Today’s piece was prepared by Eric Johnson, MD and is based on an article from MSNBC.com entitled “Young kids with asthma may lag in reading skills.”

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/40686634/ns/health/
Summary:

The journalist reports the results of a New Zealand, published in the journal CHEST, comparing match and reading achievement between 298 young children with (18%) and without asthma, controlling for socioeconomic status, school “readiness”, and absenteeism. Initial disease severity was documented but not prospectively followed during the study. After completing the first year of school, researchers re-evaluated math and reading achievement, discovering 51% of children with asthma vs. 33% without asthma were at least six months behind in reading words, and 55% vs. 38% in reading sentences. The journalist concludes: “Young children who start school with asthma may lag behind their peers in developing reading skills.”

Critique:

This article discusses a link between two relatively common circumstances in school-age children: asthma and suboptimal academic achievement.  Both phenomena are often multifactorial in etiology, making it difficult to determine a causal relationship.  Although the journalist reports that the findings “do not prove that asthma per se is the reason for the gap”, parents who read this article may misinterpret the information in several ways.  For example: asthma directly causes academic underachievement (not proven or plausible at this time), or treating asthma may improve academic performance (not proven, but is possible through factors such as improving attendance).  

Other researchers have tried to investigate a link between asthma and academic performance.  Silverstein et al conducted a retrospective study comparing children with and without asthma, finding that although children with asthma had increased rates of absenteeism, “the school performance of children with asthma was similar to that of children without asthma.”  Stingone et al conducted a cross-sectional study, concluding: “Inadequate asthma control may contribute to a greater risk of asthmatic children residing in urban areas being placed in special education.”  However, the data in this study were based on responses in a parent questionnaire.  Based on a preliminary search, there are no other prospective studies regarding the association between asthma and learning disabilities.

Parents of asthmatic children who read this article may draw premature conclusions about academic risks or poor performance, without further investigation into sources such as hearing impairment, dyslexia, or ADHD.  As health care providers, while we know that primary and secondary consequences of having chronic diseases can influence academic performance, all children suspected of academic underachievement deserve, and are required by law to receive, a “free and appropriate public education” (FAPE), determined in part by investigations that use common and standardized measures.
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Resources:

The following may be helpful to health care providers and families in understanding this topic:

· http://ldawa.org/LDAdrupal/ WA State Chapter of the national association that supports children with learning disabilities, as well as their parents and educators

· http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/misunderstoodminds/ PBS website that explores the experience of trying to learn with a learning disability
· http://www.ncld.org/ Nonprofit that focuses on general information and advocacy for children with disabilities
Eric: Some other suggestions for resources, if you agree:

http://www.gettingready.org/matriarch/ (School Readiness)
http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/public/lung/asthma/guidfam.pdf (Students with Chronic Illnesses: Guidance for Families, Schools and Students – from the NIH)
And that’s today’s Developmental & Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!

�Eric, was this your search?  If so, did you specifically use the search term ‘learning disability’?  If so, we may want to omit this statement, since the article is not about learning disabilities.  Alternatively, you could rephrase the sentence so that it's clear to the reader that an alternative consideration is learning disability, AND that when looking for prospective studies linking asthma to LD, nothing is noted, or some such statement like that.


�A great resource, but probably not relevant to this article.





