LESSON
PLAN

TODAY
YOU
WILL...
…TAKE PART IN ACTIVITIES
TO HELP YOU
UNDERSTAND THE LEVEL
OF MEDICAL KNOWLEDGE
AND TRAINING AVAILABLE
TO MEDIEVAL PHYSICIANS

HISTORY | KS4

DOCTOR
DOCTOR!
Give students an idea of the level of
medical knowledge in the medieval
period by putting them in the shoes of
physicians at the time using primary
source material, suggests Mel Jones…

UNDERSTAND LEVELS OF
CHANGE AND CONTINUITY
IN MEDIEVAL MEDICINE
UNDERSTAND WHICH
FACTORS INFLUENCED
MEDICAL KNOWLEDGE
AND EXPERTISE IN
THIS PERIOD
BE ABLE TO ACCESS AND
ANALYSE PRIMARY
SOURCE MATERIAL

As part of the GCSE medicine course
in history, because little progress is
made in the western world, the
medieval period could be glossed
over fairly quickly – yet this is a
fascinating era with some great
primary source materials. This lesson
aims to help students gain a practical
understanding of the levels of medical
knowledge in the medieval period,
and levels of change and
development from what came before
it and in the context of the time. It
could work either following learning
about the bubonic plague or act as a
precursor, and ﬁts well as part of

STARTER ACTIVITY
‘TRUST ME...I’M A
PHYSICIAN’

MAIN ACTIVITIES

Set the scene and share this quote
written by the Italian poet Petrarch
(1304-74) who was writing to the Pope:
“I know that your bedside is
besieged by doctors, and of course
this ﬁlls me with fear. As Pliny said,
in order to gain fame they buy it
with our lives. They learn their art
at our cost, and even our death
brings them experience; only a
doctor can kill without
punishment. Remember what it
says on the gravestones: ‘I died
of too many doctors’.”
What does this suggest
about the knowledge,
training and reputation of
medieval physicians?
Explain to the class that it is their
job to test out whether Petrarch is
right to mistrust physicians. Explain
that the class will become western
medieval physicians and will have
access to the latest medical
knowledge in order to treat
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their patients.
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series of learning sessions taking in a
larger assessment of the
effectiveness of different aspects of
medieval medicine, following an initial
introduction to some of the main
concepts. Most of the images and
written information can be accessed
from the British Library’s Medieval
Realms resource
(tinyurl.com/clve2h5) or from the
British Library Timeline
(bl.uk/timeline). As they continue into
the lesson, students will gain an
understanding of which factors
affected the development of their
medical knowledge.

1

MORNING
SURGERY

Students are in small groups.
Source materials are given to
each group. These can be
printed out, or each group could
be given the links to resources
online through an electronic
book that the teacher has pulled
together. Depending on the
ability range of the students and
the previous level of introduction
to medieval medicine, the
treatise can be structured so as
to provide explanations and
recommendations alongside the
sources. Suggested primary
source images are listed in the
table overleaf. This will form their
medical treatise. Suggestions
given are not an exhaustive list
of the ailments and treatments
of the period, but will give
students a ﬂavour. Explain to
students that as medieval
physicians, the information
they need to treat their
patients for this morning’s
surgery will be in their
treatise, although they
may also need to ask
the patient some
questions. Hand out the
dirtiest aprons on loan
from the science
department that you
can ﬁnd! Patient cards
and props will also be
handed out to each
group giving details of
the patients’ characters
and their symptoms. It
depends how far you wish
to go, but props can include
test-tubes ﬁlled with apple
juice and cold black tea, fake
blood, fat liquorice sticks and
large black circular stickers
for example.
TURN OVER TO CONTINUE >>
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PRIMARY SOURCE

> Find out about medieval public
health and the Black Death or
medieval surgery if this lesson
precedes learning on that topic.
> Ask students to ﬁnd out more
about medicine in the Islamic
world in the Middle Ages,
particularly Ibn Naﬁs, Avicenna,
Constantine the African and the
medical school at Salerno. How
did medical progress in the
Islamic world compare to the
west? Prepare a treatise
according to Islamic ideas.
> A written piece on change and
continuity in treatments and
cures from the Roman period to
the end of the Middle Ages.
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APPOINTMENT
TIME

The patient of the group is the only
person to travel. For each different
ailment, they must visit a different
doctor. It is the job of the medieval
doctor/s to ﬁnd a source that they
think correlates to the ailment and
to recommend a course of
treatment to the patient based
upon the information in the source
and what the treatise tells them.
All of the information should be
recorded by the doctors’
assistant/s and a prescription
written. The doctor’s assistant is in
training and can make suggestions
too. According to John of
Ardennes, a physician should not
take less than 100 shillings (£200)
for the cure of a sickness. Based
on the treatment given and the
context of the time, the patient
should decide how much to pay
the doctor. A fair price must be
reached based upon the following:
+ Would the treatment have
worked or been effective? Or
would it have resulted in death?
+ Was the right treatment for the
time recommended? Would one of
the other treatments on offer have
worked better?
+ Would further complications have
arisen as a result?
+ Was the treatment anything
new? Did it represent the latest
medical thinking?
+ Was the treatment tried and
tested in the past and therefore
trusted? Or could it have been
considered an outdated idea?
Give a competitive edge to this
task– the winning group has the
greatest amount of money at the
end of the task, although many
will ﬁnd they are ﬁghting a
losing battle!
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USE

