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I’ve heard a lot of rumors about hidden ingredients in the COVID-19 vaccine. 
What is actually in the vaccine?
It’s true there are a lot of myths about what is in the vaccine. Messenger Ribonucleic Acid, also 
called mRNA, is the only active ingredient in the Moderna and Pfizer vaccines. Messenger 
RNA is the coding sequence (instructions) for cells to make proteins. The type of mRNA in 
the Moderna and Pfizer vaccines encodes for a part of the COVID-19 virus: spike proteins. 
The mRNA in the vaccine goes into cells and makes spike proteins. Then the cells release 
the spike proteins, and the body makes antibodies against them. The body is now prepared to 
fight off the COVID-19 virus. The other ingredients of the vaccine are salt, sugar, and fat. 
The sugar and salt keep the vaccine’s tiny particles from clumping. The oil protects the fragile 
mRNA molecule. There are no hidden ingredients.1

In a recent survey of educators, we asked about the impact of COVID-19 on students. The results show that kids are preoccupied with 
the pandemic, worried about their friends and family, and concerned about their own health. The survey confirmed what teachers and 
parents already know—the pandemic poses a significant barrier to learning. This is true regardless of age or whether students are 
learning in person or virtually.

Everyone wants the pandemic to end so we can get back to normal, but there is a lot of confusion about how the new COVID-19 
vaccines work and if they are safe. Evaluating sources and understanding the science is challenging. To make this important information 
more accessible, we summarized the latest research and findings. The questions that follow came directly from educators and families 
through First Book’s recent survey. We hope this COVID-19 Vaccine Time Saver will help you make an informed decision about the 
COVID-19 vaccine. 

DID YOU KNOW?
The Moderna and Pfizer COVID-19 vaccines are different from some 
common childhood vaccines and the seasonal flu shot because 
they do not contain any viruses. The mRNA in the Moderna and Pfizer 
vaccines instructs our cells to make a harmless portion of the spike 
protein. Your immune system realizes the spike protein is not 
welcome and fights against it. Later, if you’re exposed to COVID-19, 
your immune system already knows how to fight it off because it 
practiced. The vaccine is like a rehearsal before the live show. The 
mRNA used in the COVID-19 vaccines is synthetic (man-made) and 
breaks down after teaching your body how to recognize and fight off 
COVID-19. It does not touch or change your DNA.2

Dr. Theresa Tam, Canadian physician 
and public health expert

Misinformation or 
distrust of vaccines 
can be like a contagion 
that can spread 
as fast as measles.
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https://coronavirus.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/coronavirus/page_content/images/Cartoon%20Explainer%20How%20the%20Moderna%20and%20Pfizer%20Vaccines%20Work.jpg
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?view=detail&mid=97F43D0635CD8189554E97F43D0635CD8189554E&q=dr.+oluwatosin+goje&shtp=GetUrl&shid=159dbc51-1d08-4573-930d-a9772d64afc0&shtk=V2hhdCBJcyBhbiBtUk5BIFZhY2NpbmU%2F&shdk=VG8gcmVhZCBtb3JlIGFib3V0IHRoZSBjb21tb24gQ09WSUQtMTkgdmFjY2luZSBteXRocywgcGxlYXNlIHZpc2l0IGh0dHA6Ly9jbGUuY2xpbmljLzNwRzhxTkggRHIuIE9sdXdhdG9zaW4gR29qZSBleHBsYWlucyB3aGF0IGFuIG1STkEgdmFjY2luZSBpcywgaG93IGl0IHdvcmtzIGFuZCBob3cgaXTigJlzIGJlaW5nIHVzZWQgZm9yIHNldmVyYWwgQ09WSUQtMTkgdmFjY2luZXMuIFNoYXJlIHRoaXMgdmlkZW8gd2l0aCBvdGhlcnM6IGh0dHBzOi8veW91dHUuYmUvYS1QNUxjc0pOVkEgRm9yIG1vcmUgQ09WSUQtMTkgdmFjY2luZSB1cGRhdGVzLCBwbGVhc2UgdmlzaXQgaHR0cHM6Ly93d3cueW91dHViZSAuLi4%3D&shhk=S05L080V7hP9rsbZo5GEwh4Nl4mpksdh1b1XErXe8S4%3D&form=VDSHOT&shth=OSH.96GwfEMCz8tlNNbHp9UQ9g
https://www.aarp.org/health/drugs-supplements/info-2020/covid-vaccine-myths.html
https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometown-health/featured-topic/covid-19-vaccine-myths-debunked
https://www.aarp.org/health/drugs-supplements/info-2020/covid-vaccine-myths.html
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How were the vaccines developed so quickly?
The COVID-19 vaccines had a jump start because scientists have been studying similar viruses (like SARS) for decades. The 
Moderna and Pfizer vaccines are the first vaccines to use mRNA technology, but scientists have been studying this type of 
vaccine technology for years. Because of the seriousness of the pandemic, the federal government provided a lot of funding for 
research. When the pandemic started, scientists from all over the world changed their focus to COVID-19. They shared their 
research with each other to speed up the creation of a vaccine. This level of cooperation among scientists and countries is 
unusual and led to the quick development of effective vaccines.

