Brain Bank

The brain bank could include the following brains:
· Macaque brain
· Sheep brain
· Mouse brain
· Rat brain
· Xenopus brains (adult female brain is larger than male, consistent with body size)
· Comparative brains block (fish, frog, snake, pigeon, rabbit)

[bookmark: _gjdgxs]For someone just walking up and ready to listen, try to give 2-3 interesting facts and then end with an open ended question to let the viewer direct the conversation. Review the points below and feel free to add your own. Think about how you would like to begin the conversation according to your own research and interests.

What similarities and differences do you see between these brains? 
Similar: oblong shape, link to spinal cord, brain stem, cerebellum
Different: size, presence/absence of cerebral cortex or amount of folds in the cortex

Are bigger brains better? 
Depends on how you define better. Animals evolve to fit perfectly in their environment. A bigger brain might be too metabolically costly for an organism to survive in its environment, so in that case a smaller brain is better. Bigger brains allow organisms to do more complex behavior – to learn and remember where food is, to raise young, to live with other members of the same species, and all of these things can promote survival. 

What is the knob on the front of the rodent brains? 
Notice the white protuberance on the rat and mouse brains—it’s called the olfactory bulb and it sits right above the nose. We have an olfactory bulb (actually two – one on each side), but ours is small compared to the size of our brain. In a rat or mouse, the olfactory bulb is quite large compared to the size of the brain. Why do you think that is? (various answers could be true. The point is that rodents and certain other mammals rely on smells to interpret their environment. Vision is not particularly detailed in a rat or mouse compared to humans, which makes sense since rats and mice spend much of their life in the dark where vision isn’t helpful.)

Mouse brains at different ages
Show how brain grows as animals grow. Even when brains reach full size, they are still changing internally. In humans, the brain reaches full size at about age 8 but the internal architecture isn’t mature until over 20 years of age. Furthermore, we continue to make some new neurons into old age, showing that it’s never too late to learn new things. 

Why do we use animals for medical research?
Even though brains come in a variety of sizes from brains even smaller than what you can see here (for example, in a fruit fly) to even larger than a human brain (elephant, blue whale), the basic building block—the neuron—of the brain remains remarkably similar. Studying how neurons work in other brains can tell us fundamental things about how our own brains work, and ultimately this knowledge can lead to brain diseases and disorders.

Comparative brain block
This set of brains can be used to point out how eyes vary some in size but the brains vary widely. Get people to think about the significance of this (possible answer: bigger eyes don’t confer an evolutionary advantage, but bigger brains can). The brain block is useful for showing how the basic parts of the brain—spinal cord, brain stem, cerebellum, cortex—can be observed in different species. 
