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OVERVIEW

BIG IDEA
Epidemics are influenced by factors that can usually 

be controlled; historically, humans did not 

understand these factors or know how to prevent 

them.

OBJECTIVE
9.2: Identify factors shaping historical epidemics & 

explain their impact on health outcomes.

AGENDA
1. Major Epidemics Throughout Time
2. Epidemics & Pandemics 
3. Infectious Disease Team Challenge
4. Patterns & Conclusions

HOMEWORK
Research an epidemic & write a letter to another 

person describing it. In the letter, pretend you are a 

person living in the area and time period affected 

and explain factors you believe influenced the 

outbreak as well as its impact on society.

LESSON 9.2  

Historical 
Epidemics 
SUMMARY: 

This lesson will challenge students to trace 
the history of epidemics on humanity by 
studying a timeline of historical epidemics 
and teaming up and teaching the class 
about one communicable disease and 
working to make conclusions based on the 
collaborative knowledge shared.

STANDARDS:

IL Learning Standard 22.A.5c:  Explain how 
health and safety problems have been altered 
by technology, media and medicine (e.g., 
product testing; control of polio; advanced 
surgical techniques; improved treatments for 
cancer, diabetes and heart disease; worksite 
safety management).
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DO	  NOW:	  Ques%ons
1.	  Which	  epidemic	  in	  the	  past	  200	  years	  killed	  
the	  most	  people?
2.	  What	  type	  of	  disease	  has	  been	  most	  
prevalent	  in	  major	  outbreaks	  over	  the	  past	  200	  
years?
3.	  Which	  two	  epidemics	  included	  in	  this	  table	  
had	  the	  LEAST	  number	  of	  vicDms?	  Why	  were	  
they	  significant?
4.	  Why	  do	  you	  think	  recent	  major	  disease	  
outbreaks	  seem	  to	  be	  spreading	  worldwide,	  
rather	  than	  just	  being	  contained	  in	  one	  or	  a	  few	  
conDnents	  as	  outbreaks	  in	  the	  past	  oIen	  were?
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DISCUSS:	   	  Ask	   students 	   if	   they	   have	  heard	   of	  
H1N1?	  The	  obesity	   epidemic?	  Ask	  students	  the	  
difference	   between	   an	   epidemic	   of	   something	  
like	  influenza	  and	  something	  like	  obesity.
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DO	  NOW:	  	  Answers:
1. 1918	  Flu	  Epidemic
2. Influenza
3. The	  Broad	  Street	  Cholera 	  outbreak	  of	  1854	  &	  
the	  SARS	  outbreak	  of	  2002-‐03

4. TransatlanDc	  travel 	  is 	  ubiquitous 	  in	  our	  Dme.	  
Planes 	  can	  carry	  diseases 	  cross-‐conDnent	  in	  a	  
ma\er	  of	  hours.

NEW	  INFO:	   	  Refer	  students 	  back	  to	  the 	  table 	  on	  
page 	  1	   of	   the 	   lesson	  workbook.	   Ask	   them	   to	  
circle 	  the	  pandemics 	  (they	  should	  recognize 	  that	  
these	  are	   the	   ones 	  that	   are 	  affecDng	   mulDple	  
conDnents	  or	  listed	  as	  “worldwide”)

Answers:	   	   A)	   Epidemic;	   	   B)	   Pandemic;	   	   	   C)	  
Epidemic;	   	   D)	   Epidemic,	   but	   many	   scienDsts	  
expect	   it	   to	   slowly	   transiDoning	   to	   pandemic	  
levels 	  as	  countries 	  become	  more 	  developed	  and	  
gain	  access	  to	  cheap	  processed	  foods

Lesson	   5.4	   (in	   Module 	   5	   –	   Public	   Health)	  
introduces	  these	  concepts.



Lesson 9.2 Instructor Guide         MODULE 9: EPIDEMIOLOGY

NEW	  INFO:	  	  Answers:
A)	  Communicable;	  Acute
B)	  Communicable;	  Chronic
C)	  Noncommunicable;	  Chronic
D)	  Noncommunicable;	  Chronic
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READ:	  Ask	  students 	  what	  they	  ALREADY	  know	  
about	   how	   these	   things	   have	   changed	   over	  
Dme?	   (Life	   expectancy,	   Causes	   of	   death,	  
Beliefs	  about	  illness,	  Medical 	  discoveries,	  and	  
types/context	   of	  epidemics).	  Priming	   them	   to	  
the	   types 	   of	   trends 	  &	   conclusions 	  will 	  help	  
them	  see	  the 	  “big	  picture”	  when	  they	  dig	  into	  
informaDon	   about	   their	   parDcular	   disease	  
pa\ern	  over	   Dme,	   rather	   than	  gehng	   lost	   in	  
the	  details.
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THINK:	   	  Break	  the 	  class 	  into	  five 	  groups 	  (or	   ten	  
with	   two	   groups 	   focusing	   on	   each	   disease).	  
Assign	  each	  to	  one 	  of	  the	  five	  diseases 	  (cholera,	  
smallpox,	   plague,	   HIV,	   or	   TB)	  or	   allow	  them	   to	  
choose 	   as 	   long	   as 	   all	   are 	   represented.	   Have	  
students	   navigate 	   to	   the	   Disease	   DetecDves	  
website.	  

The	  website	  is:	  
www.diseasedetecDves.org/Dmeline
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http://www.diseasedetectives.org/timeline
http://www.diseasedetectives.org/timeline
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HOMEWORK:	   	  The	  purpose	  of	  this 	  homework	  
assignment	   is 	   to	   challenge	   students 	   to	   learn	  
more	  about	   epidemics	   in	   an	   inDmate	  way,	   by	  
imagining	   themselves 	   in 	   that	   Dme	  period	  and	  
situaDon.

ASSESS:	  	  POSSIBLE	  ANSWERS
1) Life	  Expectancy:	   Increased	  by	   more 	  than	  30	  

years	  in	  20th	  century	  (47	  to	  78)
2) Causes 	  of	   Death:	   communicable	   (infecDous)	  

to	  noncommunicable 	  (chronic)	   shiI	  began	  in	  
1920‘s

3) Medical	   Discoveries:	   AnDbioDcs,	   vaccines,	  
diagnosDc	  &	  treatment	  tools

4) Beliefs	   about	   Illness:	   	   Divine	   intervenDon—
people 	  were	  being	   	   	   punished	  for	   their	   sins	  
then…	   Miasmas	   theory:	   diseases 	   spread	   by	  
miasmas	   or	   “bad	   air”then…	   Germ	   theory:	  	  	  	  
diseases	  cause	  by	  microorganisms

5) Epidemics:	   History	   of	  uncertain	  explanaDons	  
of	   origin	   and	   pa\erns;	   Changed	   with	  
transportaDon	   pa\erns;	   ScienDsts 	   began	  
collecDng	  &	  analyzing	  data
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