
ap psychology unit 3 vocab
ap psychology unit 3 vocab encompasses critical terminology and concepts
essential for understanding the biological bases of behavior. This unit
primarily focuses on how the nervous system and brain structure influence
psychological processes and behavior. Mastery of this vocabulary aids
students in grasping complex mechanisms such as neural communication, brain
anatomy, and the endocrine system’s role. In this article, the most important
ap psychology unit 3 vocab terms will be defined and explained in detail to
facilitate comprehension and retention. The article will also cover neural
communication, brain structures, and the endocrine system, illustrating their
relevance to behavior and cognition. By delving into these key terms and
concepts, students can build a strong foundation for succeeding in AP
Psychology exams and related coursework.
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Neural Communication and the Nervous System
Understanding ap psychology unit 3 vocab related to neural communication and
the nervous system is crucial for grasping how the body processes information
and controls behavior. The nervous system is divided into the central and
peripheral nervous systems, which work together to transmit signals
throughout the body.

Neurons and Their Components
Neurons are the fundamental units of the nervous system responsible for
receiving and transmitting information. Key components include the dendrites,
soma (cell body), axon, myelin sheath, and terminal buttons. These structures
facilitate the reception, processing, and transmission of electrical impulses
known as action potentials.

Action Potential and Synaptic Transmission
Action potential refers to the electrical impulse that travels down the axon
of a neuron, allowing communication between neurons. Synaptic transmission



occurs when neurotransmitters are released from the terminal buttons into the
synapse, crossing the synaptic gap to bind to receptor sites on the receiving
neuron.

Major Neurotransmitters
Neurotransmitters are chemical messengers that influence various
psychological functions. Important neurotransmitters include:

Acetylcholine (ACh): Involved in muscle action, learning, and memory.

Dopamine: Plays a role in reward, motivation, and motor control.

Serotonin: Regulates mood, appetite, and sleep.

GABA (Gamma-Aminobutyric Acid): The primary inhibitory neurotransmitter
that reduces neural excitability.

Glutamate: The main excitatory neurotransmitter involved in learning and
memory.

Nervous System Divisions
The nervous system is categorized into two major divisions:

Central Nervous System (CNS): Composed of the brain and spinal cord,
responsible for processing and integrating information.

Peripheral Nervous System (PNS): Consists of all neural tissue outside
the CNS, including sensory and motor neurons.

The PNS is further divided into the somatic nervous system, which controls
voluntary movements, and the autonomic nervous system, which regulates
involuntary functions.

Brain Structures and Their Functions
The vocabulary for ap psychology unit 3 also includes numerous brain
structures, each with distinct roles in behavior and cognition. A thorough
understanding of these structures is essential for interpreting how the brain
governs mental processes.



The Hindbrain
The hindbrain includes structures critical for survival and basic bodily
functions:

Medulla: Controls vital autonomic functions such as heartbeat and
breathing.

Pons: Acts as a relay station between different parts of the brain and
assists in regulating sleep cycles.

Cerebellum: Coordinates voluntary movement, balance, and motor learning.

The Midbrain
The midbrain plays a role in auditory and visual processing and movement
coordination. It contains structures like the reticular formation, which is
involved in arousal and attention.

The Forebrain
The forebrain is the largest brain region and is associated with complex
cognitive, emotional, and sensory functions. Key components include:

Thalamus: Acts as the brain’s sensory relay station, directing sensory
information to the appropriate cortical areas.

Hypothalamus: Regulates homeostasis, including hunger, thirst, body
temperature, and the endocrine system via the pituitary gland.

Limbic System: Composed of the amygdala (emotions such as fear and
aggression) and hippocampus (memory formation).

Cerebral Cortex: The intricate outer layer responsible for higher-order
processes like reasoning, language, and decision-making.

Hemispheric Specialization
An important concept in ap psychology unit 3 vocab is the lateralization of
brain functions. The left hemisphere typically manages language and
analytical tasks, while the right hemisphere processes spatial abilities and
facial recognition.



The Endocrine System and Hormonal Influence
The endocrine system is a critical part of ap psychology unit 3 vocab due to
its role in regulating bodily functions through hormones. It works alongside
the nervous system to influence behavior, mood, and physiological processes.

Major Endocrine Glands
The endocrine system consists of glands that secrete hormones directly into
the bloodstream. Key glands include:

Hypothalamus: Controls the pituitary gland and maintains homeostasis.

Pituitary Gland: Known as the "master gland," it regulates other
endocrine glands and controls growth and metabolism.

Adrenal Glands: Produce adrenaline and cortisol, which help the body
respond to stress.

Thyroid Gland: Regulates metabolism and energy levels.

Pancreas: Controls blood sugar levels through insulin production.

Hormones and Behavior
Hormones influence a wide range of behaviors and emotional states. For
example, adrenaline triggers the fight-or-flight response, while oxytocin is
linked to bonding and social behaviors. Understanding these hormonal effects
is essential in ap psychology unit 3 vocab.

Important Psychological Processes and Terms
This section covers additional key ap psychology unit 3 vocab that ties
together biological mechanisms and psychological phenomena.

Plasticity
Neuroplasticity refers to the brain's ability to reorganize itself by forming
new neural connections throughout life. This ability is vital for learning,
memory, and recovery from brain injury.