*SARS and MERS are other types of coronavirus and are related to the viruses that cause COVID-19.

Historical Timeline of Vaccination Development

DID YOU KNOW?
Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett is a viral immunologist at the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases 
(NIAID). She is one of several African American scientists whose work contributed to these life-saving vaccines.

Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett, National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID)

Today, people will get vaccinated with a vaccine that I woke 
up on January 11th [2020] to frantically help design.

1. RESEARCH
Normal: 2—4 years
Accelerated: 6 months

2. PRECLINICAL PREPARATION
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 6 months

3. CLINICAL TRIALS
Normal: Up to 5 years
Accelerated: 1.5 years

6. DISTRIBUTION
Normal: 3—6 months
Accelerated: 1 month

4. APPROVAL
Normal: 1 year
Accelerated: 6 months 6 months

5. MANUFACTURING
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 3—

1. RESEARCH
Normal: 2—4 years
Accelerated: 6 months

2. PRECLINICAL PREPARATION
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 6 months

3. CLINICAL TRIALS
Normal: Up to 5 years
Accelerated: 1.5 years

6. DISTRIBUTION
Normal: 3—6 months
Accelerated: 1 month

4. APPROVAL
Normal: 1 year
Accelerated: 6 months 6 months

5. MANUFACTURING
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 3—

1. RESEARCH
Normal: 2—4 years
Accelerated: 6 months

2. PRECLINICAL PREPARATION
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 6 months

3. CLINICAL TRIALS
Normal: Up to 5 years
Accelerated: 1.5 years

6. DISTRIBUTION
Normal: 3—6 months
Accelerated: 1 month

4. APPROVAL
Normal: 1 year
Accelerated: 6 months 6 months

5. MANUFACTURING
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 3—

1. RESEARCH
Normal: 2—4 years
Accelerated: 6 months

2. PRECLINICAL PREPARATION
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 6 months

3. CLINICAL TRIALS
Normal: Up to 5 years
Accelerated: 1.5 years

6. DISTRIBUTION
Normal: 3—6 months
Accelerated: 1 month

4. APPROVAL
Normal: 1 year
Accelerated: 6 months 6 months

5. MANUFACTURING
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 3—

1. RESEARCH
Normal: 2—4 years
Accelerated: 6 months

2. PRECLINICAL PREPARATION
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 6 months

3. CLINICAL TRIALS
Normal: Up to 5 years
Accelerated: 1.5 years

6. DISTRIBUTION
Normal: 3—6 months
Accelerated: 1 month

4. APPROVAL
Normal: 1 year
Accelerated: 6 months 6 months

5. MANUFACTURING
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 3—

1. RESEARCH
Normal: 2—4 years
Accelerated: 6 months

2. PRECLINICAL PREPARATION
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 6 months

3. CLINICAL TRIALS
Normal: Up to 5 years
Accelerated: 1.5 years

6. DISTRIBUTION
Normal: 3—6 months
Accelerated: 1 month

4. APPROVAL
Normal: 1 year
Accelerated: 6 months 6 months

5. MANUFACTURING
Normal: 2 years
Accelerated: 3—

1796

1803

1879

1945

1970s

1990s

2002

2012

JAN 
2020

DEC
2020

1796

1803

1879

1945

1970s

1990s

2002

2012

JAN 
2020

DEC
2020

1796

1803

1879

1945

1970s

1990s

2002

2012

JAN 
2020

DEC
2020

• How the COVID-19 vaccines were developed quickly without compromising safety
• How vaccines work and the development of the COVID-19 vaccine
• Meet one of the scientists who worked tirelessly to develop the COVID-19 vaccine

Normal vaccine production timeline: 8—15 years
Timeline for COVID-19 vaccine: 12–18 months*

 First COVID-19 
vaccines given 
emergency-use 
authorization by 

the FDA

COVID-19’s 
genomic sequence 

shared with 
scientists around 

the world

 First case 
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Scientists 
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mRNA as 
