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Asthma is a serious lung disease.  It is a chronic condition that affects the airways in your lungs and shows up with recurrent breathing problems.  People with asthma have acute episodes (some people say “attack” or “flare”) when the air passages in their lungs get narrower and breathing becomes more difficult.   When asthma causes disease, there are usually three problems:

1. The lungs are extra sensitive or “twitchy”, so they spasm easily.

2. When the muscles around the airways spasm, they squeeze and make the airway narrower than normal (bronchoconstriction); and

3. The airways are swollen with increased mucus inside them (inflammation), which also make the airway narrower than normal.

This series of events described above make it hard to breathe or may cause excessive coughing.  Asthma varies a great deal from one person to another.  Symptoms can range from mild to moderate to severe and can be life threatening.  The episodes can come only occasionally or often.  The symptoms of asthma are a major cause of time lost from school or work and sleep disturbances.  

What Causes Asthma? 

The basic cause of the lung abnormality in asthma is not yet known.  Through research, scientists have established that this lung abnormality is a special type of inflammation of the airway that leads to contraction of airway muscle, mucus production, and swelling of the airways.   With asthma, your airways and bronchial tubes are extra sensitive – especially to “triggers” such as dust, animals, pollens, mold, cigarette smoke, cold air, viruses, and exercise.  

Is There a Cure for Asthma? 
Your asthma cannot be cured – having asthma is part of your  life.  Therefore, you need to make taking care of your asthma a part of your life.   However, it can be treated so that your asthma will not interfere with your activities or your attendance at school.  With your doctor’s help, you can control the asthma and stay free of symptoms most of the time.  
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You should be able to play or exercise without breathing problems; to attend school every day; to sleep through the night without coughing; to avoid unscheduled visits to the doctor; and to avoid coming to the hospital.  With the help of their doctor, most people can control their asthma and live very active lives.  But your asthma does NOT go away when your symptoms go away.  You need to keep taking care of your asthma.

How is Asthma Diagnosed?

Asthma is sometimes hard to diagnose because it can resemble other respiratory problems such as lower respiratory infections.  For that reason, it is underdiagnosed.  Many people with the disease do not know they have it and are therefore undertreated.  Sometimes the only symptom is a chronic cough, especially at night.  Coughing and/or wheezing may occur only with exercise. 

To diagnose asthma and distinguish it from other lung disorders, physicians rely on a combination of a medical history, a thorough physical examination, and certain laboratory tests.  These tests include spirometry (using an instrument that measures air taken into and out of the lungs), peak flow monitoring (another measure of lung function), chest X-rays, and sometimes blood and allergy tests.

How is Asthma Treated?

The first step in asthma treatment is deciding how severe your asthma is.  Doctors use the National Criteria and describe the asthma as mild intermittent, mild persistent, moderate persistent or severe persistent.  There are specific criteria for each level of asthma.  The importance of the “classification” is that it helps the doctor decide which medicines are best for you based on nationally accepted medical research.

There are two main ways that asthma is treated.   The first way is to eliminate trigger factors that cause your asthma to worsen.  For example, upper respiratory infections, cigarette smoke, and pollens are some examples of triggers for many people with asthma.  Both cigarette smoking and exposure to other people’s tobacco smoke should be avoided.  Simple measures to reduce exposure to colds may help, such as avoiding close contact with people who have colds and frequent hand washing during the “cold season.”

Medications are the second major way that asthma is treated.  There are two major types of asthma medication.  The first are “relievers” that take away the wheezing (Albuterol is one of these.)  The other types are “controllers” that control the inflammation in the lung and sometimes prevent wheezing attacks (Flovent, Azmacort, and Singulair are examples.)  Your doctor will decide with you which of these medicines are best for you.  The doctor will also decide with you how the medication should be taken and for how long.

Contact These Groups to Learn More About Asthma
National Asthma Education and Prevention Program

NHLBI Information Center

P.O. Box 30105, Bethesda, MD

20824-0105

www.nhlbi.nih.gov
American Lung Association

www.lungusa.org
Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America

www.aafa.org
Contact your Primary Care Manager for a referral to Asthma Clinic or call Pediatrics at 643-7304/7308 for more information.

The goal is for the child (family) to control the asthma rather than having the asthma control the child.
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