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COVID-19 GLOSSARY
• ACE2 receptor – Angiotensin Converting Enzyme 2 is 

a protein found on epithelial cells (cells that make up the 
surfaces of organs and tissues) that regulates blood pressure. 
The receptor for ACE2 is the specific area on the surface of the 
lungs onto which the SARS-CoV2 virus physically attaches.

• Antibody – specialized Y shaped proteins in our blood that 
bind to pathogens (among other things) such as viruses 
or bacterial for the purpose of neutralizing, destroying 
and removing them; antibodies have unique binding sites 
that make them specific to the thing it is attacking; part of 
the human immune system; antibody testing is useful in 
determining if a person has already been infected with a virus 
and has built immunity to it; different than RT-PCR testing.

• Antigen – the entity to which an antibody binds; antigens 
can be viruses, bacteria, chemicals, hormones, cancer cells or 
even normal tissue; it is the thing (whether benign or harmful) 
that an antibody attacks.

• Coronavirus – a group of viruses that have spike proteins 
on its outer envelope which resemble a crown, or corona, 
which is why they are so named; many viruses that cause 
the common cold are coronaviruses; SARS-CoV2 is just one 
type of coronavirus, of which there are many; any virus in the 
Coronavidae family of viruses.

• COVID-19 – Corona Virus Disease 2019 is the disease 
caused by the SARS-CoV2 virus, which typically manifests 
clinically as a lower respiratory infection with cough, shortness 
of breath and fever.

• DNA – DeoxyriboNucleic Acid; the molecule that carries the 
genetic instructions for making all the proteins necessary 
to carry out all the functions of life, such as enzymes, 
detoxification, growth, repair, metabolism and building 
biological structures (everything from bones in humans to lipid 
envelopes in viruses); viruses inject DNA (or RNA) into host 
cells causing the host cell to become a “cellular factory” for the 
virus using the host cell organelles (“cellular machinery”) to 
manufacture the virus’ genetic instructions.

• IgM – Immunoglobulin M; a type of antibody that is the 
first to respond to the presence of an antigen in the body; 
for SARSCoV2, IgM antibodies typically appear in the 
bloodstream about 12 days after exposure and/or 5 days after 
symptom onset but then typically disappear from the body 
after a few weeks.

• IgG – Immunoglobulin G; a type of antibody that acts directly 
on to pathogens to disable and remove them from the host; 
for SARS-CoV2, IgG antibodies typically appear in the blood 
stream about 3 weeks after exposure and 2 weeks after 
symptom onset; how long IgG last in response to SARS-CoV2 
infection in not fully known at this time.

• Immunoglobulin – another name for antibody; the main 
types in humans are IgA, IgD, IgE, IgG, and IgM.

• Incubation Period – the time between exposure to a 
pathogen and when symptoms appear; for SARS-CoV2, it is 
typically around 5 days but can range anywhere from 1–14 
days or even longer in some cases.

• Interstitial Bilateral Pneumonia – a serious medical 
condition that SARS-CoV2 may cause in susceptible people; 
interstitial (small spaces between cells), bilateral (occurring 
in both lungs), pneumonia refers to an infection in the lungs 
that causes excessive fluid buildup and makes breathing very 
difficult.

• Receptor – the site on a cell to which a virus attaches; more 
broadly, an area of a cell that attaches to something; viruses 
attach to certain receptors (depending on the virus) but things 
like hormones, enzymes and vitamins also attach to cell 
receptors; there are many types of cellular receptors in the 
biological world

• RNA – RiboNucleic Acid; the complementary molecule to 
DNA whose purpose is in humans to make a copy of DNA for 
genetic instruction; viruses that carry RNA instead of DNA are 
called RNA viruses; SARS-CoV2 is an RNA virus.

• RT-PCR – Reverse Transcription Polymerase Chain Reaction; 
a technique that uses the enzyme polymerase to make many 
copies of DNA or RNA molecules; for SARS-CoV2, this method 
is useful for determining if a person is currently infected as it 
detects the presence of the virus (specifically, the virus genetic 
material) in a person’s cells; different than antibody testing.

• SARS – Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome; clinical 
manifestation of infection with SARS-CoV or SARS-CoV2; 
symptoms include breathing problems and lower respiratory 
distress, often accompanied with fever, fatigue and general 
malaise.

• SARS-CoV – Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome-
CoronaVirus; Name given to the virus that caused an 
outbreak of SARS in 2003; nomenclature determined by the 
Coronavirus Study Group of the International Committee of 
Taxonomy of Viruses; higher mortality rate than SARS-CoV2 
but less contagious.

• SARS-CoV-2 – Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome-
CoronaVirus 2; the virus that causes COVID-19; it is a highly 
contagious coronavirus that causes respiratory symptoms; 
initially discovered in the Wuhan province of China in late 
2019 and spread via human to human contact around the 
world causing the 2020 pandemic; named CoV2 because it is 
the 2nd known virus of the SARS-like species; formerly called 
2019-nCoV before given the official name of SARS-CoV-2.

• Spike protein – a structure on the outside of the virus that 
resembles a spike and is the place to which the virus attaches 
to the ACE2 receptors of the host (person).

• Viral load – quantitative amount of virus that is actually in 
the person’s tissues; high viral load typically correlates with 
the severity of the infection.


