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A TOOL FOR THOUGHT: ON CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC IN INDIA 
Pandemic forecasts must be used to induce changes and avoid worst-case scenarios 

 
 A committee of experts — well-regarded mathematicians and infectious disease experts — appointed 
by the Department of Science and Technology to use mathematical modelling and forecast the course of the 
pandemic has brought good tidings. By their estimate, India passed its COVID-19 peak in September and the 
decline in the overall caseload being observed for nearly a month now is to continue. Active cases, about 7.5 
lakh now, are expected to drop below 50,000 by December, and by February, the pandemic is likely to 
extinguish itself with only ‘minimal’ (not zero) infections. While it is reasonable to assume that the seven-
member committee has been scrupulous, the caveat is that this is still a forecast based on mathematical 
modelling. There are some strong assumptions. The decline will continue only if there are no major mutations 
during winter, protective antibodies are durable, and current restrictions are maintained. There would be no 
significant gains from a strict lockdown beyond the district level, and current containment measures would 
suffice, except if there are local outbreaks that threaten to overwhelm health-care facilities there. Their 
calculation also showed a peak by July latest, with anything from six to 15 times the existing infections had 
there been no lockdown or if it had been delayed to April. 
 
 The purpose of pandemic modelling is to generate a probabilistic overview of the future and 
mathematical modelling has become a popular, creative exercise, with several models and forecasts being 
made available on pre-print servers and pending peer-review. The latest model is expected to be published in 
the Indian Journal of Medical Research this week, but it appears to be a quotidian exercise. The datasets it has 
relied on are publicly available and the modelling employs a category of models called SEIR that estimates, 
within a population, those Susceptible, Exposed, Infected and Recovered. It is extremely dependent on the 
quality of data that is used as an input and relies as much on simplifying assumptions that sacrifice complexity 
for comprehension but there is nothing to suggest, from what is known about the exercise, that it is more 
likely to be true than similar estimates from scores of models the world over that subscribe to a certain degree 
of rigour. Experts associated with the pandemic have reiterated many times that mathematical modelling 
ought not to be taken literally. The latest assessment too should then be used not to critique or justify past 
decisions but dwell more on the future. For instance, if the model suggests that the pandemic would 
extinguish by February with a dramatic dip by December, then should the accelerated clinical trials of potential 
vaccines be top priority? Mathematical models, to be useful, must induce policy or behavioural change to 
avoid their own worst-case scenarios and this latest assessment must be seen — no more, no less — as a tool 
to this end. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 coronavirus (CoV) (noun) – a large family of 

viruses that cause illness ranging from the 
common cold to more severe 
diseases. common signs of infection include 
respiratory symptoms, fever, cough, shortness 
of breath and breathing difficulties. In more 
severe cases, infection can cause pneumonia, 
severe acute respiratory syndrome, kidney 
failure and even death. (Courtesy: WHO) 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 
new disease; The illness spreads around the 
world and typically affects a large number of 
people across a wide area. 

 forecast (noun) – prediction, indication, 
projection, prognosis, speculation, 
calculation/estimate (of future events or 
trends). 

 induce (verb) – cause, produce, effect, bring 
about. 

 worst-case scenario (noun) – the most serious 
or severe possible thing (environment,  
circumstances or outcome) that could happen 
in any given situation. 

 well-regarded (adjective) – well-respected, 
well-esteemed, well-acclaimed. 

 infectious (adjective) – communicable, 
transmittable, spreadable. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/coronavirus
https://www.who.int/health-topics/coronavirus
https://www.lexico.com/definition/pandemic
https://www.lexico.com/definition/forecast
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/induce
https://www.lexico.com/definition/infectious
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 modelling (noun) – the modelling of infectious 
diseases is a tool that has been used to study 
the mechanisms by which diseases spread, to 
predict the future course of an outbreak and to 
evaluate strategies to control an epidemic. 

 forecast (verb) – predict, foresee, estimate, 
foretell. 

 course (noun) – progression, development, 
progress, furtherance. 

 tidings (noun) – news, report, announcement, 
information. 

 caseload (noun) – the number of cases to be 
handled by a doctor at one time. 