a vaccine 
platform

Scientists identify 
and start studying 
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First  flu
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First use of the 
word vaccination  

First 
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*Under an accelerated timeline, development stages proceed simultaneously or overlap. Source: New York Times, Johns Hopkins University
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https://abcnews.go.com/Health/video/covid-19-vaccine-researchers-develop-vaccines-74705562
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/how-did-we-develop-a-covid-19-vaccine-so-quickly#Funding-for-COVID-19-vaccine-research
https://www.oprah.com/health_wellness/coronavirus-vaccine-update-is-there-a-vaccine-for-covid-19
https://chicagocrusader.com/dr-kizzmekia-s-corbett-leads-effort-to-find-covid-19-cure/
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How can I be sure the vaccine is safe and effective, even in the long term?

DID YOU KNOW? 
Side effects are generally minimal, such as a sore arm, fatigue, headache, or low-grade fever and usually last only a 
couple of days. Most reactions happen within the first days to weeks. Anaphylaxis is a rare severe allergic reaction 
that usually occurs within minutes after being exposed to an allergen. This is why your doctor asks you to wait in the 
clinic for 15 to 30 minutes after receiving a vaccine.

IF EVERYONE IN THESE TWO STADIUMS (130,000 PEOPLE) GOT THE VACCINE, 
ONLY 1 MIGHT HAVE A SEVERE REACTION.

The Moderna vaccine was tested on 44,000 participants and found to be 94.1% effective. The Pfizer vaccine was tested on 
38,000 participants and found to be 95% effective.3 Both clinical trials included diversity in terms of age, ethnicity, race, gender, 
and pre-existing conditions. Only a very small fraction—fewer than 100 out of 10,000,000— experience a severe reaction. 
Other companies are also working on developing COVID-19 vaccines. 

The single-shot Johnson & Johnson vaccine received Emergency Use Authorization on February 27. The J&J vaccine uses a 
harmless cold virus as a delivery system. The cold virus cannot make you sick. It delivers a message to your cells to create a 
spike protein like the one created by the coronavirus. Your immune system notices the spike proteins and creates an immune 
response. If you’re later exposed to the virus that causes COVID-19, your immune system is ready to fight it off. The J&J clin-
ical trial involved 44,000 people of diverse backgrounds. In the U.S., the J&J vaccine reduces the risk of moderate to severe 
COVID-19 by 72% and hospitalization by close to 100%.4 The Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine is showing promising results. 
As of April 1, it was reported to be 76% effective at preventing symptomatic COVID-19.5 

Right now, the known and potential benefits of the current COVID-19 
vaccines outweigh the known and potential risks of getting COVID-19.

Dr. Nancy Messonnier, director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC’s) 
National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases

Today, people will get vaccinated with a vaccine that I woke 
up on January 11th [2020] to frantically help design.
Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett, National Institutes of Health (NIH)

• Get the facts so you can make an informed decision
• Side effects and possible reactions to the COVID-19 vaccine

65,000 
PEOPLE

65,000 
PEOPLE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eSoBSKqOHBM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.aappublications.org/news/2021/01/06/covid19-vaccines-anaphylaxis-010621
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As a person of color, I’m concerned about my safety because of the history 
of medical racism in the U.S.

