
What exactly is a virus? 

 

There has been a lot of talk lately about viruses in case you missed the news.  So, what is the deal with 

viruses? How are they different than other germs? What do they do to our body that makes us sick? 

What are germs and how are they different? 

A germ is any number of microscopic organisms that can cause illness in a person. When you get a cold 

or a “stomach bug” these are illnesses caused by germs. The three most common types of germs are 

bacteria, fungus, and viruses. What are the differences between the three types of germs? 

Type Bacteria Fungus  Virus 
Species Animal. Bacteria act 

like animals in the way 
they move and eat. 

Plant. Fungus grow and 
spread like a plant. 

Not alive! Viruses do 
not do anything the 
way any other 
organism does. They 
only try to find ways 
to make new copies of 
themselves 

What they look like 
under a microscope 

 

 
(Bacteria that live in 
your intestine. YUCK) 

 
(Fungus that causes 
Athletes foot. It doesn’t 
help you run faster) 

 
(The common cold 
under an electron 
microscope looks kind 
of cool) 

What do they cause? Most infections are 
caused by bacteria. 
They can cause ear 
infections, sinus 
infections, and 
stomach problems 
just to name a few. 

The most common kind 
of fungal infections are 
skin infections like 
Athletes foot or ring 
worm 

Cause all kinds of 
illnesses from chicken 
pox to the flu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Now that we know what they are how do we deal 

with them? 

 

So, while it can be relatively easy to treat bacterial and fungal infections once we get them that isn’t true 

with viruses. Once you get a viral infection usually all that can be done is to treat the symptoms. The 

best way to treat a virus is to prevent yourself from getting one in the first place. There are two ways we 

do this. The first is through hygiene and cleaning surfaces as we have looked at before. The second 

option is vaccines. Vaccines are our best line of defense against a virus. A vaccine is when you expose 

someone to a small amount of a virus, that will not hurt them, but gets their body ready in case you are 

exposed to the virus, your body can fight the virus and keep you well.  

A brief History of Vaccines 

The idea of vaccines has been around for thousands of years. In fact, there is evidence of it in China 

going back to as early as 200 BCE. However, vaccines as we know them first came into use in 1796 when 

Edward Jenner discovered an effective means of preventing smallpox. Now we have vaccines against 

several viruses such as smallpox, chicken pox, measles, and the flu 

How Does a Virus make us sick? 

As it says in the chart, viruses are not alive. At least not as we understand being alive. So, in order to 

make more of themselves (which is really all a virus wants) they must get inside someone who can do 

that for them. Sometimes that is a human like you and me, or it might be a dog, or a pig, or even a 

bacteria cell. When a virus gets inside of us that is when it makes us sick. It uses our own cells to make 

copies of itself and that means that our cells aren’t doing what they are supposed to be doing to keep us 

healthy. Usually our body knows there is something wrong and can fight off the virus before it makes us 

sick, but sometimes it can’t and then we can feel pretty bad. You might have a cough or sneeze a lot or 

get a fever and feel achy. No matter what, getting sick from a virus is no good.  

 

Make a Virus Model 

It is very easy to make a model of a virus at home. First make a small ball of clay or play-doh. Now take a 

hand full of Q-tips and cut one end off with a pair of scissors. Then equally space the Q-tips all over the 

ball of clay. When you are done you will have a pretty good model of a spherical virus. I will include an 

example and pictures of some other viruses. See what else you can make. Post your pictures to the 

Gengras Facebook group (if you aren’t a member ask your teacher about it) so we can see what you 

made. 

 

 

 



 
 

An example of what your model might look like. Other types of viruses to try out 

 


