TA: Flavia Filimon






week of  4/15/02

How to answer an exam question
When answering a question on a test/quiz, try and adopt scientific prose, and back up your statements with evidence. 

E.g.:  “Describe the process by which LTP is induced.”
Your answer should be along the lines

LTP is a phenomenon of presumed learning-related synaptic changes, which has been studied mostly in the hippocampus. To induce LTP, a tetanus (high-intensity pulse) is delivered to the presynaptic inputs to a neuron (i.e. to the axons from a presynaptic neuron, which synapse onto a postsynaptic cell) which depolarizes the postsynaptic cell more effectively and elicits a large response from it (EPSP). When testing the synaptic strength between the pre- and postsynaptic neurons with a weak stimulus, an enhanced response (relative to the baseline response of the postsynaptic neuron to the weak stimulus) is observed.  

NOTICE:

· you have to be precise  ( where do you apply the tetanus? Not just simply to the “presynaptic neuron” – it is actually applied to the axons connecting to the postsynaptic neuron.  ( which response is enhanced? – the EPSP, or excitatory postsynaptic potential. 

· Note the prose – it is not  acceptable to write “you shock the shit out of the neuron”

· If possible, support your statements with references – e.g. “Shors and Matzel (1997) have argued that LTP is ……” etc.
· Unless you are required to write a long answer (essay-type), be concise and specific. 
· For essay-type questions:


Provide a brief introduction, end with a short conclusion that summarizes the main points. The body of your argument should be composed of multiple statements, which you can organize in individual paragraphs. Make sure to link them up. 

Eg:

“Support the statement that the hypothalamus plays a regulatory role in the brain”

· you can answer this question in many possible ways, but here’s one:

· 1) the central importance of the hypothalamus is revealed by its structural connectivity, hence describe briefly how the hypothalamus is connected to the rest of the brain:


“ Almost every major subdivision of the central nervous system communicates with the hypothalamus and is subject to its influence”


“In addition, the hypothalamus communicates with peripheral organ systems via hormones that it releases (explain how the hypothalamus contains “neurosecretory neurons”, which release hormones/peptides – it regulates the anterior pituitary via the portal plexus, which is a neurovascular link).


“In turn, the hypothalamus responds to input from the peripheral systems that it regulates”

( note the importance of the feedback loop – it means the hypothalamus regulates its own control in response to signals from the periphery, and is sensitive to its own “effects”.

· 2) the second part of your argument could be based on functional evidence ( thus, “lesions and localized stimulation of the hypothalamus selectively affect appetite, weight control, reproductive function, and emotional behavior.”

· After presenting several pieces of evidence, you can sum up:

· “In summary, the hypothalamus controls diverse homeostatic and behavioral functions essential for the survival of an organism”.


(Based on your reading in Zigmond et al., Card, Swanson, and Moore).

· thus your answer should be a well-structured argument, with well-linked (or logically connected) pieces of evidence that support your statements.

