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Exercise 4: The Cell Anatomy and Division – A Comprehensive Guide

Cell biology is the cornerstone of life sciences, and understanding the intricacies of cell anatomy and division is 

essential for students, researchers, and anyone curious about how living organisms function. This article delves 

deep into the structures that compose a cell, the mechanisms that drive its division, and the practical aspects of 

Exercise 4—a hands �on activity designed to reinforce these concepts. Whether you’re a biology teacher preparing a

lesson plan or a student seeking a clear, engaging review, this guide will equip you with the knowledge and tools

you need to master the topic.

1. The Foundations of Cell Anatomy

Every living organism is made up of cells, and each cell is a miniature factory that maintains life. The architecture of 

a cell is organized into distinct regions, each with specific functions. Understanding the cell anatomyis the first

step toward grasping how cells grow, respond, and reproduce.

1.1 The Cell Envelope: Plasma Membrane and Cell Wall

•  Plasma membrane – A phospholipid bilayer that regulates the passage of molecules in and out of the cell. 

Embedded proteins facilitate transport, signal transduction, and cell recognition.

•  Cell wall – Found in plant, fungal, and bacterial cells, the wall provides structural support and protection. Its 

composition varies: cellulose in plants, chitin in fungi, peptidoglycan in bacteria.

1.2 Cytoplasm: The Liquid Matrix

The cytoplasm fills the space between the plasma membrane and the nucleus. It is a gel �like substance called 

cytosol that hosts organelles and is the site of many metabolic reactions.

1.3 Nucleus: The Command Center

The nucleus houses the cell’s genetic material—DNA—encased within the nuclear envelope. Key components

include:

•  Chromatin – DNA wound around histone proteins, forming a flexible, dynamic structure.

•  Nucleolus – A dense region where ribosomal RNA (rRNA) is transcribed and ribosomal subunits are 

assembled.

•  Nuclear pores – Channels that regulate the movement of molecules between the nucleus and cytoplasm.

1.4 Organelles: Specialized Workstations

Each organelle performs specialized tasks essential for cell survival and proliferation. Below is a concise overview

of major organelles:

1.  Endoplasmic Reticulum (ER)

Rough ER – studded with ribosomes; involved in protein synthesis and folding.

2.  Smooth ER – lipid synthesis, detoxification, and calcium storage.

2. The Mechanics of Cell Division



Cell division is a highly orchestrated process that ensures genetic continuity and growth. Two primary forms exist: 

mitosis (somatic cell division) and meiosis(gamete formation). Both involve a series of stages that guarantee

accurate chromosome segregation.

2.1 Mitosis: Building New Cells

Mitosis is the process by which a single cell divides into two genetically identical daughter cells. It comprises five

distinct stages:

1.  Prophase – Chromosomes condense, nucleolus disappears, nuclear envelope dissolves. Spindle fibers 

begin to form from centrioles.

2.  Prometaphase – Nuclear envelope is gone; microtubules attach to kinetochores on chromosomes.

3.  Metaphase – Chromosomes align at the metaphase plate (cell equator).

4.  Anaphase – Sister chromatids separate and move toward opposite poles.

5.  Telophase – Chromatids decondense, nuclear envelopes reform, and nucleoli reappear.

Following telophase, cytokinesis physically divides the cytoplasm, completing the formation of two daughter cells.

2.2 Meiosis: Generating Genetic Diversity

Meiosis reduces the chromosome number by half, producing haploid gametes. It consists of two successive

divisions (Meiosis I and Meiosis II) with four key stages each:

1.  Meiosis I

Prophase I – Homologous chromosomes pair and exchange genetic material via crossing over.

2.  Metaphase I – Homologous pairs align at the metaphase plate.

3.  Anaphase I – Homologous chromosomes separate to opposite poles.

4.  Telophase I – Two haploid cells form.

•  Prophase II – Chromosomes condense again; spindle apparatus reassembles.

•  Metaphase II – Chromosomes line up singly at the metaphase plate.

•  Anaphase II – Sister chromatids separate.

