What is asthma?

Asthma is a chronic
inflammatory disorder of
the airways. The airways of
people with asthma are
extra sensitive to things that
they’re allergic to (called
allergens) and to other
things in the air that can
cause irritation. Although
asthma is a chronic disease (meaning it is present

at all times), people who have it can also have
attacks when airways suddenly narrow.

Who gets asthma?

Anyone can get asthma. In fact, asthma is a
growing health problem in the United States.
Most asthma begins in childhood, although some
people develop it as an adult.

What are the symptoms?

Asthma symptoms include:
+ Cough

+ Shortness of breath

« Wheezing

+ Feeling of tightness in the chest

If you think you have asthma, you should talk
with a doctor about symptom patterns, including
whether symptoms are more frequent during

the spring or fall (allergy seasons), and whether
exercise, a respiratory infection, or exposure to
cold air has ever triggered an attack. This infor-
mation will help the doctor make a diagnosis.

What can trigger an asthma attack?

Specfic irritants or “triggers” can cause an
asthma attack.
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Can asthma be controlled?

Yes. Avoiding or controlling asthma attacks is as
important as taking your medication. Because
there are so many things that can trigger allergic
responses, identifying and avoiding the allergens
is hard. There are some simple steps to avoid the
most obvious and common allergens:

+ Stay away from known airway irritants as much
as possible.

+ Reduce allergens in the home, especially the
bedroom, by careful weekly cleaning.

+ Use special covers for pillows and mattresses
if dust mite allergies exist. Washing all bedding
weekly in hot water kills dust mites that can
trigger attacks.

+ Vacuum carpets once or twice every week. Bare
floors are easier to keep clean.

+ Keep indoor humidity low to reduce problems
with mold and dust mites.

What is a peak flow meter?

A peak flow meter is a hand-held device that
measures how fast you can blow air out of your
lungs. When asthma flares up, airways in the lungs
begin to narrow. If you regularly use a peak flow
meter, it can tell you the airways are narrowing,
hours — or even days — before any symptoms
appear.

Based on the results of the peak flow test, a doctor
may adjust medications or schedules before
symptoms appear. This may stop the episode
quickly and prevent more severe symptoms.

The peak flow meter can also help determine:

+ What makes the asthma worse
« If a treatment plan is working well
« When to add or stop medicine

« When emergency care is needed

If you are not using a peak flow meter, talk to
your doctor.

Are medications needed to treat
asthma?

People with asthma generally require medication
to help control symptoms. Each person has
different medication needs. That’s why it’s
important to talk with your doctor. If medications
are prescribed, don’t stop taking them unless told
to do so by your doctor. Otherwise, a dangerous
asthma attack could occur.
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Tips for Controlling Asthma
« Learn the basic facts about asthma

+ Use proper medications, including control
medications, regularly

+ Control asthma attacks by avoiding “triggers” This material provides general information to help you
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your doctor about asthma. Talking to your doctor
will help both of you make the best possible decisions

about your health care.
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