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A Whole World  
on Your Skin

CHAPTER 1

You can look around the room. You can go 
to the store. You can even travel the 

world. But no matter where you are, hygiene 
is important. Hygiene means the things you 
do to stay healthy. In South Australia, sixth-
grader Ben points out that “Personal hygiene 
is very important because no-one likes to be 
close to a person who stinks and is dirty.” He 
offers a simple rule: “So, whoever you are and 
wherever you go remember: Wash your hands 
before you eat and your feet before you 
sleep.”

Poor hygiene often triggers one sense 
over the rest—the sense of smell. Imagine 
being in class during a hot day with the 
windows shut. Your nose is probably not 
happy. Dirty clothes, dirty skin, dirty shoes—
they all have a certain smell. It’s not one 
you’d find in a scented candle or air freshener.

It’s no fun sharing an elevator with 
someone who has body odor. No one likes 
inhaling another person’s bad breath. Still, 
hygiene is about more than smell. Hygiene is 
a science. It studies the best way to keep 
people healthy. Good hygiene can keep you 
from getting sick.
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Washing your 
hands is the best 
way to prevent 

germs from 
invading your 

body. If you don’t 
have soap, the 

next best thing to 
kill those germs is 

hand sanitizer.
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Your body is home to millions of 
visitors. These visitors are called germs. 
Like rude houseguests, they demand 
food. They often leave behind a big 
mess.

Thousands of years ago, some 
people thought that “bad air” made 
people sick. The “germ theory of illness” 
began in the 1800s when microscopes 
allowed scientists like Louis Pasteur and 
Robert Koch to examine these super-
tiny living creatures.

There are four different kinds of 
germs.

The first kind is bacteria, which are 
single-celled. A cell is the smallest living 
thing. Bacteria get their meals from 
other creatures, like plants and animals. 
Not all bacteria are bad. Stomach 
bacteria help us digest food. There are 
also healthy bacteria that live in some 

cheeses and yogurts. Eating them helps the stomach work better. And 
researchers use some bacteria to develop new and better medicines.

Still, many bacteria cause infections. This is a disease caused when 
germs enter the body. Some diseases include strep throat and ear 
infections. Germs are also why you should sneeze into a tissue or your 
elbow to keep from spreading them to other people. Bacteria are 
everywhere. Did you know the skin from your elbow to your fingertips 
hosts around 10 million bacteria? Scientists have discovered over two 
thousand different types of bacteria in people’s belly buttons!

Have you ever wondered if your dog has more bacteria in its mouth 
than you do? Thirteen-year-old Abby Walling did. She was pretty sure 

Not all 
bacteria are 

bad. Stomach 
bacteria help 

us digest 
food. There 

are also 
healthy 

bacteria that 
live in some 
cheeses and 

yogurts. 
Eating them 

helps the 
stomach 

work better.
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people have cleaner mouths. “I thought this because humans brush their 
teeth and dogs are always licking dirty things like the ground and 
garbage,” she told Science World in October 2011. After collecting saliva 
from friends and from dogs, she compared them. She discovered that 
the people she tested had slightly more bacteria in their mouths than the 
dogs.

Science World also 
reported in 2015 that phones 
have more germs per square 
inch than toilet seats. “The 
bacteria on our phones show 
where we’ve been,” James 
Meadow, a scientist at the 
University of Oregon, told the 
magazine.

The best 
way to avoid 

spreading 
germs is to 
sneeze into 

a tissue.

Like most cellphones, this one is  
covered in fingerprints and germs.
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