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Preventing devastating diseases—vaccines 

 For thousands of years, smallpox was a killer disease all over the world. Experts estimate that about 30% 
of the people who contracted smallpox died. That’s three out of every 10 people. And those who survived 
the disease often were left with horrible scars on their body. Doctors 
could help ease the pain of people who had smallpox, but they could 
not cure them of the disease or stop it from spreading. Then 
everything changed.  
 
In 1796, an English doctor named Edward Jenner developed a way to 
prevent smallpox. He thought that by exposing someone to a tiny 
amount of smallpox, the person would be protected from getting the 
disease. Jenner conducted many experiments to test his ideas. He 
published his findings in 1801. He described how he made a vaccine 
from the organism that caused smallpox and then injected the 
vaccine into a person.  
 
Jenner learned three things: 1) the smallpox vaccine caused the body 
to recognize that the infectious material was a threat; 2) the body’s 
immune system began to attack the disease before it could cause real 
problems; and 3) when a vaccinated person was later exposed to 
smallpox, that person did not develop the disease. Jenner said he hoped 
that his discovery would wipe out smallpox. By 1979, smallpox was 
eliminated worldwide.  
 
Following Jenner’s work, scientists have developed vaccines for many other diseases, including measles, 
polio, and typhoid. In 2020, scientists created a vaccine for COVID-19. Today, vaccines are one of the most 
important ways to prevent infectious diseases.  
 

   

  

  

 

 

 

 Scientists found evidence of 
smallpox on the mummy of an 
Egyptian pharaoh who lived 
3,000 years ago.  
 

 Edward Jenner developed the smallpox 
vaccine. This painting shows him 
administering his first vaccination on an 
eight-year-old boy. 
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EXCHANGE INFORMATION & IDEAS 
 
1. Why does the author call smallpox a “killer disease”?  Where does the text discuss this issue? 
 
OFFER OPINIONS 

 
2. Do you think it took courage for a person to receive Edward Jenner’s first smallpox vaccine? 

Why or why not?  

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

 

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  

inject verb 
 

to push, introduce, or 
put into 

The doctor injected medicine 
into the woman’s arm.   

injection (noun); 
injected (adjective) 

immune 
system 

noun cells in the body that 
protect from disease 

The immune system can tell 
the difference between normal 
cells and unhealthy ones.  

 

vaccine noun 
 

a substance that 
prompts the body to 
fight against a 
disease 

My doctor always encourages 
me to get the flu vaccine. 

vaccination (noun); 
vaccinated 
(adjective); 
vaccinate (verb) 

  

Academic Vocabulary Focus 

People are not the only ones who get 
vaccines today. This photograph 
shows a goat getting a vaccine.  
 
Why is it important to vaccinate 
animals? Explain your answer.    
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1. What does “infectious” mean in the following sentence? Today, vaccines are one of the most important 
ways to prevent infectious diseases. 
 

 contagious 

 healthful 

 protective 

 
2. Which of the following statements is NOT true? 

 

 Edward Jenner conducted experiments to test his ideas. 

 Smallpox is still a major problem in the world today. 

 Vaccines can prevent disease. 

 
3. How did Edward Jenner’s work change everything? 

 

 He taught us that smallpox is a killer disease. 

 He discovered a way to prevent smallpox.  

 He created a vaccine for COVID-19. 

 
4. Why are vaccines important?  

 

 They replace the body’s immune system. 

 They ease the pain of smallpox. 

 They prevent disease. 

 
5. Choose the best word to complete this sentence: Jenner thought that by _ _ _ _ _  someone a tiny 

amount of smallpox, the person would be protected from getting the disease.  
 

 giving 

 taking 

 showing 

 

http://www.grammargallery.org/

	Preventing devastating diseases—vaccines

	Name: 
	Date: 
	ways to prevent infectious diseases: Off
	2 Which of the following statements is NOT true: Off
	3 How did Edward Jenners work change everything: Off
	4 Why are vaccines important: Off
	amount of smallpox the person would be protected from getting the disease: Off