Reflexes and Neural Pathways
Reflexes are automatic responses to stimuli mediated by simple neural
pathways called reflex arcs. These pathways bypass the brain, involving
sensory neurons, interneurons in the spinal cord, and motor neurons.

EEG, PET, MRI, and fMRI
These terms refer to various brain imaging techniques used to study brain
function and structure:

EEG (Electroencephalogram): Measures electrical activity of the brain.1.

PET (Positron Emission Tomography): Visualizes brain activity by2.
detecting radioactive glucose consumption.

MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging): Produces detailed images of brain3.
anatomy using magnetic fields.

fMRI (Functional MRI): Tracks brain activity by measuring blood flow4.
changes.

Plasticity and Adaptation
The brain’s plasticity enables adaptation to new experiences, learning, and
environmental changes, making it a vital concept in understanding behavioral
change and rehabilitation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of 'neurotransmitter' in AP
Psychology Unit 3?
A neurotransmitter is a chemical messenger that transmits signals across a
synapse from one neuron to another, influencing various functions such as
mood, arousal, and cognition.

How does the 'central nervous system' differ from
the 'peripheral nervous system'?
The central nervous system (CNS) consists of the brain and spinal cord and
processes information, while the peripheral nervous system (PNS) includes all
neural pathways outside the CNS that connect it to the rest of the body.



What role do dendrites play in neural communication?
Dendrites are branched extensions of a neuron that receive signals from other
neurons and transmit the information toward the cell body.

Explain the concept of 'action potential' in neural
transmission.
Action potential is a brief electrical charge that travels down the axon of a
neuron, triggered when a neuron sends information, allowing the transmission
of signals to other neurons or muscles.

What is the function of the myelin sheath?
The myelin sheath is a fatty layer that surrounds axons, increasing the speed
and efficiency of electrical signal transmission along the neuron.

Define 'synapse' as covered in AP Psychology Unit 3
vocabulary.
A synapse is the junction between two neurons where neurotransmitters are
released to transmit signals from the sending neuron to the receiving neuron.

What is the significance of the 'endocrine system'
in relation to the nervous system?
The endocrine system communicates through hormones released into the
bloodstream and works alongside the nervous system to regulate bodily
functions and maintain homeostasis.

Describe the function of the autonomic nervous
system.
The autonomic nervous system controls involuntary bodily functions such as
heart rate, digestion, and respiratory rate, and is divided into the
sympathetic and parasympathetic systems.

Additional Resources
1. Brain & Behavior: Foundations of Psychological Science
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the biological bases of
behavior, focusing on neural communication, the structure of the nervous
system, and brain functions. It clearly explains key concepts like neurons,
neurotransmitters, and the central and peripheral nervous systems. Ideal for
AP Psychology students, it bridges vocabulary with real-world applications
and research findings.



2. Neuroscience: Exploring the Brain
A detailed guide to the anatomy and physiology of the brain, this book delves
into how brain structures relate to behavior and cognition. It covers
important unit 3 terms such as the limbic system, cerebral cortex, and
endocrine system. The text is richly illustrated and includes summaries that
reinforce understanding of complex concepts.

3. The Biology of Mind and Behavior
This book explores the intersection of biology and psychology by examining
how brain chemistry and neural pathways influence behavior. It introduces key
vocab like synapse, action potential, and plasticity in accessible language.
Students gain insights into how biological processes underpin psychological
phenomena.

4. Psychology: An Exploration of the Brain
Focusing on the biological perspective within psychology, this text breaks
down the nervous system’s components and their functions. It includes
sections on the autonomic nervous system, hormones, and brain imaging
techniques. The book is designed to support AP Psychology learners in
mastering unit 3 vocabulary through clear explanations and examples.

5. Mind, Brain, and Behavior: An Integrative Approach
This resource connects psychological theories with neurobiological evidence,
emphasizing the brain’s role in shaping behavior. It covers essential unit 3
concepts such as neural communication, the somatic nervous system, and the
endocrine system. The integrative approach helps students understand how
biological and psychological systems interact.

6. Foundations of Neuroscience for Psychology
A beginner-friendly text that introduces students to the fundamental
principles of neuroscience relevant to psychology. The book explains terms
like resting potential, neurotransmitters, and brain lateralization with
clarity. It includes practical examples and review questions to reinforce
learning of unit 3 vocabulary.

7. Biopsychology: The Neural Basis of Behavior
This book provides an in-depth look at how biological processes influence
thoughts, feelings, and actions. It explores the nervous system’s structure,
neural impulses, and the endocrine glands in detail. Rich in diagrams and
case studies, the text supports AP Psychology students in mastering complex
unit 3 terms.

8. Understanding the Brain: A Guide for Psychology Students
Designed specifically for psychology students, this book explains brain
anatomy and function with a focus on behavioral outcomes. It clarifies
concepts like the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems and the
role of neurotransmitters. The approachable writing style makes it ideal for
those new to unit 3 vocabulary.

9. Neural Foundations of Cognition and Behavior
This book examines how neural mechanisms underlie cognitive processes and



behavioral responses. Key vocab such as synaptic transmission,
neuroplasticity, and the endocrine feedback loop are thoroughly discussed. It
integrates research findings with practical examples to enhance students’
comprehension of unit 3 material.
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