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Infectious Illness in Children

There are certain virus infections which are more likely to affect children.  Some of these (e.g. mumps and measles) are now uncommon because of the introduction of vaccination of babies and young children.  In general, patients with an infection should keep away from pregnant women, the elderly and young babies.

Chicken Pox

The patient may become unwell, and then the rash appears.  The spots are red and raised, becoming fluid-filled blisters within a day or two.  They can occur anywhere, and they tend to pop when scratched and to ooze.  They can become very itchy.  After a few days, the spots dry up and become small scabs, which eventually drop off.  The patient needs to drink plenty and rest if possible.  Calamine lotion can help to soothe the spots and ease the itching. Apply it only to the itchy area.

If the child is scratching distraction often helps. Even if the child seems very well – keep him / her in a quiet environment (no shopping trips, visiting, noisy media) until all the blisters have scabbed over.

If a spot gets infected you can treat it with some calendula cream. You need to see a doctor if the child is very unwell, or has a bad cough or earache, or if the spots become infected.  Adults who get chicken pox can become very unwell and should see the doctor.  If you are pregnant and develop chicken pox or are in contact with someone who has it, you should consult the doctor.

Chicken pox is highly infectious until the last blister has scabbed over.

Mumps

The child is mildly unwell and then develops swelling under the jaw and up to the ear on one or both sides.  This will go down after about a week.  Give plenty to drink and rest as much as possible.  There may be discomfort in or around the ear.

An Archangelica ointment cloth on the swollen glands, or the ointment gently rubbed on, can be helpful for the pain.

German Measles (Rubella)

Symptoms begin like a very mild cold, and then a pinkish rash appears which is made up of very fine, small spots.  It often starts on the face.  The child is usually not very ill, and can be treated with symptomatic treatments and given plenty to drink.

It can be very difficult to diagnose rubella and many rashes can look similar.  However, it is important to keep the child away from anyone who might be pregnant because there is a risk of severe and lasting harm to the unborn baby.  If there has been contact within the infectious period, the pregnant woman should have a blood test to check that she is immune to rubella. (Most are, but it  is still worth checking.)

Measles

Symptoms start like a bad cold and cough.  A red blotchy rash appears on the third or fourth day.  The child can become very unwell and may have a very high temperature (39-40 degrees Celsius).  The eyes can be red and sore.  Treatment is with rest and plenty of fluids.  You should inform the doctor.  The illness lasts about a week. The child needs at least a week recovery after the illness settles.

Whooping Cough (Pertussis)

This begins with a runny nose and dry cough.  After 1-2 weeks the cough gets worse and occurs in spasms of coughing which are following by a gasp (or “whoop”).  This can go on for several weeks.  Children will need to be off school for a minimum of 3 weeks. There can be complications of whooping cough, especially in small babies.  Older children and adults are usually less badly affected.  You should contact the doctor. 

Hand, Foot & Mouth Disease 

This is a virus infection which causes a rash made up of very tiny blisters on the palms, soles of the feet and in the mouth.  The patient is not usually unwell and it is not at all serious. It is not the same as foot and mouth disease in animals.

Infectious Illnesses: Time scales 

The following table shows the incubation time (the time between being exposed to the infection and the first sign of the illness) and the infectious period (the time during which the infection could be passed to someone else) of a few common illnesses:

	NOTES
	Adults with chicken pox and any pregnant woman who has been in contact with chicken pox should consult their doctor
	Any pregnant woman who is in contact with Rubella should consult their doctor
	Rare since the introduction of the MMR vaccine
	Rare since the introduction of the MMR vaccine
	Still common because many children have not been vaccinated
	Usually only mildly unwell
	Very infectious

	HOW LONG SHOULD YOU KEEP A CHILD OFF SCHOOL/


	At least 6 days after last crop of spots appear
	A week after appearance of rash
	At ;least a week after rash appears
	Until swelling has subsided
	Twenty one days from onset of cough
	Until well.  Presence of rash does not usually indicate infectivity
	For 48 hours after vomiting and diarrhoea has stopped

	HOW LONG IS IT INFECTIOUS
	From one day before rash to six days after last crop of spots appear
	A few days before symptoms start until a week after rash appears
	A few days before rash appears until seven days after
	A few days before swelling appears until it has gone (approx 10 days)
	From seven days after exposure until 21 days after cough starts
	2-3 days before rash occasionally for some weeks after onset
	For up to 48 hours after vomiting and diarrhoea has stopped

	Usual incubation period

(days)
	14-21
	14-21
	7-15
	14-21
	7-10
	3-5
	12-48 hours

	DISEASE
	Chicken Pox
	German measles (Rubella)
	Measles
	Mumps
	Whooping Cough
	Hand-foot-and mouth disease
	Viral Gastro-

enteritis
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