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By Drs. Bedingfield and Rosewell
Colds are by far the most common health problem of children. Young children may normally have six to eight colds a year, and more if they are in daycare or have siblings. Unfortunately, other children can pass on the germs, even without showing signs of disease themselves.

A child's cold will usually follow the same course as an adult's, except that they can have a much higher fever. Your first clue may be the child's irritability, reflecting a general aching feeling. From there, the usual nasal stuffiness becomes apparent and may last a week or more. Finally comes the cough, maybe lasting weeks after the congestion is gone. Remember the cough, although often the most dramatic sign of a cold, probably means that your child is on the road to recovery.

Unfortunately, there is no cure for the common cold. Antibiotics have no effect and cold medicine s, although sometime helpful, certainly don't work miracles.

The following steps, however, should provide some relief for your child:

1. Cool mist vaporizer: These may be helpful in liquefying mucus and moistening a dry nose and throat, especially during the winter months. They are specially helpful in croup (a cough the sounds like a seal barking.) Hot steam vaporizers are not as effective and can be dangerous.

2. Fluids: A high fluid intake is important. Don't worry about your child's drop in appetite; nobody feels too hungry during a cold. Vitamin C is of debatable benefit, but a glass or two of orange juice for an older infant or child can be beneficial.

3. Nose drops: If a young baby (under three months) has difficulty breathing through his nose, salt-water nose drops may be helpful. Mix 1/2 tsp. salt with 4 oz. water use 2-3 drops in each nostril and remove with a bulb syringe. This can be repeated every 3-4 hours. Older children may benefit from certain medications instilled into the nose. This will be a prescription drug, and instructions can be given at the time.

4. Decongestions: These are common cold remedies; some require prescriptions, others don't. Although they may bring some relief, those with antihistamines may make your child drowsy. Other decongestants may have other side effects. If nothing else an antihistamine (Actifed, Pediacare, Dimetapp, etc.) may be useful at bedtime.

5. Acetaminophen or Ibuprofen: A dosage appropriate for age will help control fever and relieve aching. Still, they are not "cold medicines" per se and will do nothing for the congestion.

6. Cough medicine: Cough is a protective mechanism, protecting the lungs from mucus and other fluid. We would never want to suppress it completely. But excessive coughing, especially at night, can be both irritating and tiring. Medicine to relieve the "tickle" in the windpipe may be given.

A cold in itself is a mild and harmless disease. The following situations would indicate a call or office visit to be appropriate:
1. Earache
2. High or persistent 
fever (as indicated
under "Fever")
3. Persistent vomiting 
4. Difficulty breathing (not 
cause by a blocked nose) 
5. Increasing listlessness
6. Any special concern on
your part
