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Strep A PCR Testing

Molecular detection of Group A Streptococcus for a more complete strep throat evaluation

More sensitive molecular detection for suspected strep throat

Strep throat and viral sore throat can look similar. Symptoms alone often cannot confirm whether a sore throat is
caused by Group A Streptococcus, also known as Group A Strep or Streptococcus pyogenes. Virant Diagnostics
offers provider-ordered Strep A PCR testing to help detect Group A Strep genetic material from a throat swab and
support timely, targeted treatment decisions.

Unlike many rapid strep tests performed in a doctor's office, which detect bacterial antigen, PCR is a nucleic acid
amplification test. It looks for the organism's genetic material and is designed to provide high-sensitivity detection
while helping clinicians avoid unnecessary antibiotics when Group A Strep is not detected.

For patients

This test must be ordered by a healthcare provider. Your provider will decide whether testing is appropriate based
on your symptoms, exam findings, exposure history, age, and medical risk factors.

What is Group A Strep?

Group A Streptococcus is a bacterium that can infect the throat and tonsils, causing streptococcal pharyngitis,
commonly called strep throat. Group A Strep is most common in school-age children but can affect adolescents and
adults. Classic symptoms may include sudden sore throat, pain with swallowing, fever, swollen or tender lymph
nodes in the front of the neck, and red or swollen tonsils with or without white patches.

Many sore throats are viral. Cough, runny nose, hoarseness, oral ulcers, and conjunctivitis are features that more
strongly suggest a viral infection. In those situations, Group A Strep testing may not be needed unless a healthcare
provider identifies another reason to test.

What is Strep A PCR testing?

Strep A PCR testing is a molecular test performed on a throat swab. PCR, or polymerase chain reaction, amplifies
targeted genetic material so the laboratory can detect Group A Strep even when the amount of bacterial material in
the specimen is low.

Virant Diagnostics includes Group A Strep PCR testing as part of its Respiratory Tract Infection testing menu. The
test is intended to help healthcare providers identify Group A Strep more quickly than traditional culture-based
workflows and with greater sensitivity than many antigen-based rapid strep tests.

e Specimen: Throat swab collected by a healthcare professional according to the current Virant specimen
requirements.
Result type: Qualitative result, reported as detected, not detected, or invalid/inconclusive when applicable.
Turnaround: Virant's current respiratory testing workflow is designed to report results within 24 hours, with most
results reported the same day after specimen receipt.

e Clinical use: Supports clinician-directed diagnosis and antibiotic stewardship for suspected Group A Strep
pharyngitis.
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Strep A PCR vs. rapid strep test performed in the doctor's office

The rapid strep test commonly performed in a doctor's office is usually a rapid antigen detection test (RADT). RADTs
are convenient and fast, but their sensitivity varies. This means a rapid antigen test can be negative even when
Group A Strep is present, especially if organism levels are low or the throat swab is not optimal. Molecular PCR
testing is designed to improve sensitivity by detecting Group A Strep genetic material.

Feature

What it detects

Typical setting

Turnaround

Sensitivity

Specificity

Negative result

Best fit

Strep A PCR / molecular testing

Group A Strep DNA/genetic material by nucleic
acid amplification.

Clinical laboratory or molecular testing platform;
ordered by a healthcare provider.

Fast lab turnaround; Virant's respiratory
workflow is designed for results within 24 hours,
with most results reported the same day after
specimen receipt.

Higher sensitivity in published rapid nucleic acid
test studies; 2021 meta-analysis summary
sensitivity: 97.5%.

High specificity; the same 2021 meta-analysis
reported summary specificity of 95.1%.

A negative PCR makes Group A Strep less
likely, but still needs clinical interpretation,
especially with severe symptoms, poor
collection, or outbreak/high-risk concerns.

Useful when higher sensitivity is needed, when
rapid antigen testing is negative but suspicion
remains, or when practices want a molecular
workflow.

In-office rapid strep antigen test

Group A Strep antigen/protein using an
immunoassay.

Often performed at the point of care in a clinic,
urgent care, or physician office.

Usually available during the visit, often within
minutes.

Variable sensitivity; Cochrane review in children:
average sensitivity 85.6%, so some true cases
can be missed.

High specificity; the Cochrane review in children
reported average specificity of 95.4%.

