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 Lister, Pasteur, Nightingale, and Semmelweis 

Specification references 

 B3.1.1 Communicable (infectious) diseases 

Learning outcomes 

After completing this task, you should be able to: 

 describe the work of Pasteur, Lister, Semmelweis, and Nightingale 

 compare the way they approached the problem of pathogenic infection 

 reach your own conclusion as to which had contributed the most and justify this. 

Aims 

Pathogens had it all their own way for millennia! When people became infected 
they only had their own immune systems to defend them. They way doctors 
performed their tasks often did not help. Luckily for us, a number of very 
important advances were made by dedicated clear thinking professionals. Your 
task will be to read about these people and the progress they made in the fight 
against pathogens and to answer questions summarising and comparing their 
work. 

Task 

1 Read the passages below. If you have access to a computer you may be able 
to carry out further research on these people. 

2 Answer the questions. Use full sentence answers and key terms from the topic. 

 

Louis Pasteur was a French chemist who developed the germ theory of disease, 
showing that it is caused by living microorganisms. For many years before people 
thought that living organisms were spontaneously generated in decaying food, and 
that this is why food spoils. Pasteur also developed a method of preserving food 
(Pasteurisation) by holding it at relatively high temperatures for short amounts of time 
so the flavour did not change. This led to great nutritional benefits for millions. 

Joseph Lister was a British surgeon and a pioneer of antiseptic surgery. He heard 
about Pasteur’s advances in microbiology, and applied these ideas by introducing the 
use of carbolic acid to sterilise surgical instruments and to clean wounds. He sprayed 
it in the air whilst operating which led to a reduction in post-operative infections. This 
made surgery safer for patients as they no longer became infected by pathogens from 
the surroundings.  

 
  

http://www.oxfordsecondary.co.uk/acknowledgements


3.9.2  
              Student literacy sheet 

© Oxford University Press 2017     www.oxfordsecondary.co.uk/acknowledgements 

This resource sheet may have been changed from the original. 2 

 

Ignaz Semmelweis was a Hungarian physician. His work demonstrated that hand 
washing could drastically reduce the number of women dying after childbirth. He 
proved this through rigorous statistical analysis. Doctors in the early 1800s did not 
routinely wash their hands between dissecting infected corpses and assisting with 
childbirth. After the introduction of his “scrubbing up” routine the death rate went down 
dramatically. He was known as the “Saviour of the mothers”. 

Florence Nightingale is sometimes called the founder of modern nursing. She 
organised the care of wounded soldiers during the Crimean war. She reduced their 
mortality rate from 42% to 2% by introducing handwashing and other hygienic 
practices such as flushing out the sewers and ventilation. She wrote her reports in 
simple English so they could be understood by everyone. She also introduced novel 
graphical representation of data, such as the pie chart, so people could easily 
understand the points she wished to make.  

Questions 

1 Summarise the work of each person mentioned in the text in a phrase of 
between three and five words. 

Pasteur:  

Lister:  

Semmelweis:  

Nightingale:  (4 marks) 

 
2 Sammelweis was directly influential in helping to encourage washing hands 

before assisting with childbirth.  

 Suggest how the work of some of the other people listed also helped develop 
ways to reduce the number of deaths during childbirth. 

 

 

 

 (2 marks)  

 
3 How can the methods identified in the text help to prevent the number of 

deaths during childbirth? 

 

   (2 marks) 
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4 Which of the individuals in the text thought that clean air was important for 
patient health?  

 (1 mark) 

 
5 Outline why clean air is important for the health of patients. 

 

 

 

 (4 marks)  

 
6 If you had to eliminate one person from this list so that they and their work had 

never existed, which one would it be? Give reasons for your choice. 

 

 

 (3 marks) 

 
7 If you had to give an award to one person for being the worst enemy of the 

pathogen, who would it go to? Justify your choice.  

 

 

 (3 marks) 
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