
ap psychology unit 2 vocab

ap psychology unit 2 vocab is an essential aspect of understanding key concepts in psychology. This

unit primarily focuses on the biological bases of behavior, including the structure and function of the

nervous system, brain anatomy, and the effects of neurotransmitters. A solid grasp of this vocabulary

is crucial for students preparing for the AP Psychology exam, as it lays the foundation for more

advanced topics. In this article, we will delve into the critical terms and concepts associated with AP

Psychology Unit 2, breaking down their meanings, uses, and relevance within the broader field of

psychology. Additionally, we will explore the interplay between biology and behavior, the significance of

various brain structures, and how these elements contribute to our understanding of human

psychology.

To facilitate your understanding, we have structured the article to include a comprehensive Table of

Contents that will guide you through the essential topics of this unit.
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Introduction to AP Psychology Unit 2 Vocabulary

Understanding the vocabulary associated with AP Psychology Unit 2 is crucial for students embarking

on their psychology journey. This unit emphasizes the biological underpinnings of behavior, highlighting

how the nervous system and brain structure influence our actions, thoughts, and emotions. Terms

such as neurons, synapses, and neurotransmitters are foundational to grasping how our bodies

communicate internally and how this communication affects our external behaviors.

Moreover, this unit introduces students to the intricate relationship between genetics and behavior,

establishing a framework to appreciate how biology can shape psychological experiences. By

mastering the vocabulary in this unit, students will enhance their comprehension of psychology as a

scientific discipline and prepare themselves for more complex concepts in subsequent units.

The Nervous System: Structure and Function

The nervous system is a complex network that orchestrates all bodily functions and processes, making

it a crucial topic in AP Psychology Unit 2. Understanding its structure and function helps students

appreciate how physiological processes underpin psychological phenomena.

Components of the Nervous System

The nervous system is broadly divided into two major components:

Central Nervous System (CNS): This consists of the brain and spinal cord, serving as the control

center for processing information and coordinating responses.



Peripheral Nervous System (PNS): This encompasses all the nerves outside the CNS, connecting

the brain and spinal cord to the rest of the body. It is further divided into the somatic and

autonomic nervous systems.

The CNS processes sensory information, while the PNS carries out the commands from the CNS to

the rest of the body. This division is essential for understanding how different psychological and

physiological processes interact.

Neurons: The Building Blocks of the Nervous System

Neurons are specialized cells that transmit information throughout the body. They communicate via

electrical impulses and chemical signals, making them the foundation of all nervous system activities.

Key components of a neuron include:

Dendrites: Branch-like structures that receive signals from other neurons.

Cell Body: Contains the nucleus and processes incoming signals.

Axon: A long projection that transmits signals away from the cell body.

Axon Terminals: End points that release neurotransmitters to communicate with other neurons.

Understanding these components is vital for students, as they illustrate how signals are transmitted

and processed in the brain.



Neurotransmitters and Their Role

Neurotransmitters are chemical messengers that play a critical role in communication between

neurons. They are released from axon terminals and bind to receptor sites on neighboring neurons,

influencing their activity.

Major Neurotransmitters

Several key neurotransmitters are essential for regulating various physiological and psychological

functions:

Dopamine: Associated with pleasure, reward, and motor control.

Serotonin: Regulates mood, appetite, and sleep.

Norepinephrine: Influences attention and responding actions.

Acetylcholine: Plays a role in muscle movement and memory.

GABA (gamma-aminobutyric acid): Acts as an inhibitory neurotransmitter, reducing neuronal

excitability.

Each neurotransmitter has distinct functions and imbalances can lead to various psychological

disorders, making their study crucial in AP Psychology.



The Role of Neurotransmitters in Behavior

Understanding how neurotransmitters influence behavior is fundamental in psychology. For instance,

low serotonin levels are often linked to depression, while excessive dopamine activity may be

associated with schizophrenia. By studying these chemicals, students gain insights into the biological

basis of mental health conditions and the importance of balanced neurotransmitter levels for overall

well-being.

Brain Anatomy and Functions

The brain is the most complex organ in the human body and serves as the central hub for processing

information. In AP Psychology Unit 2, several regions of the brain are examined for their specific

functions and contributions to behavior.

Major Brain Structures

Key areas of the brain include:

Cerebral Cortex: The outer layer responsible for higher-order functions like thinking, memory,

and perception.

Brainstem: Controls basic life functions such as breathing and heart rate.

Limbic System: Involved in emotion and memory, with structures like the amygdala and

hippocampus.

Cerebellum: Coordinates movement and balance.



Each of these structures plays a unique role in how we think, feel, and behave, and understanding

their functions is essential for any psychology student.

The Functions of Different Brain Regions

Different regions of the brain are responsible for various functions:

- The frontal lobe is involved in decision-making, impulse control, and social behavior.

- The parietal lobe processes sensory information such as touch and temperature.

- The temporal lobe is crucial for processing auditory information and memory.

- The occipital lobe is primarily responsible for visual processing.

By studying these regions, students can better understand how brain injuries or disorders can affect

behavior and cognitive functions.

