
Different Types of COVID-19 Tests Explained 
 

 PCR Test – (polymerase chain reaction) -  

The PCR test, considered the “gold standard” in testing, detects RNA (genetic 
material) that is specific to the SARS-CoV-2 and can detect the virus within days 
of the infection, even those who have no symptoms. Turnaround time is generally 
in the 2-5 day range but can be as little as 24 hours. When demand is high, 
results can take a week or longer.  

For those wishing to return to school/activities on DAY 8 following a close contact 
quarantine, SACS requires a PCR test on either DAY 5, 6, or 7.  

 

 Antigen Test (frequently referred to as a rapid test) -  

This test uses a nasal swab or throat swab from a symptomatic person. The test 
detects protein fragments specific to the Coronavirus. It can be done in a clinic, 
doctor’s office, or hospital and turnaround time for results is usually very quick, 
and in some cases, results can be reported within 15 minutes. These tests are 
particularly useful for identifying a positive person who is at or near peak 
infection. Results may be less accurate for those without symptoms. 
 
 

 Serological Test (frequently referred to as an antibody test) - 
 

This test detects antibodies for SARS-CoV-2 and tell if you’ve had a recent or 
past infection from the virus. Antibodies are proteins your body makes when 
mounting an immune response against invading germs. They can take several 
days to over a week to develop after you’ve been exposed to the virus. 
 
Since your body starts developing antibodies later into an infection, serological 
tests are not reliable to test for an active infection. Instead, these tests can help 
us identify previous infections, including asymptomatic and mild. They should 
not be used as a way to determine if someone can return to work or if you are 
immune to the virus. 

 
 

 

 


