
 



 
 

lecture assignment #4 
 

“Infectious agent” is a term often applied to a disease-causing substance that is transmissible from one organism to another. 
Ordinarily, this transmission occurs between members of the same species. Sometimes, members of different species, usually closely 
related, may also become infected. Bacteria, viruses, fungi, certain protozoans and various worms have long been recognized as 
infectious agents. Within the last few years a new and rather mysterious infectious agent called a prion has been described. Some of 
the answers to these questions can be found in this article. Others can be found on the Internet by performing a search for the key word 
PRION. You may respond by e-mail or in typewritten form (handwritten papers will not be graded) no later than 1:30 p.m. on 
Friday, 8 November.  Subject line for e-mail is 101#4 Your Name.  15 points. 
 
1. According to this article, what do the letters Prp stand for? 
2. According to this article, where are Prps found in normal, uninfected cells? 
3. What do the letters PRION stand for? 
4. What are PRIONs thought to do to Prps? 
5. What effect do prions have on the plasma (cell) membranes of individual nerve cells? 
6. What is the cumulative effect of prions on the brain as a whole? 
7. The article mentions a number of diseases caused by prions, including  mad cow disease (bovine spongiform encephalopathy = 

BSE) in cattle,  scrappie in sheep, and  Kuru and  Creutzfeldt-Jakob Disease (CJD) in humans. Search the internet and 
identify four prion-caused diseases different from those mentioned in the article, two in non-humans and two in humans. 

8. Describe how a prion-related disease progresses in humans from beginning to end. 
9. The article mentions testing spinal fluid for the presence of “14-3-3” proteins as a way to tell whether or not a person is infected 

with a prion disease. The 14-3-3 proteins are increasingly being found to be very important signaling molecules within cells. 
a. The article talks about proteins 130 and 131, both members of the 14-3-3 protein family. Where are proteins 130 and 131 

normally found in the human body? 
b. Why might the presence of 14-3-3 proteins in the spinal fluid be an indication of prion infection? 
c. According to this article, how reliable is the test for 14-3-3 proteins as an indicator of prion infection? 
d. In general, how reliable do you think a test should be in order to warrant taking remedial action? Explain the reasoning 

behind your answer. 
--continues on next page— 



 
Even though prions have been known about and extensively researched for a number of years, the actual function of the Prp in the 
uninfected cell has been a mystery. It appears that the normal function of the Prp is now coming to light. Read the article “Prion 
protein’s role in body revealed” (below) and answer the following questions: 
 
10. According to this more recent article, what might be the function of the normal form of the prion protein (PrP) in an uninfected 

cell? 
11. In your own words, describe the experiment that researchers did in order to come to this conclusion. 
 
 
 
 

 


