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Croup

Croup is an often-suprising middle-of-the-night malady that
produces a barky seal-like cough in children who seemed just
fine at bedtime.

Any virus that causes cold-like symptoms of runny nose, cough,
runny eyes, and sometimes fever, can also cause croup. Think
parainfluenza, influenza (flu), RSV, adenovirus, rhinovirus,
and now Covid-19. Any of these viruses can land in a child’s
larynx, or voice box, and cause hoarseness, barky cough, and a
weird gutteral sound on breathing inward, called “stridor.”
Croup is the name we give the constellation of symptoms, not
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the name of the virus that causes it.

An adult with the same exact illness would sound hoarse, but
would  likely  not  have  the  strange  barky  cough  or  noisy
breathing.

We have a great podcast on this subject, but for those who
prefer to read medical advice, please read on.

Ways to help your child when they
wake up with croup

Stay calm. Children are frightened when they wake up coughing
and find it hard to take in a deep breath. Parents are often
frightened too. Even if you are worried, exude calmness in
order to help your child settle down.

Create a rain-forest like environment. Go into the bathroom,
run a hot shower, and hunker down with a book to read to your
child. The steam helps shrink the uncomfortable swelling in
the voice box. Wait for about 15 minutes for the barky cough
and the harsh gutteral breathing to subside.

You  can  also  recreate  a  misty  environment  by  cranking  a
humidifier  in  your  child’s  bedroom.  To  avoid  the  risk  of
burns, we recommend a cool mist humidifier, not a hot water
vaporizer. The temperature of the mist does not matter; it is
the mist itself that children with croup find soothing.

Go outside with your child. Wrap them in a blanket and head
into the cool night air. This trick works as well as the
steamy environment trick. Each winter we hear of our patients
with croup who’s parents put them into the car to drive to the
nearest Emergency Department, only to find that by the time
they arrive, their child’s croupy cough and noisy breathing
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have resolved.

Treat any sore throat pain. Offer your child acetaminophen
(brand name Tylenol) or ibuprofen (brand names Motrin, Advil)
because easing the pain calms your child with croup and helps
them to breathe easier.

When to take your child with croup
to the emergency department
Most children with croup can be managed at home, but some need
extra medical care. Head to the nearest emergency department
or call 911 if your child has these symptoms:

Turns blue or pale with coughing. Turning red is ok, but
turning  blue  or  pale  means  your  child  needs  oxygen
therapy.
Is unable to swallow, drools uncontrollably, refuses to
drink.
Has labored breathing. See this link for example of what
this can look like. If you see your child’s chest or
belly moving in and out with every breath, you see your
child’s  ribs  with  breathing,  you  see  their  nostrils
flare with every breath, or you hear that gutteral noise
(stridor) with every breath inward even if your child is
calm, then your child needs emergent medical care
Shows a change in mental state. If your child fails to
recognize  you,  seems  too  lethargic  to  respond
appropriately to your care, or your “parent instinct”
tells you something is wrong with your child’s thinking,
they may need emergent care.

Strangely, a scary night of croup can be followed by a calmer
day. Your markedly improved child may show merely some mild
hoarseness or mild stuffy nose. Be aware that your child might
have another night or two of croup symptoms, even after they
barely cough during the day. So make sure your child and you

https://www.twopedsinapod.org/2014/09/enterovirus-d68-rsv-the-flu-how-do-i-know-my-kids-having-trouble-breathing/


take a nap in preparation for another possible rough night.

When to expect improvement
Most children with croup improve after two or three nights.
Then, they develop more classic “cold” symptoms of runny nose
and more “normal” sounding cough. Because Covid-19 virus is
becoming a more common cause of croup, have your child tested
so you know how long they need to stay home from school or
daycare.

Talk to your child’s pediatrician if your child’s seal-like
barky cough or cold symptoms last more than a week without
improvement. Call sooner if your child seems to worsen or you
have  further  concerns  about  your  child.  Know  that  some
children  are  “Croupers”  and  tend  to  get  the  same  croup
symptoms with almost any cold virus. But take heart, even the
croupers will be less croupy over time. It’s fairly uncommon
to see a grade-school aged child with croup. Until then, you
never know when you’ll hear a little seal in the middle of the
night.