DID YOU KNOW?
Many celebrities have shared their vaccine experiences with the public, including Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Vice President 
Harris, Samuel L. Jackson, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and Tyler Perry. Some have even participated in clinical trials, 
including Stephanie Elam and Randall Park. Despite the rumors, celebrities receive the same vaccine as the rest of us.

Celebrities and other Americans getting the vaccine to protect themselves, their families, and their communities.

Mistrust of the health care system is understandable given the history of medical inequity and racism in our country.  
New laws like HIPAA (the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act) ensure that patients are fully informed 
about their medical treatment and have the right to make decisions about their own health and medical conditions.

Right now, the known and potential benefits of the current COVID-19 
vaccines outweigh the known and potential risks of getting COVID-19.

Dr. Nancy Messonnier, director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC’s) 
National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases

First, I think we need to acknowledge the history and that Black and 
brown individuals have reason to mistrust the medical community. 
And then we have to let them know that because of those incidents, 
because of Tuskegee and Henrietta Lacks, so much has changed in 
our healthcare arena to protect individuals that look like me.

Dr. Mysheika Roberts, Health Commissioner, Columbus Public Health

Today, people will get vaccinated with a vaccine that I woke 
up on January 11th [2020] to frantically help design.
Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett, National Institutes of Health (NIH)

• Tyler Perry discusses his vaccine decision
• Native Americans use culture and community to combat COVID-19 
• Unpacking “Black hesitancy” about the vaccine
• Dr. Mieses Malchuk encourages Black and Latinx patients to get the vaccine

Participated in 
a Clinical Trial

Participated in 
a Clinical Trial

MARIA ROACH STEPHANIE ELAM KAREEM ABDUL-JABBAR JAMES SCOTT
ATHLETEJOURNALISTEXECUTIVE PRODUCER, DOCUMENTARY 

UNIT, BLACK NETWORK CHANNEL
LUMMI NATION MEMBER

DR. ANDRES TORRES
HEALTHCARE PROVIDER

POLITICIANPOLITICIAN ACTORJOURNALIST REAL HOUSEWIVES OF DALLAS
TYLER PERRYALEXANDRIA OCASIO-CORTEZAL ROKER MARCO RUBIODR. TIFFANY MOON

https://www.nba.com/news/kareem-abdul-jabbar-urges-public-to-get-covid-19-vaccine
https://www.instagram.com/p/CKh5Up-l13c/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CKh5Up-l13c/
https://people.com/movies/samuel-l-jackson-wears-avengers-face-mask-while-receiving-first-dose-of-covid-19-vaccination/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CI_VOLOHSbA/?igshid=1umuernwpktsl
https://www.instagram.com/tv/CKnLpKQB9YX/?igshid=n99gdmf9eeau
https://www.stltoday.com/lifestyles/health-med-fit/no-side-effects-cnn-correspondent-on-vaccine-trial-experience/video_d6a85875-fe05-587f-ac4f-1bcb0b4db3fc.html
https://www.foxnews.com/entertainment/randall-park-coronavirus-vaccine-trial
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MLhqv1weMmM&feature=youtu.be
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/native-americans-use-culture-community-gain-tribes-trust-covid-vaccine-n1256647
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/ep-43-sellassies-choice/id1257335400?i=1000507799220
https://www.oprah.com/health_wellness/doctor-urges-black-and-latinx-patients-to-get-the-covid-19-vaccine
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COVID DEATH RATES PER 100,000
SOURCE: COVID TRACKING PROJECT AND U.S. CENSUS BUREAU

Why has there been so much attention on people of color receiving the vaccine?
People of color have higher rates of COVID-19 related illness, hospitalization, and death and are more likely 
to have underlying health conditions. They are also less likely to get the vaccine.7 For these reasons, it’s important 
for those in BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) communities to understand the risks and potential 
serious consequences of getting sick with COVID-19 versus the risks and possible side effects of getting the 
COVID-19 vaccine.