•  Telophase II – Four genetically distinct haploid gametes result.

2.3 Key Regulators of Cell Cycle Progression

Cell division is regulated by checkpoints that monitor DNA integrity and cell size. The main regulators include:

•  Cyclins – Proteins that activate cyclin-dependent kinases (CDKs).

•  CDKs – Enzymes that phosphorylate target proteins to drive cell cycle transitions.

•  Checkpoints – G1, G2, and M checkpoints ensure DNA is undamaged before progression.

3. Exercise 4: A Step �by �Step Lab Activity

Exercise 4 is a hands �on laboratory exercise that integrates the concepts of cell anatomy and cell division. The

goal is to observe and document the stages of mitosis in plant root tip cells using a microscope and basic staining

techniques. Below is a detailed protocol, including safety tips, materials, and assessment criteria.

3.1 Objectives

•  Identify and describe the major organelles of a plant cell.

•  Recognize the distinct stages of mitosis.

•  Apply proper microscopy techniques to capture high �quality images.

•  Interpret microscopic findings to construct a comprehensive cell division timeline.



3.2 Materials

•  Fresh onion (Allium cepa) or root tip from a young plant.

•  10% (w/v) potassium permanganate or 1% (w/v) aqueous methylene blue.

•  Microscope slides and coverslips.

•  Phosphate-buffered saline (PBS).

•  Microtome or scalpel for slicing.

•  Digital camera or smartphone with a microscope adapter.

•  Lab notebook and pen.

•  Safety goggles, gloves, and lab coat.

3.4 Procedure

1.  Sample Preparation

Trim a thin slice (~0.5 /mm) from the root tip using a scalpel.

2.  Place the slice on a clean slide and add a drop of PBS to keep it moist.

3.  Apply the staining solution (potassium permanganate or methylene blue) for 5–10 minutes.

4.  Rinse gently with PBS to remove excess stain.

5.  Cover with a coverslip, avoiding air bubbles.

•  Set the microscope to a low magnification (40×) to locate the mitotic cells.

•  Increase to higher magnification (100× or 400×) to observe the stages of mitosis.

•  Capture images of cells in prophase, metaphase, anaphase, and telophase.

•  Label each image with the stage and date.

•  Note any abnormalities or deviations from the textbook description.

•  Record the time taken for each stage, if possible.

•  Compare the observed images with standard diagrams of mitosis.

•  Identify key structures such as the spindle apparatus, kinetochores, and chromatin condensation.

•  Discuss how the observed data supports the theoretical framework of cell division.

3.5 Safety Considerations

•  Always wear eye protection and gloves when handling chemicals.

•  Dispose of stained samples in accordance with local biohazard protocols.

•  Clean the microscope and slides thoroughly after use.

•  Handle sharp instruments with care to prevent cuts.

3.6 Assessment Rubric



Criteria Excellent (5) Good (4) Average (3) Poor (2)

Sample Preparation Precise, clean, no 
contamination

Minor errors, still 
clear

Some staining 
issues, but 
recognizable

Unreadable or 
heavily contaminated

Microscopy 
Technique

High �resolution 
images, correct focus

Good focus, minor 
blur

Some focus issues, 
still legible

Poor focus, cannot 
identify stages

Data Recording Comprehensive 
notes, accurate 
labeling

Mostly accurate, 
minor omissions

Some missing details Incomplete or 
inaccurate

Analysis & 
Interpretation

Insightful, links 
observations to 
theory

Good connection, 
some depth

Basic explanation, 
limited depth

No clear connection

Presentation Professional, clear 
layout, no errors

Minor formatting 
issues

Some formatting 
errors

Unorganized, many 
errors

4. Integrating Technology into Cell Anatomy Studies

Modern biology leverages digital tools to enhance the study of cell anatomy and division. From virtual microscopy

to 3D modeling, these technologies provide deeper insights and foster interactive learning.

4.1 Virtual Microscopy Platforms

•  High �resolution slide scanners allow students to zoom into cellular details without a physical microscope.

•  Interactive annotations enable real �time labeling of organelles and mitotic stages.
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