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Reading: The Body’s Nervous System
Whenever you feel the softness of a kitten’s fur or taste the buttery goodness of a fresh

cinnamon roll, your nerves are hard at work. Nerves are one part of your body’s nervous

system. This system is made up of a number of parts or components. These components

interact with each other and with other parts of the body. The nervous system is much like

the electrical wiring in a house. Its function is to transmit—or pass along—signals between

different parts of the body and the brain.  

The Nervous System

The nervous system is made up of three parts:

The brain

The spinal cord

Bundles of nerves that spread

throughout the body from the spinal

cord

The spinal cord is a cylinder-shaped bundle of

nerves enclosed in the spine, connecting the

brain to the bundles of nerves that further

spread out to all parts of the body. This allows the nervous system to receive and send signals

back and forth between different parts of the body and the brain. The brain, spinal cord, and

nerves are made up of billions of nerve cells.

 

The basic function of the nervous system is to take in signals from the body and pass those

signals through connections between nerve cells, all the way to the spinal cord and on to the

brain. The brain processes those signals and sends signals back out to the body. This process

leads to one or more reactions. For example, signals from the brain along the nerves tell

muscles to move when you chew food, walk to school, or wave hello to your friends. If you fall

and scrape your knee, the nerves in your skin send a signal to the brain that allows you to feel

pain in the area of the scrape. This pain reaction makes us pay attention to the area that is

injured, which usually leads us to be careful with the injured area and look for ways to help it

heal.
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A single nerve cell

Nerve cells forming connections

Types of Nerve Cells

There are different types of nerve cells that work with

different parts of the body. One type of nerve cell transmits

messages from the brain to muscles, which cause parts of the

body to move. A second type of nerve cell detects light, sound,

odor, taste, touch, and heat, and sends signals about these

inputs to the brain. When you smell a delicious meal or feel

someone holding your hand, this second type of nerve cell is at

work. A third type of nerve cell helps to control processes in your body that work

automatically. For example, the beating of your heart, breathing in and out, and blinking are

some of the body processes that happen automatically. The brain keeps track of these kinds

of processes through this third type of nerve cell. Regardless of the type, all nerve cells have

the same basic structure and carry out the same basic function.

 

How do nerve cells work? 

Nerve cells form connections between one another while also

branching out to form a network of nerves that reach every

part of the body. Their unique structure is perfect for this

function, which allows the brain to receive and send signals

throughout the body. Signals that originate in the body are

picked up by the portions of nerve cells that branch out. The

signals are then transferred from nerve cell to nerve cell along

their connections. The signals race along the connected nerve

cells until they reach the spinal cord and the brain. In a similar

way, signals from the brain move back out into the body. This

happens so quickly that we are not even able to notice any

delay between a signal coming from the body to the brain and back to the body.
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