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The Big Picture: Nervous System 

I am little apprehensive about writing an essay about this system
1
. The human nervous 

system is a highly specialized network that contains billions
2
 of neurons and is responsible for 

controlling and coordinating all the functions of the body. The nervous system consists of two 

components, the central nervous system and the peripheral nervous system.  

The central nervous system has two main parts, the brain and the spinal cord, while the 

peripheral nervous system consists of all nerves of the body, excluding those found in the brain 

and spinal cord. How easy is that to remember? 

The human brain is the most efficient and sophisticated computer on the planet. This is 

partly because Bill Gates has not been involved with the way it operates yet
3
. Although your 

brain is your most powerful organ, it weighs only about three pounds. It has a texture similar to 

firm jelly, but does not taste nearly as good when applied to toast. 

The brain can be divided into four parts
4
. The cerebrum, the diencephalon, the cerebellum 

and the brain stem. Each has its own function, but the brain stem seems to have been left out of 

the scientific-sounding name committee meetings. 

                                                           
1
 Bad Nervous System joke. 

2
 Estimated. I tried counting them, but lost count after a short while. 

3
 I can say this because the stupidly expensive Microsoft Word 2007 continues to lock up and crash, even though I 

am running it on what was (at the time) the latest and greatest operating system – Microsoft Vista Premium. This 
Operating system was so good that while I was taking the computer out of the box, Microsoft had already released 
Windows 7, which is even better than Vista. The problem is that better for Microsoft, means that it crashes less 
frequently, but it still crashes. And it does like to crash. 
4
 Technically, it can be divided into many parts with a sharp knife or one of those deli-slicers, but logically, there 

are four main parts. 
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The cerebrum hogs up most of the space in the skull and is responsible for intelligence, 

memory, problem solving, remembering to solve problems, thinking, thinking about solving 

problems, emotion, personality, solving emotionally complex personality problems, speech, 

speeches about emotion and personality, movement, the ability to feel, the ability to feel 

movement and for taking the trash out on Thursday.  

The cerebrum is divided into two distinct sides, imaginatively named the right brain and 

the left brain. The left brain is on the right and the right brain is on the left. Okay, it is not, but it 

should be, because our brains are all screwed up. The left side controls the right side of the body 

and the right side controls the left side of the body. I will not even get into the eyes – where 

things that we see are broadcast on our retinas upside down making more work for the brain 

since it has to adjust the image so we do not trip over the ceiling fan. Like it does not have 

enough to do, with all that problem-solving going on. 

As mentioned two sentences ago if you were not skipping parts of this essay, the two 

distinct sides of the cerebrum do different things, but for the opposite side of the body. Brains 

can be such scamps. The two halves are connected by the corpus collosum
5
 that functions to 

facilitate communication between the two sides of the brain.  

The right brain (emotional side) of the cerebrum controls things such as imagination and 

interpreting 3-D forms, such as blow-up dolls and the Slinky
6
. The other side of the brain, the left 

brain (rational side), controls numbering skills, posture, and reasoning. The fact that I cannot 

understand Accounting 102 and I slouch a lot in that class indicates that I have a left-side brain 

deficiency. In fact, it is probably missing completely. It is either that or I find the class mind-

                                                           
5
 Latin for” tough body” which makes no sense whatsoever. 

6
 The Slinky was invented and developed by army engineer Richard James in the early 1940s and demonstrated at 

Gimbels department store in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in November 1945. The toy was a hit, selling its entire 
inventory of 400 units in ninety minutes. 
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numbingly dull, cold and antiseptic
7
. You can be completely right-brain dead and become a 

successful accountant is what this shows me. They do not seem to laugh a lot, those 

accountants
8
.  

Each hemisphere is divided into four sections or lobes. They are referred to as the frontal 

lobes, the parietal lobes, the temporal lobes, and the occipital lobes. A sharp reader will notice 

that these are named in a similar manner to the bones of the cranium. That was completely 

coincidental. What are the odds though, huh? 

The frontal lobes are responsible for motor function, oil changes, problem solving, 

spontaneity, memory, language, initiation, bad judgment, impulse control, and social and deviant 

sexual behavior. The temporal lobes are involved in the primary organization of sensory input, 

memory skills, and solving the Rubik’s cube. The parietal lobes handle sensation, perception and 

the manipulation of objects such as toaster ovens and iPods. Finally, the occipital lobes are the 

center of our visual perception system
9
.  