In symptomatic children age 3 years and older,
CDC recommends confirming a negative RADT
with throat culture. Backup culture is not routine
for most other ages.

Useful when an immediate office result is
needed and a positive result can support
prompt treatment.

What your result means

Detected: Group A Strep genetic material was detected in the throat swab. In the right clinical context, this supports a
diagnosis of strep throat. Your healthcare provider will decide whether antibiotics are appropriate and which
medication is safest for you.

Not detected: Group A Strep genetic material was not detected. This makes Group A Strep less likely, but no test can
rule out infection in every situation. Your provider may consider other causes of sore throat, repeat testing, culture, or
additional evaluation if symptoms persist, worsen, or suggest complications.

Invalid or inconclusive: The test could not be interpreted reliably. A repeat specimen may be needed.

Important limitation

PCR detects genetic material. It does not always prove that Group A Strep is the cause of symptoms, because
some people can carry Group A Strep without active infection. Results should be interpreted together with the
patient's symptoms, exam findings, exposure history, and other testing.

When Strep A PCR may be helpful

e A patient has symptoms consistent with strep throat and the provider wants high-sensitivity molecular detection.
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e A rapid antigen test is negative, but clinical concern remains, particularly in pediatric patients where backup
confirmation may be recommended.

e A practice, urgent care center, school health program, or occupational health program wants a standardized
molecular workflow for sore throat evaluation.

e Rapid identification may help support targeted antibiotic decisions and reduce unnecessary empiric antibiotic
use.

When testing may not be appropriate

e Clear viral symptoms are present, such as cough, runny nose, hoarseness, oral ulcers, or conjunctivitis, unless
the healthcare provider identifies another reason to test.
The goal is to monitor whether treatment has worked. Strep A PCR is not intended as a routine test-of-cure.
The patient is asymptomatic and has no specific clinical indication for testing.
Symptoms suggest an emergency or complication, such as trouble breathing, drooling, inability to swallow,
dehydration, neck swelling, severe one-sided throat pain, or signs of sepsis. These require urgent medical
evaluation.

Frequently asked questions

Is Strep A PCR the same as the rapid strep test in my doctor's office?
No. Most office rapid strep tests are antigen tests. Strep A PCR is a molecular test that detects Group A Strep
genetic material.

Is PCR more accurate than a rapid antigen test?

PCR is generally more sensitive than rapid antigen testing, meaning it is less likely to miss Group A Strep when the
organism is present. Specificity is high for both methods, but performance depends on the assay, specimen quality,
and patient population.

Do children still need a throat culture after a negative rapid strep test?

CDC guidance recommends confirming a negative rapid antigen test with throat culture in symptomatic children age
3 years and older. Molecular PCR testing may serve as a more sensitive confirmatory method depending on the
clinical workflow and the specific assay used. The ordering provider should follow current guidelines and laboratory
instructions.

Can a positive PCR result mean someone is a carrier?

Yes. Some people can carry Group A Strep in the throat without having active strep throat. This is one reason testing
is usually reserved for patients whose symptoms and exam findings make Group A Strep clinically plausible.

Does Strep A PCR tell which antibiotic will work?
No. Strep A PCR detects whether Group A Strep genetic material is present. It does not provide antibiotic
susceptibility results. Treatment decisions are made by the healthcare provider.

How quickly are results available?

Virant's current respiratory testing workflow is designed to report results within 24 hours, with most results reported
the same day after specimen receipt. Actual turnaround may depend on specimen arrival time, volume, holidays,
transport, and reporting workflow.
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Can | order this test myself?

Testing is provider ordered. Patients should speak with a healthcare provider to determine whether Group A Strep
PCR testing is appropriate.

Clinical limitations and responsible use

e A negative result does not fully exclude infection if the specimen was collected incorrectly, organism levels were
below the limit of detection, or testing occurred under unusual clinical circumstances.

e A positive result may reflect active infection or colonization. Testing should be targeted to patients with
compatible signs and symptoms.

e This test detects Group A Strep only. Other viral or bacterial causes of sore throat may require different testing or
clinical evaluation.
PCR does not replace urgent evaluation for severe symptoms or suspected complications.
Treatment decisions, including antibiotic selection and return-to-school/work recommendations, should be made
by the healthcare provider according to current guidance.
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