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Anatomy of a Sneeze

Grade 8 Pre-Visit Activity

Guiding Question

How far can germs actually travel when someone sneezes?

KY Core Content

PL-M-1.3.2

Knowledge of the transmission and prevention of communicable diseases and personal illnesses (e.g., hepatitis, colds, influenza, mononucleosis, TB, AIDS/HIV/STDs) contributes to the health of the community.

IN Standards

Health: 8.1.6     Describe ways to reduce risks related to common health problems among adolescents.

Context

Germs can travel a great distance when someone sneezes.

The Activity:
Summary

Our bodies are surrounded by germs all of the time.  They live in the air we breathe, on surfaces we touch and even on our bodies!  We transmit these germs from person to person and place to place without even knowing it through casual contact.  Forms of casual contact are: sitting next to someone, getting sneezed or coughed on, shaking hands, sharing eating utensils, drinking after someone, etc.   

Most of the time, we don’t get sick from the germs that we come into contact with because of the immune system inside our bodies.  The immune system is made of special cells in our blood (white blood cells).  The main job of the immune system is to locate and kill germs before they make us sick.  Sometimes, we are exposed to a large concentration of germs and the immune system cannot keep up with the rate at which the germs multiply.  The germs have the advantage until the immune system can catch up with them, and we get sick.    

There are things you can do to prevent getting sick, such as washing your hands properly and not sharing eating utensils or drinking glasses.  You can also help keep your immune system working at an optimal level by getting plenty of sleep, eating a balanced and healthy diet and getting plenty of exercise.   

Materials

· 9 inch balloon
· approximately 100 pieces of confetti
· funnel
· pin
· string
· histogram template (see below)
Procedure

1. Discuss casual contact and ask students to give examples of casual contact.  Discuss sneezing without covering your mouth and ask the students to take a guess at how far germs might travel when they sneeze.  Have the students make predictions.

2. Use the string to outline concentric circles on the floor that are 5 inches, 10 inches, 20 inches and 30 inches from the circle’s center.

3. Use the funnel to put the confetti bits into the uninflated balloon.  (This may be a two-person job.)

4. After the confetti is in the balloon, inflate it fully, trying hard to keep as much moisture as possible out of the balloon.

5. Pinch off the mount of the balloon and carefully tie a knot.

6. Indicate that you are going to simulate a sneeze and that the confetti inside the balloon represents germs.

7. Stand in the center of the concentric circles and pop the balloon with a pin.

8. Observe where the confetti lands.

9. Students can measure the distance that germs travel from the location of the “sneeze” and prepare a histogram that shows the distribution.

Histogram Template


What to Look for (Results)

Students should find that the germs can travel farther than 30 inches and that the greatest concentration of germs is at the location of the sneeze.  The germ concentration decreases the farther you move from the location of the sneeze.

What’s Happening Here?

The Science Behind It

When someone sneezes, the force behind the sneeze propels the germs forward, out of the person’s mouth.  The person sitting next them will be exposed to a greater concentration of germs.  The person sitting several feet away may still be exposed to the germs, but not at such a high concentration.

If for instance, the “sneezer” was infected with a contagious germ (i.e. Streptococcal bacteria) she may infect someone who was exposed to the germs.  

Would the person sitting directly next to the “sneezer” be at a greater risk of being infected with the contagious germ?  Yes, this person was exposed to the highest concentration of germs.  However, someone sitting farther away from the “sneezer” may be infected as well.  Sometimes, even though we are not exposed to a high concentration of germs, we can still get sick because our immune systems are not functioning at their best.

To promote a healthy and better functioning immune system, get plenty of sleep, eat a healthy diet and get plenty of exercise.

Suggested Assessment Questions

1. Where do germs enter our bodies?

2. If someone sneezing on you exposed you to germs, what would most likely be the point(s) of entry into your body for those germs?

3. What can you do to prevent someone from getting exposed to your germs when you sneeze?

4. How could someone sitting farther away from the “sneezer” get sick and the person sitting close to them not get sick?

Resource

http://www.cdc.gov
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