An Interview with an Asthma Expert
More Americans than ever are suffering from asthma, a chronic illness that interferes with life if there is inadequate diagnosis and inappropriate treatment. Understanding the causes of asthma and the factors that evoke an asthma attack can help the asthmatic maintain a normal life by controlling asthma symptoms with the help of the new asthma medications.  Through the interview with a pharmacy doctor, I sought to find the latest information about asthma in term of asthma definition and its risk factors.

 What are the treatments and how can we have optimal effects and minimal side effects?   What are possible quality of life and psychological effects that an asthmatic can have?  My intent was to find out the doctor’s perspective about asthma in this country and relate that to my personal experience and knowledge that I gained from reading.

On Nov. 12, 2003, I interviewed Dr. Steve Scott, a pharmacy doctor who has been teaching at Purdue School of Pharmacy since 1987.  He also worked at hospital pharmacy and nursing home.  He is currently teaching a pharmacy course, which includes information on asthma and many other diseases.  I found him through a student of his in the sixth year of pharmacy program. Through my interview I recognized that Dr. Scott has updated information about asthma and he has been working closely with patients who have asthma.

The interview took place at his office located in Hein building.  The environment was warm and friendly, giving me confidence.  According to Dr. Scott, asthma in this country is prevalent because of diagnosis’ recognition and asthma symptom’s awareness, improving overall diagnosis comparing to ten or fifteen years ago.  New technology, such as lung functioning tests, helps to diagnose the disease earler than before.

Dr. Scott said that in last 15 years, people think of asthma simply as a disease of constricting the airway;  therefore, treatment primarily use of bronchodilators.  But now people recognized that another condition of asthma is the inflammation of the airway.  Asthma is primarily disease of inflammation of the bronchi, reacting to irritants such as dust, pollen, cold air, feathers, molds, and cigarette smoking.  He didn’t believe that infection can cause an asthma attack but it could contribute to the severity of an asthma attack.  It was interesting to find out that the prognosis of asthma can improve over time if treated effectively.  

He also addresses that gastro esophageal reflux disease (GERD) might be related to asthma but does not cause asthma as not many asthmatics have GERD.  Again it might contribute to the severity of an asthma attack because acid from stomach regurgitation itself is an irritant.   

In his pharmacy practice and teaching experience, Dr. Scott has found that asthma treatment should be based on relieving the symptoms.  One effective strategy is to use corticosteroid such as Budesonide, Fluticasone Propionate every day to reduce inflammation of the bronchi over time.  Another type of medication called bronchodilators, such as Abuterol or Epinephrine, is used to dilate the bronchi when people have an asthma attack.  With all the advantages of new technology and findings, the number of people who die from asthma every year has decreased because of asthma recognition and patient education.  This number is still higher than it should be because of misusing medications. Each medication must be used in a certain way to have a maximal effect.

The worst of asthma can be respiratory failure. People could die from it if they don’t come to emergency room on time.  If people come to the hospital on time, they are more likely to survive.

 The side effect of oral corticosteroid can primarily be face puffiness due to water retention; increasing or decreasing blood sugar; stomach ulcer; or Cushing disease such as moon face because of fat depositing.  Today inhaling corticosteroid is safer with less side effects but the patient should rinse thoroughly after inhaling because it suppresses the body’s immune system, causing mouth’s fungal infection. The side effects of bronchodilator are less serious and include nervousness, tremors and increasing heart rate.

Dr. Scott provided me important information that I couldn’t get from Ms. Susie Marshal, a pharmacist who works for Purdue Pharmacy.  I am pleased with this detailed information.

Patients with asthma can resume a normal life if they comply properly with their treatment, according to Dr. Scott, because today’s advanced pharmaceutical technology, we have better asthma medications than the past 15 years.  If patients know how to administer the medications property and in a timely fashion, their asthma can easily be controlled.

They should, however, avoid the causes of their asthma attacks. For example, if they have seasonal allergies they should take allergy medication regularly or if they are smokers they should quit smoking.  Asthmatics should also know their limitations; for example, if people have exercise-inducing asthma they should take their medications before they start exercising and shouldn’t work too hard.  This is valuable information for me to help my son to minimize the occurrences of an asthma attack.  

The interview with Dr. Scott went very well.  I came to the appointment on time and well prepared. He was very kind and answered my questions openly and comfortably.  I was not very nervous because I already have experience and did a lot of background reading to be able to understand the doctor’s language; therefore, I asked all the proper questions.  This interview helped me to understand more about asthma, especially about psychological problems of an asthmatic.  The view of asthma now and in the past, in terms of definition and treatment, has changed over time.  I still want to know more about the relationship between asthma and GERD; this will be my goal in my next project. 