The outer layer of cerebrum is cortex
10

, which looks like a Shar-pei that got whisked 

away by a tornado
11

. This is where the brain receives the information collected by the sensory 

nerves and sends them to other regions of the brain for further processing. The brain is always 

bouncing information to other areas in a manner similar to the “hot potato” game we played as 

children. 

I have about had it with the cerebrum, so I am going to switch gears and write about the 

diencephalon. The diencephalon lived in the Jurassic period (206 to 144 million years ago) and 

                                                           
7
 I think that is probably more like it. 

8
 Well, Bernie Madoff’s accountant – David Friehling laughed a little – until he was caught and was facing 105 years 

in prison. The laughter quickly dried up. 
9
 which is stupid because it is the furthest brain part from the eyes. 

10
 The kidneys also have a renal cortex and a medulla so you can draw a parallel to the brain. Fortunately, there is 

hardly any urine in the brain though, and kidneys are not generally prone to conscious thought.  
11

 No Shar pei’s were harmed during the writing of this essay. 
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was featured in Jurassic Park as the dinosaur with the ear flaps that spit poison at Dennis 

Nedry
12

. Actually, the diencephalon is the part of the brain that has the hypothalamus, the 

thalamus and the pineal gland. I think that the pituitary gland is wedged in there too. 

The hypothalamus is responsible for regulating pulse, appetite and what we biology 

students like to call homeostatis, which is derived from the Greek words “homo” which means 

Clay Aiken, and “statis” which means static electricity, which explains Clay Aiken’s hair. I voted 

for Rueben Studdard, although I thought that he would have a myocardial infarction before the 

end of the season. Actually, homeostasis is the regulation of our inner environment through stuff 

like hunger, sleep and thirst. 

The thalamus receives the messages from the spinal cord prior to directing them to the 

cerebrum's sensory areas. It considered to be a Grand Central Station for nerve impulses, but 

there is far less graffiti in the thalamus.   

Pituitary glands secrete hormones that regulate growth, metabolism, sexual maturity and 

response to stress, such as writing Human Biology essays. The pineal gland is a tiny gland about 

the size of a piece of uncooked rice and it is shaped like a pine cone.
13

 The pineal gland is a 

small endocrine gland that produces melatonin, a hormone that affects wake/sleep patterns, and 

the circadian rhythm.  

Then we come to the cerebellum. The cerebellum squats at the back of your head, under 

the cerebrum and is the part of the brain where the high-level functions take place. The 

cerebellum controls posture, balance, coordination and the ability to learn new skills. So if you 

                                                           
12

 In the movie it shows Diencephalon spitting an acidic/venomous tar-like substance. There is absolutely no 
evidence that Diencephalon could do this, since it is really a part of the brain and not a dinosaur. But the 
Dilophosaurus could not do this either. Michael Crichton took a few artistic liberties. Also, Nedry was a computer 
geek and his name is an anagram of “nerdy.” 
13

 Back in the days before indoor plumbing, folks who had outhouses used pine cones as toilet paper when the 
leaves were scarce. A popular pet name back then was “stinky bum” since many would rather forego the wiping 
process rather than wipe a pine cone across one of their most sensitive areas. 
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always wanted to play a piano all of your life and finally tried, only to fail miserably, then you 

should give your cerebellum a sharp smack with a ruler. Use caution when doing this as too 

much force can dislodge the pineal gland and then you will be up all night. The cerebellum is 

divided into two different lobes which are connected by white fibers.  I have no idea what white 

fibers are, but I suspect that they are fibers that are white. 

   Next is the brain stem which is located directly below the cerebellum. It connects the 

brain to the spinal cord and controls automatic functions such as breathing, digestion, heart rate, 

blood pressure and the feeling that you are on pins and needles. It consists of the pons which is 

also a Polish sheepdog
14

 – but in this case it is the reflex center for head movements. The pons 

relays signals from the cerebrum to the cerebellum that deal primarily with sleep, respiration, 

swallowing, bladder control, loss of bladder control, hearing, equilibrium, taste, eye movement, 

facial expressions, facial sensation, and posture. 

And what Nervous System essay would not be complete without mentioning the medulla 

oblongata
15

, which contains the cardiac, respiratory, vomiting and vasomotor centers and 

handles autonomic functions, such as breathing, heart rate and blood pressure. I am serious about 

the vomiting center. Who knew we had an entire center devoted to this delightful activity? 

