
 

Preschoolers' parents may be unprepared to
treat asthma

August 8 2018, by Serena Gordon, Healthday Reporter

  
 

  

(HealthDay)— Only about half the parents of asthmatic preschoolers
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had the right knowledge and medicines on hand to treat their child's
breathing condition at home, a new study found.

And one-third of those children had empty inhalers, the researchers
reported.

"The inability to treat asthma could lead to emergency department
visits," explained senior study author Michelle Eakin, an associate
professor at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine in Baltimore.

"We asked to see children's asthma medications [on a home visit] and
only 60 percent had the child's rescue medication ready," she said.
Having the medication "ready" meant having it in the house, ensuring it
wasn't expired and making sure it wasn't empty.

Asthma is the most common chronic health condition in children in the
United States. It's also a major factor in health disparities in the United
States. Sixteen percent of black children have asthma, compared with 7
percent of white children, the study authors noted.

Symptoms of asthma include coughing—especially when it's worse at
night—wheezing, chest tightness and shortness of breath, according to
the U.S. National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute. Untreated asthma
can make it very difficult to breathe, and in the most severe cases, can
lead to death.

Treatment for the disease includes "rescue" medication, such as albuterol
(ProAir, Ventolin), which is given when symptoms such as wheezing are
active. There are also controller medications, especially corticosteroid
inhalers like Flovent, Pulmicort and Qvar. These are used daily—even if
a child has no symptoms—to keep the inflammation that causes asthma
symptoms at bay, the NHLBI says.
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In collaboration with the Baltimore Head Start early childhood education
program, the researchers interviewed the caregivers of nearly 300
children during a 2-hour home interview. The kids were aged 2 to 6
years (average age 4), and almost two-thirds of them had uncontrolled
asthma.

Ninety-two percent of the families were black. The same percentage of
the caregivers were one of the child's birth parents, usually the mother.
Forty percent of the caregivers hadn't finished high school, and one-third
had attended college or graduated from college.

The researchers were looking for five specific factors that indicated
caregivers were ready to treat a child's asthma:

Availability of the medication—could parents easily locate it?
Was the medication expired?
Did it have a counter to indicate remaining doses?
Was it a "rescue" drug or a controller medication?
Did parents know dosing instructions?

Of the parents who reported their kids using rescue medication, only 60
percent met all five criteria, and only 79 percent had the medication at
home. Among parents whose youngsters needed controller medications,
only 49 percent met all five criteria, and only 79 percent had it in the
home, the findings showed.

On the issue of expired medications, Eakin explained that because
inhalers use propellant to deliver the active medication to the lungs, it's
possible that there may still be propellant available even when the drug
has run out. That means it feels the same to the person using it. But if the
counter on the outside of the inhaler is at zero, there is no active
medication.
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Since almost all of the children had state health insurance that usually
includes only a nominal co-pay for inhalers—usually about $1—cost
probably wasn't a factor for the parents interviewed, Eakin noted.

Education about asthma and the different types of education may be
lacking, Eakin suggested.

Dr. Jennifer Appleyard, chief of allergy and immunology at St. John
Hospital and Medical Center, in Detroit, said the study is a "wake-up
call."

"I don't think this is just in preschoolers or in African Americans or in
inner-city kids, and I don't think this is all on the parents either. I think
this study's findings can be extrapolated to all age groups," Appleyard
said.

"We need to reinforce education at every appointment, and we need to
ask, do you have your inhalers? Are they expired? Do you know the
proper technique?" she added.

Appleyard said that in her practice, parents are given medication
instruction sheets at every visit. "There's a lot of information. It gets
overwhelming for patients and parents, but we have to make sure they
understand the disease and their medications," she said.

"The more the patient [and parents] understand the disease, the more
compliant and better-controlled they are. But that takes time and
resources," she explained.

The study was published online Aug. 7 in the journal Pediatrics.

  More information: Michelle Eakin, Ph.D., associate professor, Johns
Hopkins University School of Medicine, Baltimore; Jennifer Appleyard,
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M.D., chief, allergy and immunology, St. John Hospital and Medical
Center, Detroit; Aug. 7, 2018, Pediatrics, online 

Learn more about asthma and its treatment from the U.S. National
Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute.
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