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What is asthma?

Asthma is a chronic disease of the lungs that will never go away, but can be treated.  Someone who has asthma can live a fairly normal life if he follows his health care provider’s instructions and uses his medications properly.  

What happens to the lungs during an asthma “attack?”

Two important things happen during an asthma attack.

· Inflammation.  The airways in the lungs are always inflamed when a person has asthma and become swollen and irritated when an attack begins.  This swelling and irritation can make it hard to breathe.  The person may cough, wheeze or have shortness of breath.  In some cases, the mucus glands in the airways produce excessive, thick mucus that further blocks the airways.

· Constriction.  The muscles around the airways squeeze together or tighten.  This will also make it hard to breathe.

What are the warning signs of an asthma “attack?”


Common asthma attack warning signs – quick relief medicine should be taken:



	· Faster breathing.
	· Chest tightness.

	· Difficulty sleeping.
	· Wheezing.

	· Drop in peak flow reading.
	· Increased coughing.


Common asthma danger signs – get medical help immediately:

	· Difficulty speaking.

	· Quick relief medicine fails to help.

	· Lips or fingernails turn gray or blue.
	· Peak flow reading is in the red zone.

	· Very fast heart rate.
	


What triggers an asthma “attack?”

Each person who has asthma will have different triggers.  These include:

	· Smoking.

	· Exercise.

	· Dust mites/cockroaches.
	· Colds and infections.

	· Pets.
	· Weather.

	· Molds/pollens.
	


How is asthma treated?
Treatment is different for each type of asthma.  Asthma medications are commonly grouped into two categories:  long-term (preventative) medications and quick relief (rescue) medications.  All people with asthma should have quick relief medication to treat asthma symptoms immediately if necessary.  Long-term medications help prevent asthma symptoms from occurring in the first place.  When taken regularly, they work by reducing constriction (narrowing of the airways) and inflammation (swelling of the airways).

For more information call the Guilford County of Public Health at 641-7777.
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