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Treating Asthma

Symptoms

Asthma is a chronic disease that inflames the airways, making it difficult to breathe. When untreated or improperly treated, asthma can cause permanent changes to the airways. This fact has only recently begun to be recognized and reflects the importance of properly managing asthma.  The typical symptoms of asthma are:

· Coughing

· Shortness of breath

· Wheezing (a sound similar to air slowly being let out of a balloon) 
· Chest tightness. 
With children or infants, however, other symptoms may indicate they have asthma. These include:
· Rapid or noisy breathing

· Chest congestion or grunting when taking a bottle or breast-  feeding

· Complaints that their chests “hurt” or “feel funny.”
· Tiredness, lethargy, irritability, and not wanting to play.
· Occasionally, individuals with asthma may not wheeze, but they will have poor air exchange and have trouble breathing.
Diagnosis

Diagnosis of asthma is made by physical examination and objective measurements such as spirometry (FEV-1) and peak expiratory flow (PEF). Spirometry is the preferred method because PEF is not as sensitive in diagnosing airflow obstruction. A spirometer is a machine with a hose on the end. The patient blows into the hose, which registers an airflow reading. Children under five years of age may have difficulty in performing spirometry, but with guidance, some can be taught the proper procedure so the doctor or nurse can get an accurate reading. A spirometer also helps the physician determine the severity of asthma. It is important to understand how severe the asthma is in order to develop the most appropriate treatment plan.

There are four levels of severity: 

· Mild intermittent: symptoms occur two or fewer times a week and are brief.
· Mild persistent: symptoms occur more than twice a week and may affect activities.
· Moderate persistent: symptoms occur daily, with intense symptoms occurring two or more times a week, possibly lasting for days, and affecting activities.
· Severe persistent: symptoms are continual and limit physical activity. Frequent intense symptoms interfere with normal activity.
Treatments

Patients with moderate-to-severe persistent asthma should use a peak flow meter daily for no less than 2-3 weeks, and preferably over the long term, to measure lung function. A peak flow meter is designed as a monitoring, not diagnostic, tool. By using a peak flow meter regularly, a child can chart his/her lung function. PEF, when paired with an activity/symptom log, is helpful for understanding how the child is doing, and how he/she is responding to the level of medication.

Children with persistent asthma need to take two kinds of medicine: one for long-term

inflammation control, and one for quick relief.
See one of the board certified physicians at Coastal Allergy & Asthma to learn more about the diagnosis and treatment of asthma.  Also, click on our Did You Know link on our website for tips and facts about the disease.
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