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What’s So Funny?

   If you bang your elbow very hard in a special spot, it hurts. Maybe someone tells you that you just bumped your funny bone, but your funny bone has nothing to do with laughter, does it? Your funny bone isn’t a bone, either. So what is a funny bone if it doesn’t make you laugh and it isn’t a bone? Your funny bone is a spot where nerves cross the long bone of your arm, called the humerus, which is near your elbow. It is the impact on these nerves that causes your pain.

   Perhaps you have heard people say, "You have some nerve" or "a lot of nerve." Those people are right! There are so many nerves in your body that if you could lay your nerves out in a straight line, you would have over 40 miles of nerves! Nerves are threads of tissue that run all through your body. These threads carry messages to and from your brain. Nerves are part of your central nervous system, which also includes your spinal cord and your brain.

   When you bend your arm, the nerve in your arm is easier to reach. When you bang your elbow in the right spot, you are hitting that nerve. The nerve instantly sends messages up your arm, over to your spinal cord, and up your spinal cord to your brain. Your brain sends messages to your face to make you frown with pain. Your brain also tells your other arm to bend and raise your hand to hold the elbow that is in pain. This is just one example of your central nervous system in action.

   Twenty-four hours a day, even when you are asleep, your brain is receiving information from your central nervous system. Your brain uses this information to control all of your actions and reactions. Without your central nervous system, you would not be able to see, taste, think, or breathe! In fact, you could not live without your central nervous system.

   The nerve threads running through your body are called neurons. Neurons are very thin. Some neurons are quite small, while others might be two or three feet long. There are two types of these neurons. One type is called sensory nerves. They send messages to your brain. Motor nerves are the other type, and they carry messages from the brain to your glands and muscles. Neurons have threadlike fingers at either end. The fingers on one neuron almost touch the fingers of the one next to it. Messages jump across the slight distances between the neuron fingers using chemistry and a kind of electricity.

   When a neuron is stimulated or excited by a touch, by cold, or by some other message that causes a reaction, the neuron creates a small electrical reaction. This electricity fills the reacting neuron. Once the neuron fills with this electricity, there is a chemical reaction. Released chemicals carry the message on to the next neuron. This reaction continues to carry the message along from one sensory nerve to the next until the message finally reaches the brain. The brain processes the message and sends instructions through your motor nerves to cause your reaction to what has happened.

   One of the greatest things about your central nervous system is that it is automatic. You do not have to think about breathing. Your central nervous system makes sure that you do it. You do not have to remind your heart to beat, either. Your central nervous system keeps your heart beating steadily. All you need to do is take reasonable care of your amazing body!

1. If you bump your funny bone hard, what happens next? 
  A 
A doctor will need to put a bandage or cast on your elbow. 

  B
 You cannot control your laughter.  

  C
 Your nerves shut down your brain. 

  D
 The central nervous system sends a message to your brain. 

2. What does the author say about the central nervous system? 

A
It is great because it is automatic.

B
It is necessary, but often causes pain.

C
It is easily damaged in accidents.

D
It requires our constant attention.

3. What are the nerve threads running through your body called? 
A
elastic

B
reactors

C
neurons

D
humerus

The Science Behind Home Runs
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    In baseball, the contest between two teams begins with the pitchers and batters, and the pitchers usually win. When an all-star hitter has a batting average of around .330, this means the batter gets one hit in three times at bat. The other two times, the pitcher wins.

    In professional baseball, a fastball thrown by a pitcher reaches the batter at the plate in less than half a second. The ball can travel at one hundred miles per hour. A batter has to have very good reflexes to hit a ball moving that fast, but a batter needs more than just reflexes to be a great hitter.

    Wind is important. If the wind is blowing in toward home plate, you might hit a ball hard and it will not go very far. Of course, if the wind is blowing away from home plate, this could help to carry a ball farther. We are hardly aware of the air around us. Air does weigh on a hit ball. If there was no air at all, the ball would travel farther. Air density also affects how far the ball will fly. Dense air has many molecules packed close together. A ball must push aside all these molecules, and this slows it down. As air temperature increases, air density decreases. Playing baseball on a hot afternoon will increase the chances of hitting a long ball.

    What else can affect how far a ball will travel? What other things make the difference between a home run, a pop fly, and a hard line drive? The angle and location of where your bat meets the pitched ball make a difference. There is a perfect spot on every bat for meeting a pitched ball. Batters call this perfect spot on the bat the “sweet spot” or “good wood.” Scientists tell us the “sweet spot” actually has two parts. One part is the center of percussion. If the ball hits your bat right at the center of percussion, the bat won’t twist or wobble and all the energy in your swing goes directly into hitting the ball. The other part of the “sweet spot” is what scientists call the “node of vibration.” If the ball hits this node of vibration on your bat, it does not cause a wave of vibration to run down the bat to your hands. Hitting the ball on the sweet spot means no twisting, no wobbling, no vibrations, just all your energy going into driving the ball.

    If you want to be a home run hitter, can you make all these things work in your favor when you come up to bat? No, you can’t. You cannot change the temperature or air density. You can try to choose a bat that is right for you. You can work to improve your reflexes and skills. You can stay focused on the pitcher and the ball, and find the “sweet spot.” Perhaps most importantly, you can be a positive thinker.

    Remember what Cal Ripken, Jr. of the Baltimore Orioles says about his amazing career, “I played through some good seasons and some that were not as good, but I kept going. I kept playing my best.” Remember, too, that baseball is a game. Enjoy it!

4. According to the passage, how fast can a pitched ball travel? 
A
faster than the speed of light

B
one thousand miles per hour

C
one hundred miles per

D
faster than the eye can see

5. Why does a batter have a better chance of hitting a home run on a hot day? 

  A 
Heat makes a pitcher tired and less effective. 

  B 
As temperatures increase, air weighs less. 

  C 
Heat improves a batter’s reflexes. 

  D 
The sun makes the ball fly farther.
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