INFO BAR

SOURCE

ZODIAC CHART

STAR SIGN ALIGNED WITH
DIFFERENT BODY PARTS

TINYURL.COM/CLVE2H5

ZODIAC MAN

STAR SIGN ALIGNED WITH
DIFFERENT BODY PARTS

TINYURL.COM/CLVE2H5

EXAMINING URINE AND
URINE COLOUR CHART

URINE COLOUR CHART USED
TO DIAGNOSE HUMOUR
IMBALANCE

TINYURL.COM/CLVE2H5
TINYURL.COM/Y8JKFCM
TINYURL.COM/BR9AF3R

OPERATION TO REPAIR
FRACTURED SKULL

SURGERY

TINYURL.COM/CLVE2H5

FISTULA OPERATION

SURGERY

TINYURL.COM/CLVE2H5

CAESAREAN SECTION
OPERATION

SURGERY

TINYURL.COM/CJAB9QF
TINYURL.COM/Y8JKFCM

MEDICINAL PLANTS

HERBAL REMEDIES

TINYURL.COM/Y8JKFCM

PHYSICIAN AND ASSISTANT
MIXING HERBAL MEDICINES

HERBAL REMEDIES

TINYURL.COM/C3CLUAE

RELIGIOUS CALCULATIONS
OF LIFE OR DEATH
PROGNOSIS.

SUPERNATURAL BELIEFS

TINYURL.COM/BVK4L96

IMAGE SHOWING DOCTOR
INSTRUCTING ON MIXING
MEDICINE, OPERATING ON
PERSON WITH HANDS TIED AND
USE OF CAUTERY IRON

SURGICAL TECHNIQUES
SUCH AS CAUTERISATION.

TINYURL.COM/CCRL8D9

VEIN MAN

USEFUL FOR BLOOD
LETTING

TINYURL.COM/D3YQ4MY

FEEDBACK...

There are various ways of
managing feedback; for
example, it could be done
through getting students to take
it in turns to perform each roleplay situation, or by means of a
whole class discussion. Get the
class to build up a list of
possible treatments that
medieval doctors would have
had at their disposal as well as
which treatments represented
change and which represented continuity from previous periods.
Discussion can also be made as to the balance of natural and
supernatural treatments and how this compares to previous
periods. Students should be led towards an examination of levels
of progress. This information could be reﬂected in a piece of
writing or a chart.

SUMMARY
Remind students of the initial question – was Petrarch right to
distrust medieval doctors? The class should be able now to
point to issues of levels of knowledge and training, but should
also be able to put this into the context of medical knowledge
at the time.
Which factors affected the levels of progress at this time? GCSE
history students following the medicine course should be
familiar with the main factors that affected the progress of
medicine by now. It is up to the teacher how to carry out this
activity; I like to play the factors game. Remaining in groups,
students are given their set of factors cards (that we have been
using throughout the course). Students buzz in with the factor/s
and accrue points, as long as they can explain how the factor is
at play. Alternatively students could remain in their groups and
be given one factor to prepare an argument for as being the
most important at play.

+ ADDITIONAL
RESOURCES

+ TINYURL.COM/BSZ9YPA
PODCAST ON HOW EFFECTIVE
MEDIEVAL MEDICINE WAS.
TINYURL.COM/CCK98DS
GCSE BITESIZE ON MEDIEVAL
MEDICAL KNOWLEDGE, WITH
VIDEO AND TEST.

+ STRETCH
THEM FURTHER
> TRY GIVING STUDENTS LESS
STRUCTURE – CAN THEY WORK OUT
HOW THE ZODIAC CHART WAS
USED? CAN THEY DECIDE WHAT THE
DIFFERENT URINE CHART COLOURS
MEANT IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE
BODY’S HUMOURS? CAN PATIENTS
THINK OF THEIR OWN CRITERIA FOR
DECIDING PAYMENT?
> CAN STUDENTS FIND OTHER
EXAMPLES OF MEDIEVAL
TREATMENTS NOT FOUND IN THE
TREATISE? E.G. FLAGELLATION?
DOES THIS NEW EVIDENCE CHANGE
THEIR PREVIOUS CONCLUSIONS?
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+

HOME LEARNING

> TRY GETTING STUDENTS TO FIND
EXAMPLES OF PROGRESS IN
MEDIEVAL MEDICAL PRACTICE.
WHERE DOES THIS USUALLY
OCCUR? WHY?

+ ABOUT
THE EXPERT

Mel Jones is very
lucky in her role that
she gets to work
with experts in
history education,
teachers and
students alike. Mel
likes nothing more
than seeing the
students get a buzz
from what they do
through enquiry and
interrogating
primary sources. A
lesson that is talked
about a long time
after the event is a
lesson remembered.