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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Children’s  ibuprofen  or
acetaminophen (aka the great
Motrin vs Tylenol debate)?
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Have you wondered, when your child gets a headache or suffers
a sprained ankle, if you should give your child ibuprofen
(e.g. brand names Motrin or Advil) or acetaminophen (e.g.
brand name Tylenol)? What about for those middle-of-the-night
fevers? Does it matter which one you give?

This post address these very questions.

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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Back by popular demand: how to start baby food! Enjoy our
podcast and learn when to feed, how to feed, and what to feed
your hungry baby when they join you at the family table.

You can also listen to our podcasts here, as well as on any
major streaming service.

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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“Mom, I Want to Come Home”-
Supporting  your  Homesick
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College Student

Navigating the challenges of college

“My daughter called me from the stairwell of her dorm crying.”

“My son is texting me and wants to come home for the weekend.
What would you do?”

“Does anyone else have a kid who is struggling?”

These are quotes from actual parents, posted in online forums
for  the  collegiate  Class  of  2025.  After  the  stressful
application process during the pandemic, the preparation, the
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move-in process, and the emotional goodbyes, many adults are
blindsided  by  the  homesickness  that  their  newly  minted
freshmen may experience. This issue is not just limited to
freshmen. Students who spent last year doing college virtually
may be away from home for the first time. Seeing our children
unhappy  after  so  much  eager  anticipation  leads  to  worry,
sadness, and a general uncertainty among us parents about what
to  do.  This  bodes  the  question:  How  do  we  best  support
homesick kids?

A recent article written by Amy Baldwin, founder of Higher Ed
Parent, talks about what she describes as “the three pillars
of a satisfying and successful college experience” – Emotional
Support, Social Support, and Academic Support. Having worked
with many teens and college students in my practice, I agree
that these areas are all essential for a smooth transition to
and overall positive experience of college life. While we want
to foster independence in our young adults, we most likely
will  need  to  guide  them  through  building  each  of  these
pillars.

If you have a struggling college student, ask the overarching
question: “Is she/he tethered to the school community?” Are
they  having  a  positive  enough  experience  with  their
roommate(s)  and  meeting  other  students  in  their  living
environment? Are they connecting with other kids in their
classes?  Are  they  comfortable  reaching  out  to  a  peer,
professor,  or  TA  if  they  need  academic  support?

Involvement
Involvement is also very important. The college years can
provide so many opportunities to continue to pursue existing
interests, or to try something new. My own college freshman
decided out of the blue to try out for his University’s Club



Volleyball team. At the height of 5’8” and having never played
organized volleyball in his entire life, I almost fell off of
my chair. But I was also happy that he, encouraged by a friend
who had also never played, was willing to put himself out
there and just see what would happen. Whether it is sports,
organized groups, community service, a campus job, or even the
Chocolate  Milk  Club  (yes,  that  is  a  real  thing  at  many
colleges and universities), it is essential that students find
and explore things that they enjoy doing. Activities will
connect them with peers who have similar interests.

Validate feelings
While  helping  their  student  to  establish  these  pillars,
parents should validate their student’s feelings. Sometimes
this means just hearing them out without making a ton of
suggestions. We all need to vent from time to time and simply
be  heard.  When  students  are  in  a  more  receptive  mindset,
parents then can help set small goals and make sure that their
child is familiar with on-campus resources. Daily check-ins
may be essential; an AM “Good morning, I love you, you got
this!” type of text can go a long way. An extra parental visit
to campus or a student trip home may be helpful, but avoid too
many visits home. This can feed into the problem and prevent
the student from establishing a solid connection to their
school. It is also important to be on the lookout for signs of
major  adjustment  difficulties  or  depression,  which  can  be
serious and may require more structured, frequent, and higher-
level interventions.

Sending a child away to college is an adjustment for everyone
involved. If a student you care about is struggling, remind
them that you believe in them and their ability to get through
the challenge. In time, and with proper support, your student
will not only survive but thrive. Concern about hearing from
them too often can shift to a wish that you would hear from
them more frequently —which would not be a bad problem to
have.



