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Signals in Sewage
Read a science text and summarize its central ideas objectively.
11-12.RST.2.b  “Provide an accurate and objective summary of the text.”

NAME DATE

1 READ AND MARK Read it twice

YOUR JOB Underline the central idea in each paragraph and circle two limits that an accurate summary
should include.

What Wastewater Can Tell a City
At a city wastewater plant, technicians combine small portions of incoming sewage collected
throughout the day into one sample. The mixture carries waste from many households, including
people who never seek a medical test. When someone infected with SARS-CoV-2 sheds pieces of
the virus in stool, those pieces can enter the sewer system. A laboratory can detect the virus's
genetic material in a sample without identifying the people who contributed to it. This approach,
called wastewater surveillance, gives public health workers a community-level signal, not a count
of infected residents.

1

To read that signal, laboratory staff measure the amount of viral genetic material in samples
collected on different days. A rising concentration may indicate that infections are increasing,
even when fewer people are getting clinical tests. But rainfall can dilute sewage, and changes in
the number of people using the sewer can shift the results. Some programs adjust measurements
for sewer flow or compare the viral signal with other substances in wastewater. These steps make
trends easier to interpret, but no single sample can show exactly how many residents are sick.

2

Health departments use wastewater trends alongside hospital admissions, clinical test results, and
other information. If several sources suggest that infections are rising, officials may increase
testing access or share updated guidance with residents. Wastewater data have limits: areas
without sewer connections are not represented in a treatment plant's sample, and a viral signal
does not reveal who is infected or how severe their illness is. Despite these limits, repeated
samples can help officials track changes across a served community, particularly when individual
testing misses many infections. The value lies in combining a broad signal with other evidence.

3
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2 ANSWER WITH EVIDENCE Use the passage

1 State the central idea of the entire passage in one objective sentence.

2 In one sentence, summarize how sewage samples become information about infection trends.

3 What two limits should a summary include to avoid overstating whom a plant's data represent and what
the signal reveals?

4 A draft summary focuses on when technicians collect sewage but omits how officials use the results.
What more important idea should replace the collection detail, and why?

3 YOUR TURN Your own words

Write one objective paragraph of 80 to 100 words summarizing the entire passage. Explain how
surveillance works, why officials use it, and at least two limits; leave out opinions and minor procedural
details.
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PART 1 · READ AND MARK
Underline the central idea in each paragraph and circle two limits that an accurate summary should include. Accept any marking
that follows this job and points at the right text.

PART 2 · ANSWERS

# QUESTION ANSWER

1 State the central idea of the entire passage in one
objective sentence.

Wastewater surveillance helps track community infection
trends, but its results have limits and must be considered
with other evidence.

2 In one sentence, summarize how sewage samples
become information about infection trends.

Laboratories measure viral genetic material in samples
taken on different days, allowing officials to track changes
in the signal over time.

3 What two limits should a summary include to avoid
overstating whom a plant's data represent and what
the signal reveals?

The sample excludes areas without sewer connections,
and the signal cannot identify infected people or show
how severe their illnesses are.

4 A draft summary focuses on when technicians collect
sewage but omits how officials use the results. What
more important idea should replace the collection
detail, and why?

Officials compare wastewater trends with other health
data to guide their response. This explains the purpose of
surveillance, while the collection schedule is a minor
detail.

PART 3 · YOUR TURN (SAMPLE ANSWER)
Wastewater surveillance tracks changes in community infections by measuring viral genetic material in sewage samples over time.
Because sewage includes waste from people who may not take clinical tests, these trends can provide a broad signal of possible
increases in infections. Health departments consider that signal alongside hospital admissions and clinical testing when deciding
how to respond. However, rainfall and changes in sewer use can affect measurements, and areas without sewer connections are
excluded. The results cannot identify infected individuals or show the exact number of residents who are sick.

Accept accurate paraphrases that prioritize the method, its public health use, and its limits. An objective summary should not claim
that wastewater measurements establish an exact infection count.
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