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Info Sheet

· Your immune system protects you from microorganisms that can make you ill.

· White blood cells play an important part in protecting the body against invasion by micro-organisms.  There are 2 types of white blood cells

· One type of white blood cell provides general immunity.  It will surround and take in (engulf) unwanted particles and break them down into harmless products

· The other type of white blood cell provides specific immunity.  When a microorganism enters the body this type of white blood cell makes special protein molecules called antibodies.   Antibodies join on to the invading microorganism and hold it in place until the other type of white blood cell can come along and break it down 

· Antibodies are specific.  This means that only one type of antibody can hold one type of microorganism in place.  For example antibodies made to fight off chicken pox will only be able to hold chicken pox viruses in place. 

· Some white blood cells become memory cells.  This means that if a microorganism invades the body again, the body knows which specific antibodies to make.  It will make more of them and faster than the first infection.

· Modern medicine has allowed scientists to create vaccines against certain diseases.  Scientists have looked at how the body naturally stops infections and used this information to create vaccines.

· One type of vaccine injects a damaged (attenuated) form of the virus into your body.  This means that the body can make the specific antibodies for that virus but because it is damaged the virus cannot copy and cause the disease.  An example of this type of vaccine is the MMR vaccination.  This type of vaccination means that the body can make memory cells and if it invades the body the specific antibodies can fight it off quickly.  Memory cells also mean that the vaccine doesn’t need to be given again once the body has immunity.
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The other type of vaccine involves injecting ready-made antibodies into the blood stream.  Examples of this type of vaccine include tetanus and anti-venom injections.  These type of vaccines need to be given when infected as no memory cells are made.
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