 drop (verb) – decrease, lessen, reduce. 
 extinguish (verb) – eradicate, eliminate, wipe 

out, remove, put an end to. 
 scrupulous (adjective) – careful, diligent,  

attentive; honest, high-minded, righteous. 
 caveat (noun) – warning, caution, condition. 
 assumption (noun) – belief, supposition, 

 expectation, speculation, conjecture. 
 mutation (noun) – a significant and basic 

“alteration” in the DNA sequence. 
 antibody (noun) – it is also called 

‘immunoglobulin’; a 
protective protein produced mainly by plasma 
(blood) cells in the immune system in response 
to the presence of antigens (disease causing 
organisms (bacteria & viruses) and other 
harmful/toxic foreign substances like insect 
venom). 

 durable (adjective) – able to withstand, strong, 
resistant; lasting, enduring, persisting. 

 lockdown (noun) – an emergency protocol 
implemented by the authorities that prevents 
people from leaving from a place; An extended 
state of confinement/encirclement/isolation of 
a person by the authority. 

 containment (noun) – an act of keeping 
something (harmful) under control (it means 
quickly identifying cases of coronavirus through 
testing, placing infected individuals in isolation, 
tracking who infected persons might have been 
in contact with and potentially quarantining 
those who came into contact with infection so 
that the disease doesn’t continue to spread). 

 suffice (verb) – be enough, be sufficient, be 
adequate. 

 outbreak (noun) – outburst, flaring up, 
breakout, sudden appearance/occurrence of 
something. 

 overwhelm (verb) – engulf, swamp, overrun, 
overpower/inundate; overburden, beset. 

 probabilistic (adjective) – based on a theory of 
probability (chance, probable event, 
possibility). 

 pre-print (noun) – a full draft of 
a research paper that is shared publicly before 
it has been peer reviewed/has been sent to 
press for publication. 

 peer-review (noun) – a process by which 
something research or publication is evaluated 
by a group of experts in the appropriate field. 

 quotidian (adjective) – ordinary, 
common, normal, everyday, mundane. 

 rely on (phrasal verb) – depend on; resort 
to, have recourse to. 

 Susceptible, Exposed, Infectious and Recovered 
(SEIR) Model (noun) – it is a category of  
models which estimates, within a population, 
those Susceptible, Exposed, Infected and 
Recovered and simplifies the 
mathematical modelling of infectious diseases. 

 comprehension (noun) – understanding, 
 apprehension, knowledge/awareness. 

 scores of (noun) – a lot, a large number, great 
quantities. 

 subscribe to (verb) – agree with, be in 
agreement with, support/endorse. 

 rigour (noun) – attention to detail, diligence, 
accuracy/precision. 

 reiterate (verb) – repeat, say again, restate. 
 ought (not) to (modal verb) – must (not), 

should (not). 
 literally (adverb) – exactly; verbatim, word for 

word, line for line. 
 critique (verb) – evaluate, assess/analyse, 

 explore, investigate; deal with, handle. 
 dwell on (phrasal verb) – (of one’s attention) 

linger over, think about, mull over. 
 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 
 dip (noun) – decrease, fall/drop, reduction. 
 accelerated (adjective) – hastened, expedited, 

quickened.  
 clinical trial (noun) – a type of research that 

studies new tests and treatments and 
evaluates their effects on human health 
outcomes. 

https://www.lexico.com/definition/modelling
https://www.lexico.com/definition/forecast
https://www.lexico.com/definition/course
https://www.lexico.com/definition/tidings
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/caseload
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/drop
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/extinguish
https://www.lexico.com/definition/scrupulous
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/caveat
https://www.lexico.com/definition/assumption
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/mutation
https://www.lexico.com/definition/antibody
https://www.lexico.com/definition/durable
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/lockdown
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/containment
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/suffice
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/outbreak
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/overwhelm
https://www.lexico.com/definition/probabilistic
https://www.lexico.com/definition/preprint
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/peer_review
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/quotidian
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/rely
https://www.lexico.com/definition/comprehension
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/score
https://www.lexico.com/definition/subscribe
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/rigor
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/reiterate
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ought#ought_Verb_100
https://www.lexico.com/definition/literally
https://www.lexico.com/definition/critique
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dwell
https://www.lexico.com/definition/for_instance
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dip
https://www.lexico.com/definition/accelerate
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 potential (adjective) – possible, likely, 
probable. 

