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My Child Has a Fever...

Most people automatically think that a fever is something bad 

that should be lowered as quickly as possible.

Not so fast!

It’s important to remember that by itself a fever isn’t an illness. It's usually a symptom of some underlying problem. Often, it’s a natural way the body responds to fight viral and bacterial infections. Rushing in to artificially lower the body’s temperature can actually serve to lengthen the time it takes the body to do the needed work.

Most fevers are usually not cause for concern until they reach a temperature of 104° F (40° C) and only then if the fever lasts for three days or longer.

That said, it doesn’t mean you should ignore a fever and take a cavalier attitude. A fever means the body is in a battle and has “set the thermostat a bit higher,” using temperature to help subdue the enemy. Careful you don’t throw open the doors and windows and force it to work even harder.

It may help parents to remember that fever is only one part of the picture of an illness. In fact, for children under eight years of age, and especially for infants, the severity of a fever is an unreliable indicator of the severity of the child's illness. 

For example, infants and toddlers can be very sick with a low or even subnormal temperature. Conversely, children three to eight years old can be running about quite cheerfully with a fairly impressive fever. The important thing is how your child is acting, not the thermometer reading. 

Defining Fever 

First, let's define normal body temperature. Most people say 98.6ºF (37ºC) is normal, but this doesn't account for individual variations or the fact that kids tend to run slightly hotter than adults. You can think of anything between 97º and 99.4ºF (36º and 37.4ºC) as normal. 

Consumption of hot food, recent exercise, overbundling, hot weather, or an overheated room can drive body temperature up a degree or two. Body temperature also varies during the course of the day, and, with teenaged girls, the menstrual cycle. 

Fevers usually hit their highest point in the late afternoon. 

Conversely, kids often have their lowest temperature of the day early in the morning. So don't panic at 4 p.m. when your child's fever rises slightly; this does not necessarily forebode a raging fever. On the other hand, if your child has a low-grade fever upon awakening, you may want to keep him home. 

How Fever Happens 

Infections most commonly launch fever, especially in children. Other triggers include transfusion reactions, juvenile rheumatoid arthritis, tumors, inflammatory reactions caused by trauma, medications (including some antihistamines, antibiotics, or an overdose of aspirin), immunizations, and dehydration. 

Most physicians do not believe that teething directly causes significant fever, but we have seen it happen. 

When infectious "bugs" stimulate white blood cells in a specific way, they release a substance called endogenous pyrogen, which signals the brain's hypothalamus to raise the body's thermostat setting. In turn, the body heats up by increasing its metabolic rate, shivering, or seeking warm environments. 

It also minimizes heat loss by restricting blood flow to the skin, giving it a pale appearance. Once body temperature rises, the skin flushes and sweats. A fever sufferer may lose appetite and feel lethargic, achy, and sleepy. When these phenomena happen to our children, we just tuck them into bed and let them sleep. 

Bottom line: A moderate fever is a friend, but not one you want to spend a lot of time with. So it makes sense to avoid suppressing moderate fevers with drugs, while continuing to monitor your child for dramatic increases in temperature and worsening of any other of his symptoms. 

Very high fevers - those above 106°F (41°C) - can harm the heart and brain. Some authorities, however, say that fever is unlikely to cause brain damage in a previously healthy child. During most infections, the brain keeps body temperature at or below 104°F (40°C). So in most - not all - cases, you don't need to be afraid that your child's temperature is going to continue to rise above that point.

Home Management of Fevers
Do give your child lots to drink. Fever increases fluid loss, and dehydration can drive up your child's temperature. Kids with fever often do not feel thirsty, or by the time they do, they're already dehydrated. So keep offering fluids.

Small, frequent sips are often best, especially if the child feels nauseated. If necessary, use a plastic medicine dropper to gently insert water into your child's mouth. The type that holds several ounces is best to use.

Dress lightly or bundle? The answer depends on your children's perception of temperature - follow their cues. If your child looks pale, shivers, or complains of feeling chilled (things that tend to happen in the early stages of fever), bundle your child in breathable fabrics so that sweat will evaporate, but make sure your child can easily remove the layers. If they are comfortable and their fever is low, dress them snuggly and give warm liquids to assist the body's fever production. If they sweat and complain of heat, dress them lightly and let them throw off the covers. Older kids will take care of these needs themselves.

Don't push food. People with fevers generally don't have much appetite. Let your child determine when and what they eat. Just bear in mind that consumption of sugary foods will delay the natural immune response by 1/3.

· Is your child drinking fluids well? 

· Urinating at least once every eight hours (ideally, every three to four hours, or wetting eight to ten diapers per day)?

· Does your touch console your child? 

· Is your child playing normally? 

If the answer to these questions is yes, your child is probably not seriously ill.

I would also advise avoiding most all of the anti-fever medications unless your child is absolutely miserable or the fever is over 105.

Parents are unaware that there really is no brain damage until the temperature gets beyond 105 or so. Now, I do get concerned when the temperature is above 102, but I would still hold off on using Tylenol unless the person was feeling very uncomfortable. 

These drugs actually inhibit the body's immune response and actually tend to prolong the illness rather then resolving it more quickly.
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