
 
 
 
 
TODAY: Reading Comprehension & Vocabulary  
 

1. Masks: quick discussion 
2. Reading exercise: groups  
3. Answers 

 
 
 
After class: ‘free time’  
 
 
 
 
 
Who is this? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inconsistent	messaging	from	US	officials	on	the	use	of	face	masks	has	sowed	public	confusion	and	
political	divisiveness	during	the	covid-19	pandemic,	writes	Abraar	Karan	

When face masks were first discouraged for public use by US public health officials at the start of the covid-19 
pandemic, one of the arguments they presented was that they could lead to less physical distancing and thus 
more viral spread. Data from states that instituted mask mandates have since shown otherwise. And, recently, a 
randomised trial of community masking in Bangladesh showed the exact opposite: that the use of face masks 
actually increased physical distancing, possibly by reminding people through an easily identifiable visual cue that 
there was still an ongoing pandemic. 
 
 
The delay to institute public masking in the US (and many other countries) likely cost many lives, especially early 
on in the pandemic, when the virus was spreading exponentially and we had no verified therapeutics or vaccines. 
At the time, the lack of sound data one way or the other on the effectiveness of public masking as a policy led to 
US officials assuming that there would be harm in recommending it. That assumption ultimately turned out to be 
false; public confusion and political divisiveness have been the result. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
1. According to the text, research shows masks 
 
A mean people more relaxed about distance 
Opposite  
B don’t affect viral spread 
Opposite 
C remind people to distance 
D encourage viral spread 
 
 
VOCAB: 
 
2. What does ‘exponentially’ mean here? 
Rapid increase / doubles every X number of days 
 
3. What does ‘sound’ mean here?  
Accurate / True  
 
4. What does ‘to institute’ mean here?  
To start / to establish / to initiate (in an official way) 
 
 
5. The writer suggests our masks  
 
A. should all be N95s to ensure safety 
B. are necessary because of the new variant 
C. teach us four important things about the pandemic 
D. are used to cause arguments that divide us 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
EXTRA QUESTIONS 
 
 
 
The precautionary principle 
Second, when there is uncertainty in an emergency, the precautionary principle should be invoked. That is to say, 
one must weigh the benefits and harms of doing interventions, and also the cost of not doing them. In some 
cases, the consequences of inaction could be catastrophic, as it was with SARS-CoV-2. When it came to masks, 
officials should have assumed that the virus was airborne until proven otherwise. This would have translated into 
different recommendations for face masks, such as encouraging high filtration masks, as some doctors and 
scientists (including myself) had urged publicly as early as May 2020, unless it became clear that they weren’t 
needed. As it turns out, the virus is airborne and high filtration masks are now being called for by many experts 
worldwide. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Setting public expectations 
 
Third, managing public expectations must be central when rolling out an intervention during a health crisis. A key 
part of this is that risk must be presented as a continuum, not an absolute. Otherwise, interventions will also be 
judged as absolutes (i.e., masks work or masks don’t work). Fundamentally, masks and other interventions can 
reduce risk but not eliminate it entirely. The same principle applies to vaccines. A case of someone infected with 
covid-19 while wearing a mask or after getting vaccinated is not evidence that masks or vaccines don’t work. It’s 
evidence that they work within their limitations (reducing, not eliminating, the risk of infection). 
Similarly, part of setting expectations is establishing when certain interventions are no longer needed. In the US 
some commentators have been advocating for an end date for public masking; this was attempted by the US 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) last summer for those who were fully vaccinated, but it was too 
soon and had to be reversed within a couple of months, leading to even more confusion. Because of Omicron, this 
timeline, once again, will need to shift. The CDC is now even considering recommending higher filtration masks for 
all who can wear them correctly.9 
Prevention's invisible benefits 
 
Preventative interventions 
 
Fourth, preventative interventions such as masks will have invisible benefits—and must be adequately framed as 
such. The challenge here is that for every instance that someone is infected, the public has a hard time 
appreciating the thousands for whom an infection was prevented.10 You can’t easily measure what you can’t 
easily see. This differs from therapeutics, with which people can observe a tangible benefit. The success of 
prevention measures must be framed as the lack of a worse outcome; that message cannot be lost, or it will 
become hijacked as evidence that the intervention was not needed (when in fact it is evidence that it worked). 
This past week, the director of the US CDC has been under fire for the organisation’s lack of clear and frequent 
public communication.11 As I’ve outlined, the failings around masks alone can provide many key lessons on 
communication during a health crisis. Omicron is devastating the US’s healthcare workforce quickly due to high 
infection rates12; there are early indicators that it is leading to more severe disease than was seen in South 
Africa13; and it is still leading to many hospitalisations among the unvaccinated.14 As the US and the world 
battles yet another variant of covid-19, public health officials must learn from these fundamental mishaps to help 
increase public buy-in and interrupt transmission quickly 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. The precautionary principle says that 
 
A. the consequences of inaction are catastrophic 
B. we should discuss the harms of interventions 
C.  high filtration masks are prudent now 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8. Which of these statements is true? 
 
 
A. Risks should be judged in a non-binary way 
 
B. Individual cases should change general evaluations 
of efficacy  
 
C. Deadlines shouldn’t be set for removing 
restrictions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. What does ‘framed as such’ mean? 
 
10. What does tangible mean? 
 
11. What is the problem of intangible benefits? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Want the answers to questions 7 to 11? Contact me here: alain@set-english.com  
 
 
 
 


