
 

THE VACCINE INITIATIVE  
Supporting notes for teachers 

 
The Stephen Hawking Foundation is very proud to share the first version of a series of new 
educational resources that ask the Big Questions. 

In this set, we want to enable school children and their families to ask the big question ‘Are 
Vaccines Safe’ and then to make informed decisions about vaccinations. 

Our educational resources are designed to promote critical thinking, ask big questions and 
provide reliable, well sourced information to help school age students investigate complex issues 
regarding science and society, within a classroom setting. 

The programme is the brainchild of Ed Stubbs, a secondary school teacher at Morpeth School in 
Tower Hamlets, East London, who became concerned at a growing sense of fear in the classroom 
about vaccinations and the prevalence of ill-informed conspiracy theories. Ed developed the 
project in collaboration with science writer and educator Dr Emily Grossman. The presentation 
was reviewed by Professor Daniel Pennington, Centre Lead for Immunobiology, Queen Mary 
University, London.  
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Slide 1 
• It might help to explain to those viewing the presentation that, whenever they see small numbers next to sentences, 

these refer to where the information was taken from so they can check the evidence for themselves. Links to the 
references can be found on the last page of the presentation. 

• This presentation aims to give an unbiased account of what vaccines are and whether they are safe, including the most 
up to date information available at the time on Covid vaccines. 

• This presentation does not wish to criticise people who are hesitant/do not wish to be vaccinated. There are a plethora 
of reasons why people might worry about getting themselves or their loved ones to be vaccinated. Such reasons are 
rarely selfish ones. Instead, this presentation aims to give unbiased information so young people can be confident that 
whatever conclusion they reach is based on a firm factual foundation. 

 

Slide 2 
• Ask students the question above. 
• Give students 20 seconds to discuss with those around to them before they give their answers. 
• Ask students to put their hands up for yes, down for no and hands in the middle for ‘not sure – need more information’ 
• Give lots of reassurance that there are many views on this subject. 

 

Slide 3 
• Ask students the question and get them to share their views. 
• If no students feel comfortable giving their answers, acknowledge it is often hard for people to voice vaccination 

concerns, as they might feel others will judge them. 

 

Slide 4 
• Remind your audience that the reasons people choose not to be vaccinated are rarely selfish and that it is easy to feel 

worried about vaccines with so much unreliable and contradictory information out there. 
• This is made worse when people become aggressive and judgemental of others’ opinions. 
• Reinforce the idea that this presentation aims to provide reliable information, not to tell them what to do. 
• Validate the concerns they may have 
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Slide 5 
• Remind students that this is a list of thoughts they might have had about Covid vaccines. 
• Emphasise that the presentation will try to explore these concerns to see if they are true. 

 

Slide 6 

 

Slide 7 
• This slide shows one of three common ways vaccines are developed. 
• The key message to all three slides is that scientists are essentially presenting parts of the virus/bacteria to your body in a 

form where they cannot be harmful, but are reacted against. 
• This means that if you are ever exposed to the real version of the pathogen (organism which makes you sick, like 

viruses/bacteria) your body can recognise it instantly and destroy it before it causes a wide-spread infection inside your 
body. 

 

Slide 8 
• Here scientists inject a modified/weakened version of the virus or bacteria so that it cannot harm you. 
• After your body has reacted to, and destroyed, this harmless version it will recognise the real one instantly in the future. 
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Slide 9 
• The last main way in which vaccines, such as the Pfizer and Moderna Covid vaccines, work is by injecting an RNA message 

(or the DNA from which the RNA message is derived) from the virus into your body. 
• This tells your cells to make tiny, harmless, parts of the virus (not the whole thing). This triggers an immune reaction 

which targets these small parts on the real virus if you become infected. 
• If the real virus enters your body, your immune system will respond quicker and better to these targets, compared to if 

you’d not been vaccinated. This increased speed of response means dangerous symptoms don’t have time to develop. 

