Biology 3550: Physical Principles in Biology
Fall Semester - 2016
Problem Set 3
Due: Tuesday, 16 October, by 11:59 PM. To be submitted as a pdf file via Canvas.
Important note: Work submitted in file formats other than pdf (such as Microsoft Word)
will not be graded!
Be sure to show your work and use the proper units. You are encouraged to consult one
another, or other resources, but the work that you hand in must be your own!
1. All cells, and the compartments within cells, are bounded by membranes made up of
lipid molecules and proteins. The membranes maintain differences in concentrations of a
wide variety of molecules and ions. Without going into any of the structural details, we
can describe a typical membrane as a thin sheet (made up of the lipids) that is relatively
impermeable to most molecules, into which is embedded protein molecules that act as
selective pores for different types of molecules. A side view of a membrane section with
a single pore is illustrated schematically below:

5 nm
The small circles represent a molecule that can pass through the idealized pore. Assume
that the length of the pore is 5 nm.
Suppose that there is a membrane that establishes a concentration difference for glucose
molecules, with 20 mM (20×10−3 M) glucose on one side and 10 mM on the other. Assume
further that the pore opening has a diameter of 2 mM.
(a) Estimate the concentration gradient across the membrane pore, in units of mol · m−4 .
(b) Assuming a diffusion coefficient of 10−9 m2 /s, calculate the flux, J, of glucose molecules
across the pore, with 20 mM glucose on one side and 10 mM on the other.
(c) What is the net number of molecules of glucose that flow through the pore in 1 second?
(d) If, as we expect, twice as many molecules flow from the high-concentration side to
the low-concentration side as flow in the opposite direction, what is the number of
molecules that flow in each direction in 1 s?
(Hint: This is a lot like the question: “If Joe gives Sally twice as many apples as Sally
gives Joe; and Sally has five more apples than she started with, how many apples did
Joe give Sally?”)
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(e) Suppose that there is a single pore of this type in a bacterial cell. Assume that the
cell is 1 µm in diameter and 2 µm long, and that the initial concentration inside the
cell is 10 mM and outside the cell the concentration is 20 mM. How much would you
expect the total inside concentration to change in 1 s? How would you expect the
flow of glucose molecules through the pore to change with time?
2. Now, consider the movement of molecules through the pore from the perspective of a
random walk.
(a) What is the average velocity of a glucose molecule in water at 25◦ C?
(b) As a glucose molecule takes a random walk, how far, on average, does it move before
colliding with another molecule (of either water or glucose) and changing directions?
(c) What is the average time interval between collisions?
(d) On average, how long do you expect it to take for a glucose molecule to diffuse, via
a random walk, through a pore that is 5 nm long? Does this number seem to be
consistent with the flux that you calculated in the previous question? If not, how
could you reconcile the difference?
(e) If you were to take all of the random-walk steps required for an average crossing of
the pore and add them together, what is the total distance moved by the molecule?
How much longer is this than the net distance of 5 nm?
(f) Once the molecule enters the cell, what is the average time that it would take for it
to diffuse across the length of a bacterial cell (2 µm)?
(g) Suppose that the pore was in one end of a human motor neuron, with a length of 1 m.
What is the average time required to diffuse from one end of this cell to the other?
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