Techniques for Studying the Brain

To understand the relationship between brain function and behavior, psychologists and neuroscientists

employ various techniques to study the brain's structure and activity.

Common Research Methods

Some common methods include:

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI): Uses magnetic fields and radio waves to create detailed



images of the brain's structure.

Functional MRI (fMRI): Measures brain activity by detecting changes in blood flow.

Electroencephalography (EEG): Records electrical activity in the brain through electrodes placed

on the scalp.

Positron Emission Tomography (PET): Uses radioactive tracers to visualize metabolic processes

in the brain.

These techniques allow researchers to explore how different brain regions are involved in specific

cognitive tasks or emotional responses, providing valuable insights into the biological basis of

behavior.

Impact of Genetics on Behavior

Genetics plays a significant role in shaping behavior and psychological traits. Understanding the

influence of heredity on psychological processes is a key aspect of AP Psychology Unit 2.

Nature vs. Nurture Debate

The nature versus nurture debate examines the relative contributions of genetics (nature) and

environment (nurture) to individual behavior and personality. This discussion is fundamental for

psychology students as it frames how we understand human development and psychological

disorders.

Research in behavioral genetics has shown that many traits, such as intelligence and temperament,



have genetic components. However, environmental factors also significantly influence how these traits

are expressed.

Genetic Disorders and Their Psychological Impacts

Certain genetic disorders can have profound psychological effects. For example:

Down Syndrome: A genetic disorder that can lead to intellectual disabilities and developmental

delays.

Fragile X Syndrome: A genetic condition causing intellectual disability and behavioral challenges.

Huntington’s Disease: A hereditary condition that leads to the progressive degeneration of nerve

cells in the brain, affecting movement and cognition.

Understanding these genetic influences can help students appreciate the complex interplay between

biology and behavior.

Conclusion

In AP Psychology Unit 2, mastering the vocabulary related to the biological bases of behavior is

essential for a comprehensive understanding of psychology. From the intricate workings of the nervous

system and the role of neurotransmitters to the anatomy of the brain and the impact of genetics, each

element plays a vital role in shaping human behavior. By familiarizing yourself with these concepts and

terms, you are not only preparing for the AP Psychology exam but also building a solid foundation for

future studies in psychology. The relationship between biology and behavior is a fascinating area that



continues to evolve, making it a compelling field of study for any aspiring psychologist.

Q: What are the key components of the nervous system?

A: The key components of the nervous system include the Central Nervous System (CNS), which

consists of the brain and spinal cord, and the Peripheral Nervous System (PNS), which comprises all

nerves outside the CNS. The PNS is further divided into the somatic and autonomic nervous systems.

Q: How do neurons communicate?

A: Neurons communicate through electrical impulses and chemical signals. When a neuron receives a

signal, it generates an electrical impulse that travels down its axon to the axon terminals, where

neurotransmitters are released to transmit the signal to the next neuron.

Q: What is the role of neurotransmitters in behavior?

A: Neurotransmitters are chemical messengers that influence neuronal communication and,

consequently, behavior. For example, dopamine is linked to pleasure and reward, while serotonin is

associated with mood regulation. Imbalances in neurotransmitter levels can lead to psychological

disorders.

Q: What are some major brain structures and their functions?

A: Major brain structures include the cerebral cortex (responsible for higher-order functions), the

brainstem (controls basic life functions), the limbic system (involved in emotion and memory), and the

cerebellum (coordinates movement and balance). Each structure has specific functions critical to

behavior and cognition.



Q: What techniques are used to study the brain?

A: Common techniques for studying the brain include Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) for structural

imaging, functional MRI (fMRI) for measuring brain activity, Electroencephalography (EEG) for

recording electrical activity, and Positron Emission Tomography (PET) for visualizing metabolic

processes.

Q: How does genetics influence behavior?

A: Genetics influences behavior through hereditary traits that can affect personality, intelligence, and

susceptibility to psychological disorders. The nature versus nurture debate explores how much of

behavior is determined by genetics versus environmental factors.

Q: What is the limbic system and its significance?

A: The limbic system is a set of brain structures that play a crucial role in emotion, memory, and

motivation. Key components include the amygdala (involved in emotion processing) and the

hippocampus (essential for memory formation). Understanding the limbic system is vital for grasping

how emotions impact behavior.

Q: What disorders are linked to neurotransmitter imbalances?

A: Disorders linked to neurotransmitter imbalances include depression (often associated with low

serotonin), schizophrenia (associated with excess dopamine), and anxiety disorders (which may

involve GABA imbalances). These imbalances can significantly affect mood and behavior.

Q: What is the significance of studying brain anatomy in psychology?

A: Studying brain anatomy is significant in psychology as it helps us understand how different brain



regions contribute to cognitive functions and behaviors. Knowledge of brain structures allows

psychologists to link specific functions and behaviors to underlying biological processes.

Q: How do environmental factors interact with genetic predispositions?

A: Environmental factors can interact with genetic predispositions to influence behavior and

psychological outcomes. For example, a person may have a genetic predisposition for anxiety, but

environmental factors such as stress or trauma can trigger or exacerbate the condition.
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