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	When is a cold contagious, before symptoms appear or until they go away?
by Peggy Osterholm
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Colds are most contagious during the first three to four days of symptoms. Those symptoms usually include a runny nose, watery eyes, sneezing, coughing, and possibly fever. Some cold viruses remain infectious for longer periods of time, so it is best to treat all symptoms as if they are contagious. 

Colds are spread through discharges from the mouth and nose of infected persons. This can happen in several ways: by direct contact with the other person, by breathing air that contains another person's discharged virus, or by contact with an object that has been contaminated with the virus. It is important that people cover their mouths when they cough or sneeze. The most helpful way to prevent the spread of colds is to use good hand-washing techniques whenever there is contact with virus particles--after sneezing, coughing, or blowing one's nose. For infants and toddlers, avoid having them share toys or objects that can be put into the mouth. If this is impossible, use toys that can be washed frequently. 

Peggy Osterholm is a pediatric nurse at the Children's Health Care of St. Paul.
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	Some crucial childhood health advice that no family should be without.
by Jan Sheehan
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Keeping kids healthy is simpler today than ever before. Over the past decade, medical science has discovered many new and important things in the fields of children's nutrition, health management, and disease control. Of course, sniffles and sneezes are here to stay--you can't seal your kids in a bubble. You can, however, follow some crucial keys to childhood health: good nutrition, adequate rest, frequent exercise, common sense hygiene, regular doctor visits, and immunizations. 

FEED THE NUTRITIONAL NEED 
A preschooler's health may be more closely related to her eating habits than you suspect. "Kids who are in a good nutritional state are better able to fight colds, flus, and infections," says Philip Kazlow, M.D., associate clinical professor of pediatrics at the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Columbia University. There's some question, however, about just how many kids are in a good nutritional state. 

A recent study of more than 3,000 children aged 2 to 18 found that only one in five consumed the five or more fruits and vegetables daily that are recommended in the U.S. Department of Agriculture guidelines. Nearly one quarter of the vegetables kids ate were french fries. Children aren't getting enough of the fruits and dark-green and deep-yellow vegetables needed to give them health-promoting vitamins. 

One solution is for mothers and fathers to improve their own nutritional habits. "Children love to imitate their parents," Dr. Kazlow says. "If you're not eating any salads or fresh fruit and vegetables, you can't expect the kids to. But if you introduce your children to a wide variety of fresh fruit and vegetables and present the food in a fun, appetizing way, most kids will eventually become acclimated to good foods." 

ENSURE KIDS GET ENOUGH REST 
It may seem self-evident, but "a child who isn't getting enough sleep is going to be susceptible to infections," says Greg Landry, M.D., professor of pediatrics at the University of Wisconsin at Madison Medical School. 

Although there is wide variation from child to child, Dr. Landry says that babies under 6 months of age typically need about 14 hours of sleep (including naps) daily, toddlers about 12, and preschoolers about 11. If your little one doesn't match those numbers but seems fine otherwise, don't worry. But pay attention if you see any of these signs: 

· Extreme Crankiness 
Is she often irritable and uncooperative? Crankiness can be a sign that she needs more sleep. 
· Frequent Daytime Dozing 
Does he fall asleep, more than just occasionally, while watching TV or during another daytime activity? Maybe he gave up the nap too soon. 
· Physical Signs 
Are her eyes droopy? Does she often look tired? Your child's face can be an open book. The problem may not be how much sleep your child gets, but the quality of that sleep. Richard Ferber, M.D., director of the Center for Pediatric Sleep Disorders at Children's Hospital in Boston, says variable sleep times can create problems for little kids. Dr. Ferber contends, "Consistent nap times and bedtimes help kids get better sleep, and children may not feel well if they're on an irregular sleep schedule."

ENCOURAGE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 
Exercise is another key to helping little kids stay healthy. Although there is no research specifically on young children, "recent research among adults shows that moderate daily exercise strengthens the immune system in general and helps ward off colds and flus and common viruses," says Deborah Squire, M.D., assistant professor of pediatrics at Duke University Medical Center in Durham, North Carolina. In addition, Dr. Squire points out, studies of school-age kids show that regular exercise also helps children make healthier food choices. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) has suggested that a half hour of continuous physical activity at least three times a week is important to good health. But what does physical activity mean in the life of an on-the-go preschooler? 

"In children's earliest years, family activities that involve physical movement, like roll- or kick-the-ball-back-and-forth games, or running around playing tag, or taking family walks, are excellent for developing physical fitness," says Dr. Squire. "For many little children, the favorite pastime is simply being with their parents. If that involves fun physical activity, the kids are much more likely to be physically active as they grow." 

Another simple, but often overlooked, strategy is to get your kids to a place that encourages exercise. "Probably the most important thing is to make sure your kids get time outside," says Dr. Landry. Ensure some time away from the TV and the computer, and the exercise need will take care of itself. 

INSIST ON HEALTHY DAYCARE 
Experts interviewed for this guide repeatedly pointed out that colds and other illnesses are inevitable once youngsters go off to daycare or preschool and are exposed to other kids' germs. Every expert added, however, that if schools take the time to implement a few preventive measures, they can help keep kids healthy. 

The AAP recommends that all schools should have in place the following anti-illness features: 
· Lots of Hand Washing 
There should be easy access to sinks for children and an emphasis on making sure kids wash their hands frequently, especially after using the toilet. 
· A Trained Staff 
Teachers and other workers must wash their hands after changing diapers or blowing noses, and before touching food. 
· Daily Cleanup 
Every day, the school should use a sanitizing solution to wash down changing tables, toilets, and anything that goes into children's mouths, including toys and stuffed animals. 
· A Strict Sick-Child Policy 
Parents should be encouraged to keep children home when the kids have a contagious illness. 
· Infectious Disease Alert 
There should be a consistent policy of alerting parents when any child in the program has an infectious illness more severe than the usual colds and flu.

FOLLOW A REGULAR SCHEDULE OF VACCINATIONS AND DOCTOR VISITS 
Finally, it's important to ensure that your child has regular medical checkups and gets his complete regimen of immunizations. The AAP and the U.S. Center for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta strongly recommend that during the first two years of life, each child receive all the scheduled vaccinations for the ten major childhood illnesses. If you follow the standard immunization schedule, your doctor will have many opportunities to check your child's progress in her first two years. After age two a youngster needs to visit the doctor only once a year for a checkup and boosters, unless she becomes ill. 

Jan Sheehan is a Denver-based writer specializing in health, medical, and fitness issues.
Adapted with permission from www.sesameonline.org
