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Modern Medicine c.1900-present 

Word Definition 

1. Life expectancy The average age that a person is expected to live to. In 1900 life 
expectancy in Britain was below 50; nowadays it is around 80. 

2. Antibiotics A drug made from bacteria that kill other bacteria, and so cure 
infection or illness. 

3. Penicillin The first antibiotic medicine. It was first mass-produced in WWII 
to treat wounded soldiers. 

4. Alexander Fleming A British scientist who discovered that penicillin killed certain 
bacteria in 1928. 

5. Florey and Chain Two scientists who carried out more research into penicillin in 
the 1930s and 40s, proving that it could be used to treat serious 
infections in humans. 

6. DNA The individual ‘instructions’ inside your body cells which make 
every human being different. 

7. Genes Groups of DNA which all have a different function, e.g. deciding 
your eye colour or how much hair you have. 

8. James Watson and 
Francis Crick 

Two Cambridge scientists who proved in 1953 that DNA is 
present in every human cell, and is passed on from parents to 
children. 

9. Human Genome 
Project 

A scientific project to create a complete map of human DNA. It 
began in 1990 and took scientists from 18 countries over 10 
years to complete. 

10. Lifestyle The way people live, which often has an impact on their health 
(smoking, diet, stress etc.). 

11. Electron microscope An instrument invented in 1931 which allows objects as tiny as 
human cells to be viewed in fine detail. 

12. Endoscope A camera inside a flexible tube which is passed into the body so 
that doctors can see inside without using surgery. 

13. Nuclear medicine Radioactive elements are injected into the bloodstream where 
they track and diagnose changes in the body through disease. 

14. Magic bullets Chemical drugs which home in on and kill specific bacteria in the 
body. The first magic bullet was Salvarsan 606 in 1909, the first 
effective treatment for syphilis. 

15. National Insurance 
Act 1911 

A government act which helped workers who fell ill. Workers, 
their employers and the government paid into a sickness fund, 
and if the worker fell ill they received 10 shillings a week (for up 
to 26 weeks) and free medical care. 

16. Ministry of Health The government department which oversees health throughout 
the country, first set up in 1919. 

17. Nursing Act Set up the General Nursing Council in 1919 to enforce nursing 
standards. 

18. Beveridge Report A 1942 report by Sir William Beveridge. It recommended that 
everyone pay National Insurance out of their wages, and a 
National Health Service be set up. 

19. The NHS The National Health Service, introduced in 1948. It provides free 
health care at the point of delivery for all. 

20. Blood transfusion The transfer of blood from one person to another. They rarely 
worked until blood groups were discovered by Karl Landsteiner 
in 1901. 

21. Chemotherapy The treatment of a disease, such as cancer, through the use of 
chemicals. 



22. Radiotherapy The treatment of a disease, such as cancer, through the use of 
radium. 

23. Gene therapy Medical treatment using normal genes to replace defective ones. 

24. Keyhole surgery Surgery carried out through as small a hole as possible, using 
miniature cameras, fibre optic cables and computers. 

25. Plastic surgery Reconstructing or repairing parts of the body by transferring 
tissue. Developed by Harold Gilles during WWI. 

26. Polio A contagious disease that can cause paralysis and death. People 
were slow to get vaccinated until England footballer Jeff Hall 
died of polio in 1959.  

 

 

Key Dates 

1901 Karl Landsteiner discovered blood groups. 

 
1906-14 

Series of welfare reforms passed by the Liberal 
government, including free school meals in 1906, the 
Pensions Act in 1908, and the 1911 National Insurance 
Act. 

1911 National Insurance Act passed, which included medical 
and financial support for workers who fell ill. 

1914-18 World War One 

1928 Alexander Fleming discovered penicillin, the first 
antibiotic. 

1939-45 World War Two 

 
1942 

Beveridge Report published. 

USA pharmaceutical companies began mass-producing 
penicillin. 

1948 National Health Service set up. 

1953 James Watson and Francis Crick discovered the structure 
of DNA. 

1967 First successful heart transplant carried out. 

1990 Mapping of the human genome began. 

2007 Government banned smoking in all workplaces. 


