
The brain
The brain provides conscious awareness 
and is involved in all psychological processes. 
The brain consists of many regions, which are 
responsible for different functions.

For example, the brain consists of four 
main lobes: frontal lobe, parietal lob, 
temporal lobe and occipital lobe.  

The occipital lobe processes visual 
information; the temporal lobe processes 
auditory information; the parietal lobe 
integrates information from the different 
senses and therefore plays an important 
role in spatial navigation; and the frontal 
lobe is associated with higher-order 
functions, including: planning, 
abstract reasoning and logic.

The brain stem connects 
the brain and spinal cord 
and controls involuntary 
processes, including our 
heart beat, breathing 
and consciousness. SA
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The spinal
cord
The role of the spinal cord is to transfer 
messages to and from the brain, and the rest 
of the body. The spinal cord is also responsible 
for simple reflex actions which do not involve 
the brain, for example, jumping out of your 
chair if you sit on a drawing pin, or removing 
your hand from a hot surface. 
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The somatic nervous system “maintains 
communication between the CNS and the 
outside word” [1, p. 257]. The somatic nervous 
system is made up of sensory receptors that 
carry information to the spinal cord and brain, 
and motor pathways that allow the brain to 
control movement. Therefore, the role of the 
somatic nervous system is to carry sensory 
information from the outside world to the brain 
and provide muscle responses via the motor 
pathways. 

The Somatic 
Nervous System
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The sympathetic nervous system is typically 
involved in responses that prepare the body 
for fight or flight. Impulses travel from the 
sympathetic nervous system to organs in the 
body to help us prepare for action when we 
are faced with a dangerous situation. 
For example, our heart 
rate, blood pressure and 
breathing rate increase, 
while less important 
functions slow down, 
for example digestion, 
salivation and urination. 

The sympathetic 
Nervous System
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The role of the parasympathetic nervous 
system is to relax the body, or return us to 
our ‘normal’ resting state. Consequently, the 
parasympathetic nervous system slows down 
our heart rate and breathing rate, and reduces 
our blood pressure. Furthermore, any functions 
that were previously 
slowed down are 
started again (e.g. 
digestion).

The 
parasympathetic 
nervous system
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Don’t be nervous 
about the nervous 
system

PSYCHOLOGY

Resources for Courses

Overview
The aim of this activity is for students to revise and develop their knowledge of the nervous 
system, in preparation for their year 2 exams.

Resources Required
 • The structure of the Nervous System handout (1 per student)

 •	The Central and Peripheral Nervous System grid (1 per student)

 • The Nervous System posters (5 per class)

Teacher Instructions
Teaching and Learning Strategy A

Activity 1: Provide your students with a copy of the structure of the Nervous System handout. 
Either provide your students with the key terms (see below) or if you want more of a challenge, 
see if they can complete the diagram from memory.

Key terms: Nervous system, Central Nervous System (CNS), Spinal Cord, Brain, Peripheral 
Nervous System (PNS), Somatic Nervous System, Autonomic Nervous System, Sympathetic 
Nervous System and Parasympathetic Nervous System. 

Activity 2 (Part A): Provide your students with a copy of the Central and Peripheral Nervous
System grid. To begin with, ask your students to outline what they can remember about each 
of the components. Give the students between 3-5 minutes in groups, to see how much they 
can remember. SA
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Don’t be nervous about
THE nervous system

Resources for Courses

Activity 2 (Part B, Version 1): Place the five posters with information about the components of
the nervous system around the classroom. Instruct your students to use the information around 
the room to add to their grids. Give the students up to 10 minutes to complete this task. You 
could ask your students to use a different colour pen, to demonstrate their new learning. 

Activity 2 (Part B, Version 2): If you would prefer a slightly more orderly activity, put your students
into five separate groups. Give each group of students one of the posters with information 
about the components of the nervous system. Allow your students 2-3 minutes to add to their 
grids. Again, you could ask your student to use a different colour pen to demonstrate learning. 
Once 2-3 minutes have passed, number your students from 1-5, in each group. Then ask all of 
the number 1s to join a new table, the number 2s to join a different table, and so on. Each table 
should now have one student who has studied each of the different components of the nervous 
system. Give your students 10 minutes to outline their component of the nervous system, while 
the others add to their grids.

Teaching & Learning Hint: If you are using the version 2 activity, specify the order in which the 
students outline their components. If you ask the students who have examined the brain to 
start, you can easily monitor the conversations taking place to ensure understanding.

Finally, once the students have completed Activity 2 (Version 1 or 2), select students to feedback 
and outline each of the different components.
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Nervous
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THE CENTRAL NERVOUS SYSTEM
P
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The Central 
N

ervous System
 

(CN
S)

The Brain

Spinal Cord

The CNS consists of the brain and the spinal cord.
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THE PERIPHERAL NERVOUS SYSTEM
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The Peripheral 
N

ervous System
 

(PSN
)

The som
atic 

nervous system

The autonom
ic 

nervous system

The sym
pathetic 

nervous system

The 
parasym

pathetic 
nervous system

The role of the peripheral nervous system
 (PNS) is to relay m

essages (nerve im
pulses) from

 the CNS 
(brain and spinal cord) to the rest of the body. The PNS is consists of tw

o m
ain com

ponents: 
1) som

atic nervous system
 and 2) autonom

ic nervous system
. 

The autonom
ic nervous system

 plays an im
portant role in hom

eostasis w
hich m

aintains internal 
processes like bodily tem

perature, heart rate and blood pressure. The autonom
ic nervous system

 only 
consists of m

otor pathw
ays and has tw

o com
ponents: 

1) the sym
pathetic nervous system

 and 2) the parasym
pathetic nervous system

. 
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