 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 
improves immunity to a particular disease. 

 to this end (phrase) – in order to achieve a 
particular goal/aim (mentioned previously). 

  
 behavioural change (noun) – (in public health) 

it refers to efforts put in place 
to change people’s personal habits and 
attitudes, to prevent disease. 

***************************************************************************************** 

THE NEET CHALLENGE: ON CONDUCTING OF NEET EXAMS 
As NEET progresses, States must take affirmative action to protect weaker sections 

 
 In a year when merely executing the norm becomes an achievement, the conduct of two rounds of 
NEET, attendance at the test and the publication of results, all in the face of resistance from certain States, can 
presumably count as achievements. The results were declared last week, and the top score was a perfect 720, 
scored not by one, but two students, who will have their choice of college in the undergraduate medical 
programme. The decision to conduct the exam, when there was uncertainty about the ability of students to 
reach the centres, was probably bold, though it had not factored in the lowest common denominator. But 
then, the NEET is not about catering to the lowest common denominator, it is avowedly about standardising 
medical education, ensuring the quality of medical graduates who will hopefully go on to serve society. 
Working with the ideal of raising the quality is clearly a laborious, time-consuming process, and is bound to be 
uneven at the start, even if all States have begun to level the playing field. Different States have been allowed 
to offer their own education systems — different streams with varying standards and pedagogies — and NEET 
brings in an overarching single syllabus not all have access to. Therein begin the inequities. Students in certain 
circumstances, (poor, living in remote areas and disadvantaged, for instance), and in certain boards of 
education (State board, for instance) will remain at a disadvantage, as a result of this.  
 
 Even as scores show an overall improvement over the years, States must not rest in their endeavour to 
ease the access to, and enhance students’ ability to clear the test successfully, even without the need to spend 
much on coaching classes. Certain measures, including Tamil Nadu’s move to reserve 7.5% of MBBS seats for 
State government school students who clear NEET, running State-sponsored, free or heavily subsidised 
coaching programmes, and a reassessment of the regional State syllabus, will all enable a more equitable 
scenario. If coaching can help bridge the yawning gap, then the State could mandate that private coaching 
centres do not charge exorbitantly for conducting year-long coaching programmes and even provide 
reasonable subsidies for certain groups of students. Meanwhile, the overemphasis by parents on medicine as 
the only career option for their wards, and wanton politicisation of NEET will merely serve to exacerbate the 
acute deficiencies of the process. Pandemic-related challenges notwithstanding, for true positive impact, any 
welfare state must build systems around the core ideas of equity of access and affordability — especially in 
education and health care. 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 
 affirmative action (noun) – it means positive 

steps taken to increase the representation of 
(women and) minorities in areas of 
employment, education, and culture from 
which they have been historically excluded. 

 in the face of (phrase) – when confronted/ 
faced with; despite, notwithstanding, 
regardless of. 

 resistance (noun) – defiance, opposition, 
confrontation; refusal, denial. 

 presumably (adverb) – probably, in all 
likelihood, undoubtedly, seemingly. 

 count (verb) – consider, regard, view as. 
 uncertainty (noun) – unpredictability, 

unreliability, riskiness/precariousness. 
 factor in (phrasal verb) – take into account, 

take into consideration, consider, regard. 
 the lowest common denominator (noun) – the 

ordinary people; the general public. 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/potential
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/vaccine
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/affirmative_action
https://www.lexico.com/definition/in_the_face_of
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/resistance
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/presumably
https://www.lexico.com/definition/count
https://www.lexico.com/definition/uncertainty
https://www.lexico.com/definition/factor_in
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 cater to (phrasal verb) – provide someone with 
what is needed, accommodate, serve, satisfy. 

 avowedly (adverb) – openly, stated/admitted 
publicly. 

