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acetaminophen (uh-see-tuh-MIN-uh-
fin)—a medicine for pain and fever.
Tylenol is one brand of acetaminophen.

antiviral (ant-ee-VYE-rul) drug—
a medicine that can kill some flu viruses.

disinfectant (dis-in-FEK-tint)—
a cleaner that kills germs.

ibuprofen (eye-byoo-PROH-fin)—
a medicine for pain and fever. Advil
and Motrin are brands of ibuprofen.

pneumonia (nuh-MOH-nyuh)—
an infection of the lungs.

sinus infection (SYE-nis in-FEK-shun)—
an infection of the spaces inside your 
head, behind your nose (sinuses).

wheeze (weez) or wheezing (weez-ing)—
high-pitched whistling sound when
breathing.

Words to Know

The flu (influenza) is an illness caused by a virus.
It affects the whole body. This is not the same as
what we often call the “stomach flu.”

Flu season is mostly in the winter. Each year the
flu is a little different because there are different
types of flu viruses and they change over time.
So, people can get the flu many times in their life.

Signs of the Flu
The flu can last a week or more. Your child usually
will feel the worst during the first 2 or 3 days. Flu
symptoms include:

• A sudden fever (usually over 101°F or 38.3°C).
• Chills and shakes with the fever.
• Headache, body aches, and extreme tiredness.
• Sore throat and/or dry, hacking cough.
• Stuffy, runny nose.
• Throwing up (vomiting) and loose, runny 

stools (diarrhea).

Is It the Flu or a Cold?
Both the flu and colds are caused by viruses. They
can have some of the same symptoms. But there
are differences:

Flu
• Children get sick quickly, often within 1 day.
• Children usually feel very sick and achy.
• Most children will need to stay in bed for 

a few days.
• Flu is more common in the winter.

The Flu

Cold
• Children usually have low fever or none at all.
• Coughing is mild.
• Children with colds usually have the energy 

to play and keep up with their routines.
• Colds can happen any time of year.

What to Do for the Flu
Call the Doctor. . .

Right away—if your baby is 2 months or
younger and has a fever.

Within 24 hours—if your child is older than 
1 year and shows signs of flu. The doctor may
be able to treat the flu with an antiviral drug*.
But this only works if your child gets the drug
in the first day or two of illness.

Usually there are no serious problems with the flu.
But sometimes your child can get an ear infection,
a sinus infection*, or pneumonia*.
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At any age, call the doctor if your child has one 
of these signs with the flu:

• Trouble breathing
• A cough that won’t go away after a week
• Pain in the ear
• Fever that continues or comes back after 3 to 4 days
• Does not start to feel better after a few days

Other Tips
Extra rest and lots of fluids can help your child 
feel better. You can also give your child medicine
to bring down the fever:

• For a baby 6 months or younger, give
acetaminophen*.

• For a child older than 6 months, give 
either acetaminophen or ibuprofen*.

Both of these drugs help with fever. They are not
the same. Be sure to get the right kind of medicine
for your child’s age. Follow what the label says.

Never give your child aspirin.
Aspirin puts your child at risk 
for Reye syndrome, a serious 
illness that affects the liver 
and brain.

Check with your child’s doctor 
before giving your child any other medicines.
This includes over-the-counter cold and cough
medicines. Antibiotics don’t help the flu.

Don’t smoke around your child. Smoke makes
children cough and wheeze* more. And it makes 
it harder for them to get over the flu.

How to Prevent the Flu
The flu spreads very easily, especially to children
and adults who spend time with children. It
usually spreads during the first several days 
of the illness.

There are 3 ways to prevent the flu:

Good Hygiene (HYE-jeen)

Keeping germs from spreading is the best way 
to avoid spreading the flu. These tips will help
protect your family from getting sick:

1. Teach your child to cover his or her mouth and 
nose when coughing or sneezing. Show your 
child how to use a tissue or a sleeve, not a hand.

2. Use tissues for runny noses. Throw them in the 
trash right away.

3. Avoid kissing a sick child on the mouth or face.

4. Make sure everyone washes their hands often.

5. Wash dishes, spoons, and forks in hot, soapy 
water or the dishwasher.

6. Don’t let children share pacifiers, cups, spoons,
forks, washcloths, or towels. Never share 
toothbrushes.

7. Use paper cups in the bathroom and kitchen.
Throw them away after each use.

8. Wash doorknobs, toilet handles, countertops,
and even toys. Use a disinfectant* or soap 
and hot water.

Flu Vaccines
There are safe vaccines to protect against the flu.
They come as shots and a nose spray. Ask your
child’s doctor what is best for your child. Most
healthy children need a flu vaccine every fall. All
their family members should get the vaccine too.
Call the doctor in September to find out more.

Antiviral Drugs
These drugs are taken before the child is exposed
to the flu. These are very important for children
with serious health problems who have not had 
a flu vaccine.
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To learn more, visit the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) Web site at www.aap.org.

Your child’s doctor will tell you to do what’s best for your child.
This information should not take the place of talking with your child’s doctor.

Note: Brand names are for your information only. The AAP does not 
recommend any specific brand of drugs or products.

Adaptation of the AAP information in this handout into plain language  
was supported in part by McNeil Consumer Healthcare.

© 2008 American Academy of Pediatrics
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