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Immune system – how the body defends against pathogens if they get in 

White blood cells recognise invaders because the invaders’ antigens (bits of protein sticking out of their cell membranes) 

are a different shape from the body’s own antigens. 

 

White blood cells defend the body in three ways: 

1.  They ingest (surround and digest) pathogens. 

 

2.  They make antibodies, which stick to antigens on the pathogens’ surface, and this destroys the pathogens. 

 

3.  They make antitoxins, which neutralise toxins (poisons) made by bacteria. 
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Vaccination (also called ‘immunisation’) 

A vaccination makes a person immune to a disease caused by one particular bacterium or virus.  The person is injected either 

with dead or inactivated versions of the pathogen, or just with its antigens.  They aren’t dangerous but the body doesn’t realise 

that, so it defends itself by learning to make the right antibodies.   

White blood cells learn to make the right shaped antibodies by practising on dead or broken pathogens 

If the real, living pathogens get into the body, the white blood cells know immediately what shaped antibodies to make, rather 

than taking a while to get it right.  So the pathogens get killed straight away and you don’t get ill.   

Antibiotics 

Antibiotics are a type of medicine.  Some types of medicine, like paracetamol, lemsip or aspirin, treat symptoms 

of an illness (e.g. pain, fever), whereas antibiotics actually kill the pathogens which are making you ill.  BUT – they 

only work on bacteria, not viruses.  That’s because viruses are hidden away inside your cells, where the 

antibiotics can’t get to them.  

Unfortunately, if we use antibiotics when we don’t need to, or if we don’t finish all the pills the doctor gives us, 

then bacteria are more likely to become resistant to the antibiotics. 
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