 standardise (verb) – systematize, regulate. 
 go on to (phrasal verb) – continue, proceed (to 

do something). 
 ideal (noun) – principle, standard, belief, 

conviction. 
 laborious (adjective) – difficult, 

tough/formidable; laboured/strained. 
 time-consuming (adjective) – arduous, 

demanding, challenging. 
 bound to (adjective) – certain/sure, very likely, 

guaranteed. 
 a level playing field (phrase) – a situation in 

which everyone has a fair and equal 
opportunity to succeed, and no one has an 
advantage over the other. 

 pedagogy (noun) – teaching, tutoring, 
 coaching/training. 

 stream (noun) – branch, group, trade, track (as 
a field of study based on ability). 

 bring in (phrasal verb) – cause, bring about, 
create, produce. 

 overarching (adjective) – all-inclusive, 
complete,  all-embracing, comprehensive. 

 therein (adverb) – in that place/respect. 
 inequity (noun) – bias, prejudice, 

discrimination, favouritism. 
 circumstances (noun) – situation, background, 

conditions, state of affairs. 
 disadvantaged (adjective) – underprivileged, 

depressed, needy, impoverished, dispossessed. 
 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 
 rest (verb) – relax, take a rest, ease off, slow 

down, pause. 
 endeavour (noun) – activity, pursuit, exercise, 

undertaking, mission; aim/effort. 
 subsidise (verb) – support, finance, contribute 

to, provide finance for. (it generally means 
“pay part of the cost of something, so that it is 
available at a lower price”). 

 equitable (adjective) – fair, impartial. 

 scenario (noun) – situation. 
 bridge the gap (phrase) – to 

connect two disconnected or dissimilar things 
in a logical way (in order to resolve the 
problem). 

 yawning (adjective) – large, huge, great, big; 
wide open. 

 exorbitantly (adverb) – excessively,  
unreasonably, prohibitively, inordinately, 
immoderately, disproportionately. 

 overemphasis (noun) – exaggeration,  
magnification, overestimation, overvaluation, 
aggrandizement. 

 wanton (adjective) – deliberate, wilful, 
malicious/cruel, unjustifiable. 

 politicisation (noun) – a state/condition/ 
situation of something which is 
influenced/controlled by politics. 

 exacerbate (verb) – intensify, increase, 
heighten, aggravate, worsen. 

 acute (adjective) – severe, intense, serious; 
awful, terrible, bad. 

 deficiency (noun) – defect, fault/flaw, 
shortcoming, weak point. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 
new disease; The illness spreads around the 
world and typically affects a large number of 
people across a wide area. 

 notwithstanding (adverb) – nevertheless, 
nonetheless; in spite of, despite, regardless of. 

 welfare state (noun) – a form of government in 
which the state protects and promotes the 
economic and social well-being of the citizens, 
based upon the principles of equal 
opportunity, equitable distribution of wealth, 
and public responsibility for citizens unable to 
avail themselves of the minimal provisions for 
a good life. A system wherein the government 
agrees to underwrite certain levels of 
employment, income, education, medical, 
social security and housing for all its citizens. 

 affordability (noun) – the cost/price of 
something. 

 
 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/cater
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/avowedly
https://www.lexico.com/definition/standardize
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/go_on
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/ideal
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/laborious
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/bound
https://www.lexico.com/definition/a_level_playing_field
https://www.lexico.com/definition/a_level_playing_field
https://www.lexico.com/definition/a_level_playing_field
https://www.lexico.com/definition/a_level_playing_field
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/pedagogyhttps:/en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/us/pedagogy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/stream
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/bring
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/overarching
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/therein
https://www.lexico.com/definition/inequity
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/circumstances
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/disadvantaged
https://www.lexico.com/definition/for_instance
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/rest
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/endeavour
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/subsidize
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/equitable
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/scenario
https://www.lexico.com/en/synonym/yawning
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/exorbitantly
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/overemphasis
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/wanton
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/politicization
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/exacerbate
https://www.lexico.com/definition/acute
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/deficiency
https://www.lexico.com/definition/pandemic
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/notwithstanding
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/welfare_state
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/affordability