DID YOU KNOW? 
It’s OK to change your mind about the COVID-19 vaccine after learning more about how it was developed, 
what’s in it, and how it works. A doctor explains how she changed her mind about getting the vaccine.

Tyler Perry, Actor, Film Maker, and Humanitarian Award Winner

I was skeptical because if you look at our history 
in this country with the Tuskegee Experiment, 
Henrietta Lacks, and things like that, it raises flags 
for us as African American people, so I understand 
why there’s a healthy skepticism about the vaccine.

WHITE

HISPANIC OR LATINO

BLACKS

AMERICAN INDIAN
OR ALASKA NATIVE

147

138

121

98

• How one woman overcame her fear of the COVID-19 vaccine
• Why people of color are dying at higher rates
• CDC study finds coronavirus kills far more Hispanic and Black children

                                         TYLER PERRY

https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/i-m-black-doctor-who-didn-t-trust-covid-vaccine-ncna1255085
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2021/01/14/how-overcame-my-concerns-receiving-covid-19-vaccination-column/6653137002/
https://www.usatoday.com/videos/news/justthefaqs/2020/08/04/why-people-color-dying-higher-rates-covid-19/3294245001/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/2020/09/15/covid-deaths-hispanic-black-children/
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This COVID-19 Time Saver was developed while several vaccines were in trials or about to be reviewed for FDA 
emergency-use authorization. Check the First Book website for updated information.

This First Book Time Saver was made possible by the Larry and Helen Hoag Foundation.

Let’s educate ourselves about the COVID-19 vaccine and give learning a shot. 
When you’re ready, find out how to get the free vaccine near you.
#GIVELEARNINGASHOT

DID YOU KNOW? 
Many non-citizens face additional barriers when it comes to receiving the 
vaccine. Some are worried that providing their name and other personal 
information could lead to deportation. Personal and identifying information is 
being shared with the government to track and monitor the vaccination effort. 
But the Department of Health and Human Services and CDC have agreed not 
to release this information publicly, and government agencies will not conduct 
immigration enforcement at or near vaccine distribution sites or clinics. 

I’ve heard I need to provide personal data and contact information to get the 
vaccine. Why is that? Will the government have access to that information?
You may be asked to provide personal information such as your name, address, and phone number as well as basic 
demographic information. The Pfizer and Moderna vaccines require two doses administered weeks apart, and 
clinics need to be able to contact you for scheduling purposes. All personal information is protected by HIPAA 
(the Health Insurance and Portability and Accountability Act of 1996) and federal privacy laws. According to the U.S. 
Department of Health & Human Services, healthcare companies cannot share patient-identifying information with 
the government or your employer.8 Most health care providers, health organizations, and government health plans 
that use, store, or transmit patient health-care information are required to comply with HIPAA’s privacy regulations.
If you have any questions, check with your local health care authorities.

*The government is providing the vaccine free of charge to all people living in the U.S. Health insurance is not required, 
  and no one can be denied a vaccine if they are unable to pay a vaccine administration fee.

We not only have to bring people back for a second dose but need to 
make sure that we have very good records of which vaccine they 
received the first time.

Dr. Jinlene Chan, deputy secretary of Maryland’s public health services

Today, people will get vaccinated with a vaccine that I woke 
up on January 11th [2020] to frantically help design.
Dr. Kizzmekia Corbett, National Institutes of Health (NIH)
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• States ramp up for largest vaccination effort in history 
• Understand HIPAA and privacy laws
• Equal access to COVID-19 vaccine for undocumented workers

*

https://firstbook.org/give-learning-a-shot/
https://www.webmd.com/vaccines/covid-19-vaccine/news/20201224/state-by-state-guide-to-covid-vaccine-information
https://apnews.com/article/biggest-vaccination-effort-us-history-2d46fd529b2ff5313201e8065b81c0d7
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/health/what-is-hipaa-5-questions-answered-about-the-medical-privacy-law
https://www.dhs.gov/news/2021/02/01/dhs-statement-equal-access-covid-19-vaccines-and-vaccine-distribution-sites
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