
Spotting Early Signs of Digestive Problems

From the "I'm-too-sick-to-take-the-math-test" tummy ache, to serious bouts of diarrhea or severe pain, kids can have a range of digestive problems. If your child has frequent pain, diarrhea, vomiting, bleeding or breathing problems after eating, it's important to help identify the source of the problem early on and explore treatment options.

Knowing how to spot potential digestive disorders -- and when to call your child's doctor -- can get your child the treatment she needs. Here are some of the more common digestive problems found in kids, along with their symptoms:

Recurrent abdominal pain (RAP)

RAP is ongoing abdominal pain that keeps kids away from their usual activities. RAP affects up to a quarter of school-age children and adolescents, and is one of the most common problems health care professionals see.

Diarrhea

Diarrhea is loose, watery stools occurring more than three times in one day. This common problem can last a day or two and usually goes away on its own without special treatment. However, prolonged diarrhea can be a sign of other problems.

Constipation

When your child doesn't have a bowel movement for several days or passes hard, dry stools, she is constipated. Other symptoms of constipation include: 

· bloating (won't wear tight clothing around the abdomen) 
· cramps or pain 

· lack of appetite (eats small amounts of food frequently -- known as "grazing"; fills up quickly) 

· holding in bowel movements (to avoid pain) 

· soiled underwear 

Gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD)

GERD occurs when acidic stomach juices, food or fluid backs up into the esophagus. It's very common in infants, but usually clears up by the time a baby is around 4 months. GERD may be linked to upper respiratory problems and other conditions, including infections, chronic sinusitis, hoarseness and asthma.

Irritable bowel disease (IBD)

More than 100,000 kids in the United States, including infants, suffer from some form of IBD. Symptoms range from mild to severe and include: 

· persistent diarrhea 
· abdominal pain or cramps 

· rectal bleeding 

· fever 

· weight loss 

· delayed growth from malnutrition 

Food allergies

Allergies to food and to milk (called lactose intolerance) can produce a variety of symptoms: 

· vomiting 
· diarrhea 

· cramps 

· hives and eczema 

· itching or swelling of the lips, tongue or mouth 

· itching and tightness in the throat 

· difficulty breathing 

· low blood pressure 

When to call the doctor

While many digestive problems clear up on their own, a good rule of thumb is to call your child's doctor if your child begins to repeatedly complain of the same symptoms. Always check with your child's doctor if your child experiences: 

· weight loss 
· blood in her stools 

· pain that wakens her during the night 

· painful urination 

· joint pains 

Seek medical help immediately if she has difficulty swallowing or breathing after eating.
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