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Next to the common cold, ear infections are the most commonly diagnosed childhood
illness in the United States. More that 3 out of 4 kids have had at least one ear infection
by the time they reach three years of age.
More About Ear Infections
Inflammation in the middle ear area is
known as otitis media. When referring to
an ear infection, doctors most likely mean
"acute otitis media" rather than the
common ear infection called swimmers
ear.
Acute otitis media is the presence of fluid,
typically pus, in the middle ear with
symptoms of pain, redness of the eardrum,
and possible fever.
Other forms of otitis media are either more
chronic (fluid is in the middle ear for 6 or
more weeks) or the fluid in the middle ear
is temporary and not necessarily infected
(called otitis media with effusion).
Doctors try to distinguish between the
different forms of otitis because this affects
treatment options. Not all forms of otitis
need to be treated with antibiotics.

Causes
Kids develop ear infections more
frequently in the first 2 to 4 years of life
for several reasons:
Their Eustachian tubes are shorter and
more horizontal than those of adults, which
allow bacteria and viruses to find their way
into the middle ear more easily. Their
tubes are also narrower and less stiff,
which makes them more prone to
blockage.

The adenoids, which are gland-like structures located in the back of the
upper throat near the Eustachian tubes, are large in children and can
interfere with the opening of the Eustachian tubes.
Ear infections also occur more commonly in boys than girls, in kids whose
families have a history of ear infections, and during the winter season when
upper respiratory tract infections or colds are frequent.

Signs & Symptoms
The signs and symptoms of acute otitis media may range from very mild to
severe:
The fluid in the middle ear may push on the eardrum, causing ear pain. An
older child may complain of an earache, but a younger child may tug at the
ear or simply act irritable and cry more than usual.
Lying down, chewing, and sucking can also cause painful pressure changes
in the middle ear, so a child may eat less than normal or have trouble
sleeping.
Ear infections are also frequently associated with upper respiratory tract
infections and, therefore, with their common signs and symptoms, such as
a runny or stuffy nose or a cough.
Contagiousness
Ear infections are not contagious, though the cold that may lead to one can
be.
Duration
Middle ear infections often go away on their own within 2 or 3 days, even
without any specific treatment. If your doctor decides to prescribe
antibiotics, a 10-day course is usually recommended.
For kids 6 years of age and older with a mild to moderate infection, a
shortened course of antibiotics (5 to 7 days) may be appropriate.
When to Call the Doctor
Kids with an earache or a sense of fullness in the ear, especially when
combined with fever, should be evaluated by their doctors if they aren't
improving. Other conditions can also result in earaches, such as teething, a
foreign object in the ear, or hard earwax.

