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You wake your child for school in the morning and he utters the phrase every parent dreads hearing, “Mom, I don’t feel good.”  

His temperature is normal, but he’s sniffling, coughing and complaining of a sore throat.  Should you get him up and send him off to school?  
In general, health officials recommend parents keep children home if they exhibit any of the three main symptoms of illness – fever, vomiting, or diarrhea.  But often illnesses aren’t that black and white.  There are a lot of gray areas that need to be considered.

“Indeed it often isn’t black and white,” Dr. Mark Sigman, a pediatrician in Dickson City, PA.  “The no fever rule is true, however.  We often look as the disappearance of fever for more than twenty-four hours as being the end of the contagious stage of an illness.  Symptoms may still be present, but if they are tolerable and hydration is good, your child may return to their regular daily activities.”
Colds are mildly contagious, but not necessarily a reason to keep your child home. “It all depends on their comfort level,” says Sigman.  “If your child’s symptoms aren’t too disruptive then they may go to school.  It has been my experience that schools will send children home if certain symptoms such as cough begin to disrupt class.”
If your child is feeling sluggish or seems to be “getting sick” keeping them out of school usually isn’t necessary, either.  Some parents believe that putting a halt to a child’s activities will keep a mild illness from turning into something more serious, but that isn’t always true.  
According to Dr. Sigman, “Rest is always important when an illness is beginning, however there is no evidence that it will prevent something more serious.  Many illnesses are viral in nature and once in motion will run their course.  Having said that, maintaining decreased stress and promoting good nutrition can only benefit your child during these early stages of illness.”

So when should your youngster absolutely be kept home from school?

· Fever – If your child’s temperature is 101º or higher, keep him home.  He should be fever free for twenty-four hours without medicine before returning to school

· Diarrhea or Vomiting – Keep your child home until the symptoms have passed and for twenty-four hours after the last episode.  Be sure to give plenty of fluids to avoid dehydration
· Sore Throat – A minor sore throat is usually not a problem, but if your child has been complaining of a severe sore throat for more than one day, it could be strep, even if no fever is present.  Take him to a doctor for a strep test
· Earache – This is usually a sign of an ear infection so your child should see a doctor for treatment
· Pink Eye (Conjunctivitis) – This is highly contagious and uncomfortable.  If your child’s eye is itching, burning, and producing a whitish discharge, call the doctor immediately.  Most schools require a doctor’s note before allowing the child to return to school
· Rash – A child with a skin rash should see a doctor immediately as it could be one of several infectious diseases such as chicken pox, measles, or impetigo

Not all children exhibit obvious symptoms at the onset of an illness.  Sometimes, it’s just a matter of the child not feeling well.  When this is the case, parents must use their own judgment.  You know your child better than anyone else, so if your instincts tell you he’s too sick to go to school, by all means, keep him home.  If you think your child is using illness as a means to skip class, then pack his backpack and send him on his way.   When in doubt, don’t be afraid to contact your physician for guidance.
