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If threshold potential is reached, 
voltage gated Na+ channels open.
Sodium diffuses into the axon to 
depolarize the membrane.
Membrane potential is positive.
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Voltage gated K+ channels open.
Potassium diffuses out of the 
axon to repolarize the membrane.
Membrane potential is negative, but 
even lower than resting potential.

5 Resetting the 
Resting Potential

Na+/K+ Pump

Na+/K+ Pump pumps sodium out 
and potassium into the axon.
Resets resting membrane potential.
Na+ & K+ are returned to their 
original locations.

Resting State (Potential)1
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High [Na+] outside axon.
High [K+] inside axon.
Membrane potential is negative. 

Stimulus arrives2
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Signal in the form of a positive 
charge arrives. 
Axon is slightly more positive.

NERVE IMPULSE GENERATION A signal is transmitted from the neuron’s dendrites, along 
the axon all the way to the terminal branches.  
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Did you know?

During the refractory period, a neuron is unable 
to depolarize in response to any stimulus. 

*An oscilloscope is used to visualize action potentials as a graph

The detailed mechanism!

We now see the exact mechanism how an action potential can be 
represented as the curve seen above in 5 simple steps.   

Hyperpolarisation (-90mV) 

Action potential – the sequence of events that 
allows an impulse (electrical signal) to be 
generated in a neuron.

Threshold Potential – The minimum potential 
needed to initiate an action potential (-55mV).

Key Terms

?
Beautiful Tip!

Na+ = Nah = 3
K+ = K (okay) = 2

Resting potential – When the neuron is not 
transmitting an impulse; negatively (-70mV) 
charged inside compared to the outside. 

Resting potential (-70mV) 
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