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PROBLEM:  What can change reaction time?

Materials:  Metric ruler

Calculator

Procedure:

Reaction time is how long it takes for a message to travel along your nerve pathways.

1) Have a partner hold a metric ruler at the end with the highest number.
2) Place the thumb and first finger of your left hand close to, but not touching, the end with the lowest number.
3) When your partner drops the ruler, try to catch it between your thumb and finger.
4) Record where the top of your thumb is when you catch the ruler. Make your measurements to the nearest 0.5cm.  Put this number in your data table as trial 1. At any time if you do not catch the ruler in time, record this as 35 cm.
5) Repeat steps 2 to 5 three more times.  
6) State if you think the ruler will fall farther if you catch it with your right hand.
7) Repeat steps 2 to 5 four times using your right hand to catch the ruler.
8) Switch roles and drop the ruler for your partner.
9) Calculate:  To complete your data table, calculate the time in seconds needed for the ruler to fall.  Do the following for each trial:  

1) Multiply the distance in cm by 2.  2) Divide the result in step 1 by 1000.  3) Calculate the square root of the result in step 2.  Round all answers to 2 decimal places.

10) Find the average for each column.
11)  Now you are ready to Design Your Own Lab.  See instructions on the next page.
12) Answer all discussion questions as homework. 
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Design your Own Activity

What effect does talking on a cell phone or having a conversation have on reaction time?  State your hypothesis. Design an experiment to test this.  Prepare a data chart to show your results, and make a graph of your data.  Summarize and explain your findings.  Use one file folder to prepare a miniposter.  You may use post-it notes to complete the usual parts of a miniposter.  This poster is acceptable in a neat, informal style.

Discussion Questions:

1) Which hand is your writing hand?  This is usually considered your dominant hand. ___________________
2) Did you catch the ruler faster with your left hand or right hand? _______________ Why might this be so?

3) Why did you run several trials for each hand?
4) Use anatomical and scientific knowledge to explain why a message moving along nerve pathways takes time.
5) How might the results change if you did this experiment with a person of 70 years old?  Why might this be so?

6) How might the results change if you did this experiment with a professional athlete?  Why might this be so?
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