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Th is challenging coronavirus 
pandemic has turned our 
lives upside down. It’s easy to 
get caught up in the fear, the 
rumours, and ‘noise.’ Instead, 
let’s focus on the science. 

About COVID-19
A virus is a microscopic piece 
of genetic material surrounded 
by a capsule made of protein. 
If you’ve had a cold, the fl u, or 
chicken pox, you’ve had viruses. 
Th ey can make you sick. 
A virus cannot survive by itself. 
It needs to get inside a ‘host.’ 
Oft en the host is an animal. 
Sometimes, it is a human. 
Once inside their host, some 
viruses are highly contagious. 
Others spread less easily. 
COVID-19 is very infectious. It 
spreads through droplets that 
infected people cough out. Th e 

virus may also remain for a time 
on surfaces aft er sick people 
cough into their hands, then 
touch those surfaces.
Symptoms may not appear for 
two to 14 days. Th e average 
incubation period is fi ve days. 
Yet even without symptoms, 
infected people can infect others.
COVID-19 is a spherical 
capsule covered with spikes. 
Inside the host, it breaks into a 
healthy cell in the respiratory 
tract. It makes copies of itself, 
then leaves, killing the cell in 
the process. 
Our immune system normally 
fi ghts off  invaders like viruses. 
While the battle rages, we have 
symptoms such as fever, a cough, 
and tiredness. 
Th e good news is that about 
80 percent of COVID-19 cases 

are quite mild and patients 
recover. Serious cases usually 
involve pneumonia. It develops 
when the virus travels to the 
lower respiratory system and 
attacks the lungs. Patients may 
need a ventilator to help them 
breathe. 
In Canada, seven percent of 
people infected with COVID-19 
need to be hospitalized. Th ree 
percent need intensive care. 
One percent of those infected 
die. Usually these patients are 
older or have conditions that 
weaken their respiratory or 
immune systems.

Flattening the curve
Without a COVID-19 vaccine, 
we can’t stop the pandemic. So 
the strategy is to slow its spread. 
True, only a small fraction of 
those infected need hospital care. 
Yet so many people are getting 

coronavirus: a family of viruses that can infect animals 
and humans, and that causes the common cold and 
COVID-19
incubation period: the period between infection and the 
appearance of symptoms of the disease

respiratory tract: the organs that are involved in 
breathing, including the nose, throat, larynx, trachea, 
bronchi, and lungs
ventilator: a machine that pushes air in and out of 
someone’s lungs when they cannot breathe on their own
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the disease. If the virus spreads 
too quickly, that small fraction 
could still be large enough to 
paralyze Canada’s health system. 
On the other hand, if the spread 
is slower, seriously ill patients 
would occur over a longer time 
period. Th e health care system 
could manage COVID-19 
patients better if the number was 
spread out. 
Imagine a graph with a 
sharply rising line showing the 
increase of COVID-19 cases. By 
“fl attening the curve” of this 
line, we would avoid overtaxing 
our hospitals. Th at’s what our 
country is urgently trying to do. 

Prevention is key
Th e best way to avoid getting 
COVID-19 is to wash your hands 
with soap and water oft en – and 
don’t touch your face. 
A good hand wash takes at least 
20 seconds, enough time to sing 
“Happy Birthday” twice. Scrub 
your palms, backs, between the 
fi ngers, the fi nger tips, and the 
thumbs. Using soap is best, but 
alcohol-based hand sanitizer 
works too. 
Th e other way to slow the virus’s 
spread? Get serious about social 
distancing. Stay two metres away 
from everyone except members 
of your household. Th at’s about 
two arm lengths – further than 
the droplets from someone’s 

cough will travel. And stay home 
as much as possible.
As well, anyone with COVID-19 
symptoms should self-isolate for 
two weeks. So should those who 
have come into contact with an 
infected person, or who have 
recently returned to Canada. 