Finally, we come to the reticular formation, which regulates alertness. “I believe that my 

reticular formation is quickly failing as I near the final pages of the Nervous System essay,” I 

believe is something that someone may say. 

                                                           
14

 Polski Owczarek Nizinny (PON) also known as the Polish Lowland Sheepdog is considered a Rare Breed in the 
United States. They are quite cute and can be seen wearing sunglasses in some photos. I expect that they did not 
choose to wear these by themselves, but they are reported to be quite intelligent so it is possible that they may be 
aware of the dangers of exposure to ultraviolet radiation from sunlight which has been associated with the 
development of cataracts and age-related macular degeneration. Probably not, though. 
15

 Alligators are aggressive because of an enlarged medulla oblongata. It’s the sector of the brain that controls 
aggressive behavior. Formerly, it was thought that alligators were aggressive because they have all those teeth and 
no toothbrush, but scientists have since proven that theory to be incorrect. (Reference from Robert Boucher.) 
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To recap, you just need to know that the brain is smarter than you are. It can figure out 

what is wrong with you and take measures to fix it without you ever knowing that there was a 

problem in the first place. Even when you are asleep, your brain will tease you with dreams of 

cascading waterfalls and running water when it knows damn well that your bladder is full
16

.  

Now that we are done with the brain, we can move on to the spinal cord. The spinal cord 

functions primarily in the transmission of neural signals between the brain and the rest of the 

body. The spinal cord allows motor information to travel down the spinal cord, sensory 

information to travel up the spinal cord; and it serves as a center for coordinating certain 

reflexes. Sometimes patients need to undergo a procedure where fluid is drawn from the area 

around the spinal cord using a needle that is about four and a half feet long. This is referred to as 

a spinal tap, which is nowhere near as funny as Rob Reiner’s brilliant film, This is Spinal Tap. 

A cross-section of the spinal cord indicates that the gray matter is either butterfly-shaped, 

or that an actual butterfly got jammed in there. If the brain can have worms like Rosemary 

Alvarez in the YouTube video
17

 we reviewed in class, it is not too inconceivable that the spinal 

cord has butterflies. The stomach occasionally has butterflies, too. Probably monarch butterflies, 

as they are known to migrate. 

 The nervous system is a network that controls and coordinates all the activities by 

transmitting messages or signals from the brain to the different regions of the body and vice 

versa. The nervous system works with the help of nerves or neurons, which conduct the signals 

or impulses between the two components of the nervous system. Proper functioning of the 

nervous system depends on the coordination between the central and the peripheral nervous 

                                                           
16

 If you brain is particularly mischievous, it will make these dreams so vivid that your spouse will soon be kicking 
you out of the bed so you can change the sheets. 
17

 At 3:40 into that video, Rosemary Alvarez is discussing how she is no longer going to miss a moment with her 
kids and she says, “Tell me what’s on your mind.” We know what is on her mind. Worms. 
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system. Neurons send signals and neuroglia support the neurons. Usually they do this by slipping 

them a sawbuck
18

 from time to time. 

The somatic nervous system receives external stimuli and coordinates body movements, 

while the autonomic nervous system is responsible for those functions that are not under 

conscious control – such as flatulence and yawning
19

 during Lost episodes.  

The sensory neurons generate and transmit the stimuli received from the sensory organs 

like the eye, nose or skin, to the central nervous system. The brain in turn processes these stimuli 

and sends them back to the other parts of the body telling them to react to a particular type of 

stimulus.  

The motor neurons are responsible for receiving signals from the brain and spinal cord 

and transmitting them to the other organs of the body. The neurons use electrochemical signals 

or neurotransmitters in the transmission of signals or impulses from one neuron to another. 

Finally, when we were watching the presentation on the Nervous System, I want to let it 

be known that I noticed that in a kind of Where’s Waldo style, there were male genitals
20

 

flapping around during figure 13.2. After I saw that, I had to have some chamomile tea to calm 

my nerves. 

 

                                                           
18

 Ten dollars. A $5.00 bill is a fin, and a $20 bill is a Jackson. 
19

 Not necessarily simultaneously. 
20

 I confirmed it. On page 286 of the textbook (figure 13.10). Look right under the “foot and toes” part of the brain 
surface map on the right and you will see it. I just did not want anyone to think that Sylvia S. Mader slipped that 
one past me. 


