 

Threshold 

 

Neurotransmitters 

Excitatory vs Inhibitory 

Acetylcholine 

Epinephrine 

Norepinephrine 

Glutamate 

Dopamine 

Serotonin 

GABA 
 

 

 

Nervous System 

Central nervous system 

Peripheral nervous system 

Somatic nervous system 

Autonomic nervous system  

Sympathetic nervous system 

Parasympathetic nervous system 

 

Endocrine System 

Hormones  

Adrenal Gland 

Pituitary Gland 

 

Types of Brain Scans 

Electroencephalogram (EEG) 

PET (positron emission tomography) 

scan 

MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) 

fMRI (functional MRI) 

 

 

 



 

Vocabulary (continued) 

 

Older Brain Structures 

Hindbrain 

Cerebellum 

Brainstem: Medulla, Pons 

Reticular Formation 

Midbrain 

Forebrain 

Thalamus  

 

Limbic System 

Amygdala 

Hypothalamus 

Hippocampus 

Cerebral Cortex 

Frontal lobes 

Parietal lobes 

Occipital lobes 

Temporal lobes 

 

Motor Cortex 

Sensory Cortex 

Association Areas 

Plasticity 

Neurogenesis 

Split Brain 

Corpus Callosum 

 

 

People to Know: 

 

❏ Paul Broca  ❏ Charles Darwin  ❏ Michael Gazzaniga  ❏ Roger Sperry  ❏ Carl Wernicke  

 

 

Learning Targets: 

For each of the statements listed below, you’ll rate your level of understanding on a scale of 0-4.  

0=Nothing, 4=Advanced. You’ll complete this rating twice: once at the start of the unit and again at the end.  

 

I can identify basic processes and systems in the biological bases of behavior. This means that I can identify the basic 
processes and systems, including the parts of the neuron and the process of transmission of a signal between neurons. 

Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________  

I can discuss the influence of drugs on neurotransmitters. This means that I can explain the reuptake mechanisms, and the 
role of agonists and antagonists.  

Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________  

I can discuss effect of the endocrine system on behavior. 
Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________ 

I can describe the nervous system and its subdivisions and functions. This means that I can explain the role of the central and 
peripheral nervous systems, the functions of the major brain regions, lobes and cortical areas, and brain lateralization and 
hemispheric specialization.  

Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________ 

I can discuss the role of neuroplasticity in traumatic brain injury. 
Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________  

I can recount historic and contemporary research strategies and technologies that support research. This means that I can 
explain the case studies, split-brain research and the imaging techniques that contribute to research.  

Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________  



I can discuss psychology’s abiding interest in how heredity, environment, and evolution work together to shape behavior. 
Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________ 

I can predict how traits and behavior can be selected for their adaptive value. 
Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________  

I can identify key contributors and their contributions to the field (e.g. Paul Broca, Charles Darwin, Michael Gazzaniga, Roger 
Sperry, Carl Wernicke).  

Start of the Unit_______________ End of the Unit_______________ 

 

 

Content Outline: Assignments to be handed in during unit: 
(subject to change!) 

Test Day: 

❏ Neurons & Neural Communication 
❏ The Nervous System 
❏ The Endocrine System 
❏ The Brain 
❏ Split Brain Experiments 

Day of Test: 
❏ Study Guide OR Vocabulary (both 

vocab and key people!) 
 

 

 


