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OVERVIEW

BIG IDEA
The causes of health and disease are 

discoverable by systematically and 

rigorously identifying their patterns in 

populations, formulating causal 

hypotheses, and testing those 

hypotheses by comparing groups. 

OBJECTIVE
9.1: Identify the scientific thinking John 

Snow used to identify the source of the 

famous cholera epidemic.

AGENDA
1. Mapping & Collaboration
2. John Snow, Father of Epidemiology
3. Questions & Fundamentals

HOMEWORK
Research John Snow & write a five 

question quiz about his methods & 

work.

LESSON 9.1  

John Snow & 
Cholera
SUMMARY: 

This lesson will expose students to the birth of 
epidemiology through a study of John Snow & the 
cholera outbreak. Students will begin by studying the 
map of the outbreak created by Snow and 
determine individually and then as a team how they 
would solve the mystery of the disease. Then 
students will read John Snow’s story and answer 
questions. Finally, they will learn three enduring 
understandings about epidemiology that stem from 
Snow’s work.

STANDARDS:
NHES 1.12.5: Propose ways to reduce or prevent injuries 
and health problems.

IL Learning Standard 22.B.5: Explain strategies for 
managing contagious, chronic, and degenerative 
illnesses (e.g., various treatment & support systems)
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DO	  NOW:	  
If students struggle, ask more focused 
guiding questions such as:
1) What	   are	   some	   things 	   you	   would	   want	   to	  

know	  about	  the	  people	  who	  got	  sick	  and	  died	  
in	  the	  neighborhood?	  

2) What	  would	  you	  want	  to	  know	  about	  people	  
who	  lived	   in	  the	  neighborhood	  who	  did	  not	  
die?	  

3) What	  would	  you	  want	  to	  know	  about	  people	  
who	   died	   and	   l ived	   away	   from	   the	  
neighborhood?
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READ:	   	  This 	  reading	  is 	  from	  a 	  lesson	  devised	  for	  
the	  BAM	  website	  by	  the	  CDC.	  It	  can	  be 	  found	  at	  
CDC,	  BAM	   Body	  &	  Mind!,	  “John	  Snow,	   the 	  First	  
Epidemiologist.	   <hOp://www.cdc.gov/bam/
teachers/epi-‐snow.html>	   	  This 	  website	  provides	  
great	  resources 	  and	  notes 	  that	  could	  be	  used	  to	  
supplement	  this	  shorter	  lesson.
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DISCUSS:	   	   Ask	   students,	   “Why	   do	   you	   think	  
scienTsts 	  usually	  work	   in	  teams?	   	  Why	  do	  they	  
oUen	  not	  agree?	  Why	  is 	  this 	  a	  good	  thing?	  What	  
if	   they	   usually	   did	   agree—what	   might	   the	  
consequences	   be?	   How	   do	   they	   resolve	   their	  
disagreements?”

http://www.cdc.gov/bam/teachers/epi-snow.html
http://www.cdc.gov/bam/teachers/epi-snow.html
http://www.cdc.gov/bam/teachers/epi-snow.html
http://www.cdc.gov/bam/teachers/epi-snow.html
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THINK:	   	  Have	  students	  pair	  up	  to	  work	  on	  these	  
quesTons 	   alone	   or	   in	   pairs.	   	   Push	   them	   to	  
answer	   though[ully	   and	   defend	   their	   answers	  
with	  logic,	  examples,	  and/or	  evidence.
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HOMEWORK:	   	   The	  purpose	  of	   this 	  homework	   is 	  to	   give	  
students	   addiTonal 	  background	   informaTon	   about	   Snow,	  
the	  Soho	  Cholera 	  outbreak	  of	  1854,	  and	  the	  foundaTons 	  of	  
epidemiology.	   If	   Tme	   permits 	   in 	   the 	   following	   class,	  
students	  can	  exchange	  quizzes	  with	  a	  partner.

NEW	  INFO:	   	  These 	  understandings 	  come	  from	  a 	  set	   of	  12	  
concepts 	   and	   principles 	   sequenced	   in	   the 	   arTcle 	   listed	  
below.	   They	   will 	  be 	  referenced	  and	   used	   throughout	   the	  
lessons	  in	  this	  module.
Kaelin	   MA,	   Huebner	   WW,	   Cordell	   RL,	   &	   Szklarczuk	   B,	  
Professional	   Development	   for	   ProspecCve	   Epidemiology	  
Teachers	  in	  Grades	  6-‐12.	  Public	  Health	  Reports.	  2008	  (123).
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ASSESS:	  	  Possible	  answers:
1) John	   snow	   used	   a	   spaTal 	  analysis	   of	   the	   locaTons 	  of	  

cases	   of	   the	   disease.	   He	   then	   mapped	   possible	  
environmental	   sources	   of	   contaminaTon	   (namely,	   the	  
Broad	   street	   pump)	   in	   relaTon	   to	   the 	   cases.	   He 	   also	  
gathered	   informaTon	   from	   the 	   cases	   and	   controls,	  
probably	  by	  going	  door	   to	  door	  with	  a	  quesTonnaire 	  for	  
all 	  residents.	   Next,	   he	   tried	   to	   determine	  explanaTons	  
for	   cases	   not	   in	   proximity	   to	   the	   source	  of	   the 	  water	  
contaminaTon	  and	  for	  those 	  who	  were	  within	  proximity	  
but	  did	  not	  get	  the	  disease.

2) Snow	   published	   the 	   first	   documented	   study	   that	  
successfully	   showed	  how	   epidemiological 	  methods 	  can	  
be	   used	   to	   idenTfy	   and	   prevent	   causes 	  of	   contagious	  
disease.	   At	   the	   Tme,	   the	   Germ	   Theory	   had	   not	   yet	  
emerged	  and	  most	   people	  thought	  there	  were	  spiritual	  
or	   other	   causes 	  for	   disease	   (i.e.	  miasma 	  theory—”bad	  
air”,	  so	  this	  was	  a	  huge	  discovery.


