Asthma and Allergies
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May is asthma and allergy awareness month.  It is a peak time for allergy and asthma symptoms and a great time to educate yourself and others about asthma and allergies.

Asthma is a chronic disease that affects breathing.  During an asthma attack the airways narrow and fill with mucus, making it difficult to breathe.  Asthma can’t be cured, but it can be managed.

Asthma is very common among children, with as many as one in ten children affected.  Asthma can lead to missed school and low self-esteem, and an asthma attack can be life threatening.  But with the right support, children with asthma can lead active, healthy lives.

One key to living with asthma is knowing and avoiding triggers.  Triggers are the things that make asthma worse and cause asthma attacks.  Some common triggers are allergens like pollen or dust mites, respiratory infections, exercise, strong emotions, weather changes, and irritants like perfumes, chemicals, or cigarette smoke.  Let your child’s school and child care provider know about your child’s triggers. That way you can make a plan to help your child avoid his or her triggers without missing out on activities.

Treatment for asthma will depend on triggers, the age of the child, the severity of the asthma, and other factors.  Common treatments include daily controller medication and “rescue” medication to use during an asthma attack.  These may be given through an inhaler or a nebulizer.  If your child is diagnosed with asthma, his or her health care provider will work with you to develop an asthma action plan for your child.  Older children can help make and carry out this plan.

Allergies are also common and can mean different things for different people.  For some people allergies are a serious obstacle in their lives, while for others, allergies are more of an annoyance.  Allergies to pollen and other outdoor allergies are often seasonal, coming and going depending on the time of year.  Indoor allergies, such as allergies to dust mites or pets, may last all year long.  Some people are also allergic to foods and can have dangerous reactions if they eat something they are allergic to.

Treatment for allergies will depend on what your child is allergic to and how severe the allergies are.  Sometimes medication is used to help decrease symptoms.  School age children with serious allergies may get allergy shots, which help to reduce allergies over time.  Children with severe food allergies may be prescribed an EpiPen for emergencies.  Check with your child’s health care provider before using over-the-counter medications such as Benadryl to treat allergies.

Sometimes children with asthma and allergies feel self-conscious or embarrassed about their asthma or allergies.  Educating your child’s teachers, caregivers, and friends can help make everyone feel more comfortable with your child’s asthma and allergies.  With the right support, children don’t need to miss out because of their asthma or allergies.

Resources and references:
Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America at http://www.aafa.org
Child Care Health Program at http://www.ucsfchildcarehealth.org
National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute at http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov
(This article is not meant to be a substitute for medical advice or care.  Please seek medical care from your own health care provider.)
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