What Do I Do If My College Student Is Homesick?
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Higher Ed Parent: Home

What Are the Warning Signs of Depression in College Students?

Dina Ricciardi, LCSW, ACSW

Licensed Clinical Social Worker and Psychotherapist in Private
Practice

–We  thank  guest  blogger  Dina  Ricciardi  for  her  continued
contributions  to  Two  Peds  in  a  Pod  on  the  mental  health
aspects of parenting. Drs. Kardos and Lai
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My child has a fever: what to
do
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Wondering what to do when your child has a fever? With schools
and daycares now back in full swing, many more illnesses are
circulating. Please read our fever advice in the Children’s
Hospital of Philadelphia Health Tip with updates on what do do
when your child has a fever.

Be well, wash your hands, and wear your masks!

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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How to remove tiny splinters
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Usually splinters end up in the hands of tiny tots as pictured
on the left, and not next to the eye as pictured on the right.

More often than not, splinters are teensy-weensy and too small
to grab with tweezers. Wondering how to remove tiny splinters?
If the splinters in your child are near the skin surface and
do not cause much discomfort, simply soak the affected area in
warm soapy water several times a day for a few days. Fifteen
minutes, two or three times a day for four days, works for
most splinters.

Our bodies in general dislike foreign invaders and try to
evict  them.  Water  will  help  draw  out  tiny  splinters  by
loosening up the skin holding the splinter. Soaking works well
particularly for multiple hair-like splinters such as the ones
obtained from sliding down an obstacle course rope. A helpful
old home remedy is to put a paste of baking soda and water
over the splinters for a few hours, which also softens the
skin around a tiny splinter. Oil-based salves such as butter
will not help pull out splinters. However, an over-the-counter
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hydrocortisone  cream  will  help  calm  irritation  and  a
benzocaine-based  cream  (for  kids  over  two  years  of  age)
can help with pain relief.

If a splinter seems easy to grab, then first gently wash the
area with soap and water and pat dry. Don’t soak an area with
a “grab-able” wooden splinter for too long because the wood
will soften and break apart. Next, wash your own hands and
then clean a pair of tweezers with rubbing alcohol. Use the
tweezers to grab hold of the splinter and with the tweezers
pull smoothly. Take care to avoid breaking the splinter before
it comes out.

If the splinter does break, or if you cannot easily grab the
splinter’s end because it does not protrude from the skin,
here is another approach:

Sterilize a sewing needle by first boiling it for one
minute.
Next, clean the needle with rubbing alcohol.
Wash the area with the splinter well.
Using  the  sterilized  needle,  pick  away  at  the  skin
directly above the splinter. Use a magnifying glass if
you have to, make sure you have good lighting, and for
those middle-age parents like us, grab those reading
glasses.
Be careful not to go too deep- you will cause bleeding
which makes visualization impossible.
Continue to separate the skin with the needle gently
until you can nudge the splinter out with the needle or
grab it with your tweezers.

Since  any  break  in  the  skin  is  a  potential  source  of
infection, after you remove the splinter, wash the wound well
with soap and water. Flush the area with running water to
remove any dirt that remains in the wound. See our post on
wound care for further details on how to prevent infection. If
the splinter is particularly dirty or deep, make sure your
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child’s tetanus shot is up to date. Also, watch for signs of
infection over the next few days: redness, pain, or thick
discharge from the wound are all reasons to take your child to
his doctor for evaluation.

Some splinters are just too difficult for parents to remove.
If you are not comfortable removing it yourself of if your
child can’t stay still for the extraction procedure, head over
to your child’s doctor for removal.

The splinter near the baby’s eye pictured above did not bother
her,  but  it  certainly  frustrated  the  child’s  mom  and  the
Emergency Room doctors who finally plucked it out.

