Cold and Flu Season
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As school starts and fall and winter come around, many people will get a cold or the flu.  In general, cold and the flu cause mild or moderate illness that can be treated at home.  For some people, the flu is a much more serious illness.

Colds and the flu share many symptoms, but there are some ways to help tell them apart. The flu often causes fever, chills, fatigue, headache, and body ache.  Colds more often cause cough, runny nose, sneezing, and a scratchy or sore throat.

This year, there are two types of flu.  In addition to the “regular” seasonal flu, there is the new pandemic H1N1 flu (also known as the swine flu).  H1N1 flu has been in the news lately, but so far, the virus has been causing mild to moderate infections, somewhat akin to the seasonal flu.  But also like seasonal flu, some people have become seriously ill from the H1N1 flu virus.

Because there are two types of flu viruses this year, there will also be two types of flu shots.  One will be the regular seasonal flu shot that is available each fall.  There will also be a shot to protect against the pandemic H1N1 flu.  Because this shot is still being tested for effectiveness and safety it will be available sometime later in the season.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has recommended that pregnant women, people who live with or care for children younger than 6 months of age and all children over the age of 6 months should get both shots.  Your health care provider can help you decide which flu shots your family members should get.

Flu shots aren’t the only way to protect you and your family against the flu.  There are simple, every day steps to take to protect against both the flu and colds.


Wash your hands frequently with soap and water.  Alcohol-based hand sanitizers can be used, too.


Use respiratory etiquette.  This means coughing or sneezing into a tissue.  If a tissue isn’t available, cough or sneeze into your elbow, not your hand.


Stay home from work or school when you are sick.   Check with your child’s school or care provider about their policies for returning after illness.

If someone in you family does get a cold or the flu, there are things to do at home to help a faster recovery.   Drinking fluids and getting plenty of rest are heartily advised.  Dressing in layers can help anyone stay comfortable if he or she has fever and chills.  Check with your health care provider before giving your child any medication, especially over-the-counter cold medication. Also keep in mind that antibiotics are not used to prevent or treat colds and flu, because they are both caused by viruses, not bacteria.

The internet offers a great deal of information about the flu. Recommendations may change throughout flu season so be sure to check back periodically.  The following websites have helpful information and updates about the flu:

http://www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu/
http://flu.gov/
http://kidshealth.org/parent/infections/index.html
(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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