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Tiny causes of disease – germs! 

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 Louis Pasteur invented a process to 
make milk safe to drink. This process— 
pasteurization—is named in his honor.  

Today, everyone knows that germs can cause disease. 
But that wasn’t always true. For hundreds of years, 
most people believed that only bad air, polluted 
water, and other environmental factors caused people 
to get sick. They didn’t understand how it would be 
possible for disease to spread from one person to 
another.  
 
The change in this thinking didn’t happen overnight. 
Historians believe that Anton van Leeuwenhoek, a 
Dutch scientist, was the first person to observe and 
describe tiny organisms that cause disease. These 
organisms could only be seen under a microscope. He 
called them animalcules, which means “little animals.” 
We commonly call these organisms bacteria or germs.  
 
By the 1850s, many scientists were studying the tiny 
organisms. Louis Pasteur, a French scientist, was 
especially interested in the connection between 
germs and disease. He studied the organisms in milk. 
As a result of this research, he invented a way to make 
milk safer to drink.  
 
In the 1870s, Joseph Lister, a British doctor, applied 
the lessons other scientists had learned about germs 
and disease. He began to insist that hospitals and 
operating rooms must be kept clean and free of 
germs. In the 1880s, Robert Koch, a German scientist, 
also studied the connection between germs and 
disease. He identified the causes of tuberculosis and 
other infectious diseases.   
 
Since then, scientists have studied and identified  
many other germs that cause diseases.  Work in this 
area continues to this very day as we are faced with 
new diseases. 
 

 This is a photograph of germs or bacteria. You 
can only see these germs under a microscope.  
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EXCHANGE INFORMATION & IDEAS 
 
1. Describe the benefits of understanding the connection between germs and disease.   
 
OFFER OPINIONS 

 
2. Louis Pasteur’s  research led to the process of super heating milk to destroy the 

germs and make milk safer to drink. What do you think was the most important 
benefit of understanding the connection between germs and disease? 

COLLABORATE & PRESENT  
 
3. Give a short presentation in which you summarize the article on the connection 

between germs and disease and how this knowledge has benefited us.  

 

Think Critically 
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This reading includes important academic vocabulary words.  
 

Word Part of 
Speech 

Meaning(s) Used in a Sentence Other Forms  

connection noun 
 

a relationship 
between two 
things 

There is a strong connection 
between the food you eat 
and good health.   

connective (adjective); 
connect (verb) 

infectious adjective likely to be 
spread 

Chickenpox is a highly 
infectious disease.   

infection (noun); infect 
(verb) 

organism noun an individual 
animal, plant, or 
single-celled life 
form 

Organisms that can only be 
seen under a microscope are 
sometimes called 
microorganisms.    

 

  

Academic Vocabulary Focus 

This flu is highly infectious. 
Doctors encourage people to 
get a flu shot to prevent them 
from getting the flu.   
 
Have you or someone you know 
ever had a flu shot?  What 
happened? Explain your 
answer.    
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1. What does “commonly” mean in the following sentence? We commonly call these organisms bacteria 
or germs. 
 

 once 

 sometimes 

 very often 

 
2. Which of the following statements is NOT true? 

 

 At one time, many people thought polluted water caused disease. 

 Scientists can observe organisms under a microscope. 

 Joseph Lister discovered how to make milk safer to drink. 

 
3. When are we most likely to catch an infectious disease? 

 

 when we are eating and drinking 

 when we are around sick people 

 when we are outdoors 

 
4. Why was it important for scientists to understand the connection between germs and disease?  

 

 so they could conduct experiments on germs 

 so they could prevent diseases caused by germs 

 so they could make milk safer to drink  by killing germs 

 
5. Choose the best word to complete this sentence: In the 1870s, Joseph Lister, a British doctor, _ _ _ _ _  

the lessons other scientists had learned about germs and disease to make hospitals safer. 
 

 used 

 ignored 

 saw 
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