 

Slide 10 

 

Slide 11 
• It is easy for us to forget how much we have gained from large-scale vaccination. 
• It is impossible for us to imagine a time when a Smallpox outbreak could kill 30% of the people we know. 
• It is also an inescapable fact that if vaccination levels drop in our population, nasty diseases, no longer a concern, will 

return. 
• Vaccination protects us, our loved ones and others from such diseases, but as vaccination levels fall across Europe we 

must remind ourselves how much of an impact these vaccines have had on our quality of life and how many millions of 
personal tragedies they avert every year across the globe. 

• We must all chose if we support vaccination or not. 

 

Slide 12 
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Slide 13 

 

Slide 14 
• Note 4 Source www.gov.uk updated 24 December 2021 
• Note 5 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-regulator-approves-use-of-pfizerbiontech-vaccine-in-5-to-

11-year-olds 
• Note 6 Reuters 2 December 2021 https://www.reuters.com/business/healthcare-pharmaceuticals/countries-

vaccinating-children-against-covid-19-2021-06-29/ 
• Note 7 www. https://globalhumanrights.org/share-your-power/vaccine-equity 
• Note 8 https://www.politico.eu/article/who-backs-jabbing-kids-but-calls-for-vaccine-equity-first/ 

 

Slide 15 
• The main message of this slide is that you will often get a few mild side-effects from a vaccine if it is working. 
• WHY? This is because the vaccine aims to trigger your immune system to react against the parts of the pathogen that 

were introduced. The vaccine WANTS your body to think it has been infected for real! 
• Then your body will go through all the steps as if it has really been infected e.g. raising your body temperature to try to 

destroy the pathogen (virus/bacteria it thinks it has been infected with).  
• If your body reacts to the vaccine (within reason e.g. a temperature and headache), then you can be confident your body 

will remember the real pathogen. 
• On the plus side, more often than not, you do not get side effects at all but still become protected! 
• But if you do experience extreme side effects, you must  ask parents or carers to take you to  A and E or call 999. The NHS 

advises ‘Go to A&E or call 999 if your child has any of these symptoms within a few days of being vaccinated: 
chest pain 
shortness of breath 
a fast-beating, fluttering or pounding heart (palpitations)’ 
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Slide 16 

 

Slide 17 
• All standard vaccines given to children in the UK have had to go through extremely stringent safety tests and monitoring 

over many years. The tiny, tiny, chances of side effects are greatly outweighed by the protection they give to individuals. 
• If a vaccine does seem to cause any more serious side effects this is not ‘swept under the carpet’. Potential side effects 

have always been investigated fully. 
• There are even rare instances where vaccines have been withdrawn from sale due to concerns over extremely rare side 

effects. 

 

Slide 18 

 

Slide 19 
• A big scandal which really knocked the public’s faith in vaccines were the fraudulent claims by a doctor who has since 

been struck off.. 
• His findings were proved wrong in multiple, massive, population-level studies with hundreds of thousands of 

participants. 
• His scientific methodology was deemed substandard. 
• It was found he fabricated his results. 
• In conclusion, no link whatsoever has ever been found between vaccines and autism. Vaccines do not cause autism.  
• The MMR vaccine protects children from life-threatening diseases. 
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Slide 20 

 

Slide 21 
• Presentation support (if needed): 
• The overall message from this slide is that Covid does affect young people in a variety of ways. 
• It is intended to start getting students to compare the tiny risks from a vaccine with the massive negative consequences 

of the Covid pandemic 
• Recently published data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) has caused worry. The data suggest that 13% of 

under 11s and about 15% of 12- to 16-year-olds reported at least one symptom five weeks after a confirmed Covid-19 
infection. ONS samples households randomly, therefore positive cases do not depend on having had symptoms and 
being tested. 

