
Respiratory System Tidbits: 
 
Why do you need to breathe?  
All the cells in your body require oxygen. Without it, they couldn't move, build, 
reproduce, and turn food into energy. In fact, without oxygen, they and you 
would die! How do you get oxygen? From breathing in air which your blood 
circulates to all parts of the body.  
 
How do you breathe?  
You breathe with the help of your diaphragm and other muscles in your chest 
and abdomen. These muscles literally change the space and pressure inside 
your body to accomodate breathing. When your diaphragm pulls down, it not 
only leaves more space for the lungs to expand but also lowers the internal air 
pressure. Outside, where the air pressure is greater, you suck in air in an inhale. 
The air then expands your lungs like a pair of balloons. When your diaphragm 
relaxes, the cavity inside your body gets smaller again. Your muscles squeeze 
your rib cage and your lungs begin to collapse as the air is pushed up and out 
your body in an exhale.  
 
So, it all starts at the nose?  
Yup. About 20 times a minute, you breathe in. When you do, you inhale air and 
pass it through your nasal passages where the air is filtered, heated, moistened 
and enters the back of the throat. Interestingly enough, it's the esophagus or 
foodpipe which is located at the back of the throat and the windpipe for air 
which is located at the front. When we eat, a flap -- the epiglottis -- flops down 
to cover the windpipe so that food doesn't go down the windpipe.  
 
So -- back to breathing -- the air has a long journey to get to your lungs. It 
flows down through the windpipe, past the voice box or vocal cords, to where 
the lowermost ribs meet the center of your chest. There, your windpipe divides 
into two tubes which lead to the two lungs which fill most of your ribcage. 
Inside each of your sponge-like lungs, tubes, called bronchi, branch into even 
smaller tubes much like the branches of a tree. At the end of these tubes are 
millions of tiny bubbles or sacs called alveoli. Spread out flat, all the air sacs in 
the lungs of an adult would cover an bubbles or sacs called aleoli. Spread out 
flat, all the air sacs in the lungs of an adult would cover an area about the third 
of a tennis court.  
 
What do these sacs do?  
They help perform an incredible magic act. Your air sacs bring new oxygen 
from air you've breathed to your bloodstream. They exchange it for waste 



products, like carbon dioxide, which the cells in your body have made and can't 
use.  
 
How does this exchange work?  
With the help of the red blood cells in your bloodstream. Your red blood cells 
are like box cars on train tracks. They show up at the sacs at just the right time, 
ready to trade in old carbon dioxide that your body's cells have made for some 
new oxygen you've just breathed in. In the process, these red blood cells turn 
from purple to that beautiful red color as they start carrying the oxygen to all 
the cells in your body.  
 
But what happens to the carbon dioxide?  
It goes through the lungs, back up your windpipe and out with every exhale. It's 
a remarkable feat, this chemical exchange and breathing in and out. You don't 
have to tell your lungs to keep working. Your brain does it automatically for 
you.  
 
Factoids  

• Your lungs contain almost 1500 miles of airways and over 300 million 
alveoli.  

• Every minute you breathe in 13 pints of air.  
• Plants are our partners in breathing. We breathe in air, use the oxygen in 

it, and release carbon dioxide. Plants take in carbon dioxide and release 
oxygen. Thank goodness!  

People tend to get more colds in the winter because we're indoors more often 
and in close proximity to other people. When people sneeze, cough and even 
breathe -- germs go flying! 


