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Magic mold – penicillin  

   

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

 This 1943 photograph shows a lab 
worker in England preparing penicillin.  
 

Did you know that the ancient Egyptians made a medicine 
out of moldy bread to heal cuts? While the idea of using mold 
to cure infections was not entirely new, it wasn’t until 1928 
that Alexander Fleming discovered penicillin. He showed that 
penicillin killed bacteria, making it the first real antibiotic, a 
medicine that kills bacteria. Before penicillin, people 
commonly died from pneumonia, rhematic fever, or even 
simple cuts that became infected. With the discovery of the 
bacteria-killing penicillin, everything changed. 
 
How did Fleming make this great discovery? In his London 
lab, Fleming was studying bacteria that caused sore throats 
and swelling of the body’s soft tissue. Fleming noticed an 
area in one of the petri dishes that did not have any bacterial 
growth. He realized that a mold called Penicillium 
notatum had gotten into his petri dish and stopped the 
bacteria from growing. This discovery was a turning point in 
medical treatment. Thinking about his work, Fleming wrote, 
“When I woke up just after dawn on September 28, 1928, I 
certainly didn’t plan to revolutionize all medicine by 
discovering the world’s first antibiotic, or bacteria killer. But 
I guess that was exactly what I did.” 
 
While Fleming’s discovery was significant, many years 
passed before scientists figured out how to produce and use 
penicillin to cure infections. Scientist Norman Heatley 
worked with Fleming on ways to purify penicillin. Other 
scientists expanded upon Fleming’s work, including Howard 
Florey and Ernst Chain, who conducted penicillin 
experiments on mice. In 1945, Fleming, Florey, and Chain 
received the Nobel Prize for their work.  

Today, penicillin is used around the world to treat various 
bacterial infections. However, some types of bacteria have 
become resistant to penicillin because it has been used so 
extensively. For this reason, doctors recommend using 
penicillin only when necessary.  

 

 This poster, released during World 
War II, advertised the benefits of 
penicillin. The United States began 
producing large amounts of penicillin 
during that war. 
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EXCHANGE INFORMATION & IDEAS 
 
1. Explain how Fleming discovered penicillin and why it took years before it could be 

used to treat sick people.  
 
OFFER OPINIONS 

 
2. Fleming discovered penicillin by accident. Describe something beneficial that you 

discovered by accident.    

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

penicillin help people? What are the risks of taking penicillin often?  

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  

petri dish noun 
 

a shallow, clear dish 
with a lid that scientists 
use to grow bacteria or 
other substances 

The scientist studied the 
growth of bacteria in the 
petri dish.  

 

revolutionize verb to change in a significant 
way 

The invention of the 
Internet revolutionized 
the way people 
communicate.  

revolution, 
revolutionist 
(noun) 
revolutionary 
(noun & 
adjective) 

resistant adjective showing resistance; not 
affected by something 

It took a long time for my 
ear infection to clear up 
because it was resistant 
to many medications. 

resistance 
(noun) 
resist 
(verb) 

  

Academic Vocabulary Focus 

Alexander Fleming revolutionized 
medicine.  
 
Think of another person who has 
revolutionized something.  What did 
they do? What happened as a result? 
Explain your answer.    
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1. What is another word for “noticed” in the following sentence? Fleming noticed an area in one of the 
petri dishes that did not have any bacteria growth. 
 
 determined 

 observed 

 forgot 

 
2. Which of the following statements is NOT true? 

 
 The discovery of penicillin was a turning point in medicine. 

 The United States began producing large amounts of penicillin during World War II.  

 Howard Florey and Ernst Chain conducted penicillin experiments on cows. 

 
3. A person who has  _ _ _ _ _ would benefit from penicillin.   

 

 allergies 

 pneumonia 

 a vitamin deficiency  

 
4. What can penicillin do?  

 

 cure a bacterial infection 

 cure heart disease 

 cure cancer 

 
5. Choose the best word to complete this sentence: In 1945, Fleming, Florey, and Chain were _ _ _ _ _  

the Nobel Prize for their work.  
 

 welcomed 

 researched 

 awarded 
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