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The Marvelous Mystery of Coughing and Sneezing 
Coughing and sneezing are two everyday actions 
that might seem simple, but they play vital roles in 
keeping us healthy. Ever wondered why we cough 
and sneeze? In this reading passage, we'll delve into 
the fascinating world of these natural reflexes, 
exploring why they happen and how they help 
protect our bodies. 

Coughing: A Protective Reflex 

Let's start with coughing. It's a reflex that your body 
uses to clear your airways of irritants and mucus. Imagine your airways as a well-
maintained highway for air, leading to your lungs. Sometimes, unwanted visitors 
like dust, germs, or mucus build up on this highway. When that happens, your 
body activates the cough reflex to clear the path. 

How Coughing Works 

• Irritants Detected: Special sensors in your airways can detect the presence 
of irritants or the buildup of mucus. These sensors send a message to your 
brain, signaling that something needs to be cleared out. 

• Brain's Response: Your brain receives the message and immediately 
coordinates a response. It signals your chest and abdominal muscles to 
contract forcefully. 

• Forceful Exhalation: The muscles around your chest and abdomen push air 
out of your lungs at high speed. This sudden rush of air clears the irritants or 
mucus from your airways, which are expelled from your mouth with a 
cough. 

Coughing serves as a protective mechanism, helping to prevent infections and 
ensure that your airways remain clear for smooth breathing. 

Sneezing: A Defense Against Intruders 

Now, let's talk about sneezing. Sneezing is your body's way of quickly getting rid 
of irritants or intruders from your nose and throat. When your nose senses 
something irritating or potentially harmful, it triggers the sneeze reflex to expel it. 

How Sneezing Works 

• Irritation Detected: Your nose's sensors detect irritants like dust, pollen, or 
germs. These irritants can trigger an inflammatory response in your nasal 
passages. 

• Inflammatory Response: The irritation leads to a release of histamines and 
other chemicals in your nasal tissues. This makes your nasal passages swell 
and produce extra mucus. 
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• Sneezing Reflex: Once the irritation reaches a certain level, your body 
responds by coordinating a sneeze. The muscles in your chest and 
abdomen contract forcefully, similar to coughing but with more emphasis 
on your nose and throat. 

• Expelling Irritants: The sudden, forceful exhalation of air during a sneeze 
expels the irritants from your nasal passages at high speed. These irritants 
are typically projected out of your mouth and nose. 

Sneezing helps protect your respiratory system from potential harm by swiftly 
removing irritants that could otherwise lead to infections or discomfort. 

Coughing and Sneezing Etiquette 

While coughing and sneezing are essential protective mechanisms, it's also 
important to practice good coughing and sneezing etiquette, especially around 
others. Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue or your elbow to prevent the 
spread of germs and irritants to those around you. 

Common Causes of Coughing and Sneezing 

• Infections: Viral and bacterial infections, such as the common cold or flu, 
can irritate the respiratory tract and trigger coughing and sneezing. 

• Allergies: Allergic reactions to pollen, dust, pet dander, or other allergens 
can lead to sneezing and nasal congestion. 

• Irritants: Inhaling smoke, strong odors, or pollution can irritate your airways 
and lead to coughing. 

• Foreign Objects: Accidentally inhaling small particles or objects can trigger 
both coughing and sneezing. 

• Medications: Some medications may cause coughing or sneezing as side 
effects. 

Coughing and sneezing are vital protective reflexes that help keep your 
respiratory system healthy. They serve as natural mechanisms to clear irritants, 
mucus, and potential intruders from your airways and nasal passages. While these 
reflexes are essential, it's equally important to practice proper coughing and 
sneezing etiquette to protect those around you from the spread of germs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