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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College bound
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celebrating transitions

Our social media feed is full of parents trading ideas on what
to pack for college. In honor of all of those who are taking a
leap into the collegiate world, including Dr. Kardos’s own
children, we share again the letter Dr. Lai wrote for her
child the night before kindergarten. As Gretchen Rubin said,
“the days are long but the years are short.” As time moves
forward, your child’s transitions may differ, yet they still
will feel the same.

My Child,

As we sit, the night before kindergarten, your toes peeking
out from under the comforter, I notice that your toes are not
so little anymore. 

Tomorrow those toes will step up onto to the bus and carry you
away from me.   Another step towards independence.   Another
step to a place where I can protect you less.  But I do notice
that  those  toes  have  feet  and  legs  which  are  getting

https://www.twopedsinapod.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/i-m34mdVC-XL.jpg


stronger.   You’re not as wobbly as you used to be.  Each time
you take a step you seem to go farther and farther. 

I  trust that you will remember what I’ve taught you.  Look
both ways before you cross the street, chose friends who are
nice to you, and whatever happens don’t eat yellow snow. I
also trust that there are other eyes and hearts who will watch
and guide you. 

But that won’t stop me from worrying about each step you
take. 

Won’t stop me from holding my breath. 

Just like when you first started to walk, I’ll always worry
when you falter. 

I smile because I know you’ll hop up onto the bus tomorrow,
proud as punch, laughing and disappearing in a sea of waving
hands.  I just hope that at some point, those independent feet
will proudly walk back and stand beside me.   

Maybe it will be when you first gaze into your newborn’s eyes,
or maybe it will be when your child climbs onto the bus. 

Until then,

I hold my breath each time you take a step.

Love,
Mommy

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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Ear pain after swimming? It
might be Swimmer’s ear

If your child experiences ear pain after swimming, possibly a
couple of days after a pool party or vacation, they might have
swimmer’s ear. Read our post on swimmer’s ear to learn more.

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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How  to  tell  the  difference
between  COVID  and  allergies
in kids

This spring, kids with allergies are scratching their noses,
and parents are scratching their heads. With the overlap of
allergy symptoms and COVID symptoms, many parents wonder how
to tell the difference between COVID and allergies. While
there is an overlap in symptoms between allergies and viruses
(COVID or otherwise), there are a few distinguishing features:

Allergies Itch
Itchy nose, itchy eyes, itchy throat. If your child is doing a
lot  of  facial  rubbing  or  throat  clearing,  you  can  more
confidently blame allergies. If needed, treat these annoying
itches with allergy medicine such as cetirizine (brand name
Zyrtec),  loratadine  (brand  name  Claritin),  or  fexofenadine
(Brand name Allegra). You can also read our prior post about
spring  allergies.  Allergy  medicine  does  not  improve  these
symptoms if your child has a virus. 
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Fever: Viruses can cause fever. Allergies do not.
If your child has a fever along with their runny or stuffy
nose, coughing, sore throat, and watery eyes, think VIRUS.
Also,  think  “contagious.”  In  contrast,  allergies  do  not
trigger  fevers.  So  if  your  child  has  sudden  onset  of
respiratory  symptoms  WITH  FEVER,  you  can’t  blame  it  on
allergies. 

Age 
If your child is younger than a year, it is unlikely that they
will show signs of spring allergies because they have never
been exposed to spring pollen. A person needs to be sensitized
to something before they can be allergic to it. If it is your
child’s first spring,  they will not usually show signs of
allergies. Usually, cold symptoms in a child this young means
that your child does, in fact, have a cold virus. 

History
Sensitive noses, sensitive airways, sensitive skin, sensitive
gut… they all tend to go together. If your child has ever had
eczema,  there  is  a  good  chance  that  they  may  have
environmental  allergies,  asthma  or  food  allergies.

If two parents have nasal allergies, there is about an 80
percent chance that their child has allergies.

A year ago, COVID -19 testing wasn’t readily available. Now
that we have more access to testing, with any uncertainty, go
ahead and test. You can always call your pediatrician to guide
you through figuring out whether your kid has COVID versus
allergies.

In the meantime, at least take heart that masks not only
protect  against  COVID  from  spreading,  but  scientists
discovered  that  masks  decrease  allergies!

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
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