No time to rest
Meanwhile, scientists are hard 
at work. Th ey are testing other 
anti-viral drugs to see if they 
can be used on COVID-19. 
Th ey are injecting the sick with 

blood plasma from recovered 
patients to see if it will boost 
their immunity. And dozens of 
companies are racing to create 
a vaccine. 
Still, a vaccine is probably 1a year 
and a half away, so we must do 
all we can to stay healthy. Th e 
more people who get the virus, 
the more it will be passed on. 
“If we act now... things will be 
better tomorrow,” says Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau. J

decimate: to kill or destroy in very large numbers prevalent: very common

A History of Infectious Diseases
Nothing has killed more human beings than infectious disease. Only 
the last century has changed that, thanks to sanitation, along with 
medical advances like vaccines and antibiotics. 

For example, the plague of Justinian struck in the 6th century and 
killed as many as 50 million people – about half the global population 
at the time. Th e Black Death of the 14th century may have killed up to 
200 million people. Smallpox is thought to have killed as many as 300 
million people in the 20th Century alone. When European colonists 
introduced smallpox and other infectious diseases to North America, 
Many indigenous populations were decimated.  

In 1918, some 50 to 100 million people died in the so-called Spanish Flu 
pandemic. It infected one in every three people on the planet. 

COVID-19 reminds us that infectious diseases haven’t vanished. We 
had outbreaks of polio in the 1950s. Severe acute respiratory syndrome 
(SARS) in 2003. HIV (human immunodefi ciency virus) is still 
prevalent. It has killed about 32 million people and infected 75 million. 

Why are we are seeing these new infectious diseases? For one, over the 
past 50 years, the global population has doubled. Th is means there are 
more human beings to get infected and in turn to infect others. We 
also have more livestock now, and viruses can leap from those animals 
to us. And we have a global economy, which enables new infectious 
diseases to spread around the world at the speed of a jet plane. 

Definitions
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ON THE LINES

Answer the following in complete sentences: 
1. Explain what a virus is.    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
2. Explain how a virus usually spreads from person to person.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
3. How infectious is COVID-19? How long is the average incubation period for this coronavirus?  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
4. Can a virus survive by itself? Explain.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
5. How does COVID-19 attack a human body? How does a person's immune system respond? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
6. What percentage of people infected with COVID-19 experience mild symptoms? 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
7. Since no vaccine is available yet, how do health authorities plan to fi ght the pandemic?

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
8. List the three strategies health authorities are asking people to do to help 'fl atten the curve'. 
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Directions: Respond to the infographic below. What information conveyed in the infographic is 
new to you? What is interesting to you? What seems to be especially signifi cant? Why? Overall, how 
does the information in this infographic enhance your understanding of how to prevent catching or 
spreading COVID-19? Explain.   
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Directions: Respond to the infographic below. What information conveyed in the infographic is new 
to you? What is interesting to you? What seems to be especially signifi cant? Why? Overall, how does 
the information in this infographic enhance your understand the importance of ventilators in treating 
patients with COVID-19? Explain.   
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QUIZ

A. Write the letter that corresponds to the best answer on the line beside each question: 
______  1. How long is the average incubation period for COVID-19?
 a) 2 days b) 5 days
 c) 10 days d) 25 days
______  2. What percentage of COVID-19 cases are relatively mild ?
 a) 7 percent b) 10 percent
 c) 25 percent d) 80 percent
______  3. Th e overall strategy to slow down the COVID-19 outbreak is to ‘fl atten the ______’
 a) chart b) disease
 c) hospital d) curve

B. Mark the statements T (True) or F (False). If a statement is True, write one important fact to 
support it on the line below. If a statement is False, write the words that make it true on the line below. 
______  4. True or False? COVID-19 is primarily spread by infected people who cough and sneeze.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
______  5. True or False? In serious cases COVID-19 usually attacks a person's lungs.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
______  6. True or False? Authorities advise to stay six metres away from others when out in public.
                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
C. Fill in the blanks to complete each sentence.  
7. A virus needs a _______________________ to survive. 
8. Patients with serious COVID-19 infections oft en develop _______________________ . 
9. Th e best way not to develop a virus infection is to _______________________ your hands. 
D. Respond to the following question in paragraph form. (Use a separate sheet of paper if necessary.)
As you understand it, why is it important to ‘fl atten’ the curve of COVID-19, and how can this be 
accomplished? Explain.  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                        