• Note 13   https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/coronavirus-death-toll/ 
• Note 14   

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/bulletins/prevale
nceofongoingsymptomsfollowingcoronaviruscovid19infectionintheuk/6january2022 

• Note 15   https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/28/health/omicron-kids-hospitalizations.html 
• Note 16   https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n2157 

 

Slide 22 
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Slide 23 
• Note 17. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-vaccine-adverse-reactions/coronavirus-

vaccine-summary-of-yellow-card-reporting#:~:text=In%20clinical%20trials%2C%20the,illness%20in%20the%20UK. 
 

 

Slide 24 
• The longer the vaccine hangs around, the more likely it is to mutate and thus become harder to stop. 

 

Slide 25 

 

Slide 26 
• For each of the discussion points you might want to ask your students how they think it can safely speed up vaccine 

development time.  
• All medicines or vaccines are subject to on-going trials after they are licensed for use - this does not mean they are 

unsafe nor untested. 
• None of the safety steps were missed - the vaccine was rigorously tested. 
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Slide 27 

 

Slide 28 
• Reassure students that the purpose of this slide is to name and expose common conspiracy theories. It might alarm 

students to read the points above, but none are true. 
• Remind students that this means the COVID vaccines are permittable for the world’s main religious groups. 
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Slide 29 
• Correlation v causation – that some people who had the vaccine were already sick and would have died anyway but their 

illness or subsequent death was not linked to the vaccine. Correlation means two unrelated events which happen at the 
same time, causation means one event directly caused the others.  

• Any side effects of vaccines are seen within a few hours or days, not weeks or months. 
• A typical comment you might hear from a student in response to this slide is: “My cousin had a vaccine when she was a 

child and two months later she was diagnosed with autism. My whole family thinks it was because of the vaccine and we 
will never get any of our family vaccinated again.” 
For such cases, it is important to remind them that just because two things happen in quick succession to each other, 
does not necessarily mean they are linked. 

• It is a sad reality that many childhood afflictions (even ones such as sudden infant death syndrome) occur, or are noticed, 
in the first few years of life. 
This is exactly the time in life when children are getting vaccines, so often a problem will be noticed shortly after a 
vaccine has been given. 

• The only way to know if the two situations are really linked to each other is to look at a LOT of people over MANY years. 
Then you can see if one event causes the other, or if they occasionally happen at the same time due to chance. 
For example, many people will have eaten bread shortly before a car accident. Does this mean bread causes car crashes? 
Thankfully no! Billions of people eat bread every day so of course sometimes someone will eat bread shortly before they 
are involved in a car crash. 

• With vaccines, whole-county populations are analysed if there are any concerns, so you can be confident childhood 
diagnoses, such as autism or squints, aren’t linked to childhood vaccines. 

 

Slide 30 
• Note 19 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-59418123 
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Slide 31 

 

Slide 32 

 

Slide 33 
• Note 20 https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanchi/article/PIIS2352-4642(21)00342-4/fulltext 
 

 

Slide 34 
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Slide 35 

 

Slide 36 
• An ‘echo chamber’ is an environment where people only receive information which supports their beliefs such a 

Facebook group which supports a conspiracy theories. 

 

Slide 37 
• It is thought that conspiracy theories can be comforting to some people and help them to feel connected to others who 

share their beliefs.  

 

Slide 38 
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Slide 39 
• Remind students that everything you do in life, from crossing a road, to trying a new food, carries a tiny element of risk. 
• Vaccines are very safe and the benefits gained are enormous, especially with the protection vaccines are now offering 

people around the world against COVID-19. 

 

Slide 40 

 

Slide 41 
• Ask students the question above. 
• Give students 20 seconds to discuss with those around to them before they give their answers. 

 

Slide 42 
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Slide 43 
• This reference slide might be worth sharing with your audience. 
• If so, you could explain that reliable facts should come with an indication of where the information came from, one that 

you can check yourself. 
• In our digital age, the amount of –information we are given that shocks, scares and confuses us is unprecedented. 
• If a website or person is giving you alarming information that changes the decisions you make or your world view, then 

they should be able to give links (that you can check yourself) to where they found it. 

 

Slide 44 

 

Slide 45 

 

Slide 46 

 


