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Asthma Fact or Fiction? 

 It is contagious. 

 It is only an acute disease, and you can outgrow it.

 It always limits normal activities. 

 It limits a child’s ability to fully participate in sports. 



Presentation Overview

• What is asthma? 
• How does asthma affect tribal communities? 
• What triggers asthma? 
• What can I do? 



What is Asthma?
Asthma is a condition that:
• Is chronic.
• Produces recurring episodes of breathing 

problems. 
• Is potentially life-threatening. 
• Can occur at any age. 
• Is not contagious. 
• Cannot be cured, but can be controlled. 



Asthma in Tribal Communities
Protecting the health of the next generation. 

• 12% of people living in tribal 
communities – nearly double the 
current national average of 7%.1

• 13.0% of American Indian/Alaska
Native children compared to 8.9% of 
children in the U.S. 2

1 CDC. Surveillance for asthma---United States, 1980--1999. In: CDC Surveillance Summaries (March 29). MMWR 2002;51(No. SS-1).

2 Asthma Prevalence Among US Children in Underrepresented Minority Populations: American Indian/Alaska Native, Chinese, Filipino, 
and Asian Indian. Brim, Rudd, Funk, and Callahan. PEDIATRICS: 122(1). July 2008, pp. e217-e222. 



What are the Symptoms of 
Asthma?

• Shortness of breath

• Wheezing

• Tightness in the chest

• Coughing 

• Waking at night with any of 
the above symptoms*

* a key marker of uncontrolled asthma



What Happens During an Episode of 
Asthma?

• The lining of the 
airways becomes 
narrow and easily 
irritated due to 
inflammation. 

• The airways produce a 
thick mucus. 

• The muscles around 
the airways tighten and 
make airways narrower. 



What Can Make Asthma Worse?

Not all factors affect all people. It’s important to identify 
what affects a particular person’s asthma.

• Exercise (Exercise Induced Asthma) 
• Infections in the upper airways, such as colds
• Changes in weather and temperature
• Physical expressions of strong feelings (crying or 

laughing hard, yelling)



What Can Make Asthma Worse?

Allergens such as:
• Dust mites
• Cockroaches
• Furred and feathered animals
• Pollens (grass and trees)
• Molds (indoor and outdoors)
• Nitrogen dioxide 



What Can Make Asthma Worse?

Irritants such as:
• Environmental tobacco smoke
• Air pollution 
• Scented products 
• Strong fumes or odors 



Is There A Cure For Asthma?
• Asthma cannot be cured, but it can be 

controlled. 
• Most people with asthma should be able to live 

healthy, active lives with minimal symptoms.
• There are many actions you can take to reduce 

the burden of asthma in your community. 



How Is Asthma Controlled?
• Follow an individualized, written asthma action 

plan. 
• Reduce or eliminate exposure to factors (such 

as those in the indoor and outdoor 
environments) that can cause asthma 
symptoms. Fill out an environmental history. 

• Encourage and support use of medication as 
prescribed. 
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What Actions Can I Take?
• Reduce triggers in the home. 

– Use the EPA Home Environment Checklist. 
– Example Actions: 

Reduce exposure to dust mites by regularly washing bedding in 
hot water and drying completely. 

Dry damp or wet items within 24-48 hours to avoid mold 
growth. 

• Encourage the use of asthma management plans. 

http://www.epa.gov/asthma/pdfs/home_environment_checklist.pdf

http://www.epa.gov/asthma/pdfs/home_environment_checklist.pdf�
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What Actions Can I Take?

• Reduce triggers in school.  
– Use the EPA Indoor Air Quality Tools for Schools 

Program and Action Kit. 
– Example Actions: 

Minimize dust by reducing clutter.

Do not block ventilation ducts.

Avoid mold growth by reporting moisture problems or water 
leaks to the appropriate staff member immediately.

http://www.epa.gov/iaq/schools/managingasthma.html

http://www.epa.gov/iaq/schools/managingasthma.html�
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What Actions Can I Take?

• Limit the amount of perfumed products you 
wear. 

• Be conscious of exposure to certain cleaning 
products and use less toxic alternatives when 
possible. 

• Choose not to smoke around others, especially 
children. 



Resources for More Information
• EPA’s Tribal Indoor Air Quality Web site – www.epa.gov/iaqtribal
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Resources for More Information
• EPA’s Asthma Program – http://www.epa.gov/asthma

• EPA’s IAQ Tools for Schools Program – http://www.epa.gov/iaq/schools/

• NoAttacks.org – http://www.noattacks.org/

• AsthmaCommunityNetwork.org –
http://www.asthmacommunitynetwork.org/

• Aberdeen Area Tribal Chairmen’s Health Board Asthma Prevention 
Campaign – http://aatchb.org/asthma/

• Native AIR program – http://www.nativeasthma.org
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References 
• NAEEP Asthma Basics for Schools PowerPoint Presentation –

http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/prof/lung/asthma/basics_schools/part2.ppt
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http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/prof/lung/asthma/basics_schools/part2.ppt�


Conclusion
• Simple actions can greatly reduce 

the burden of asthma in your tribal 
community. 

THANK YOU!

Barbara Spark
Indoor Air Program Coordinator – U.S.EPA Region 9  

spark.barbara@epa.gov
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