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Components of Breathing Assessment PALS are critical for healthcare providers working with
pediatric patients. The Pediatric Advanced Life Support (PALS) protocol emphasizes the importance
of timely and accurate assessment of breathing in children experiencing respiratory distress or
failure. Understanding the components of breathing assessment enables healthcare providers to not
only identify potential problems but also implement appropriate interventions quickly. This
comprehensive article delves into the various aspects of breathing assessment in PALS, the
techniques involved, and the significance of these assessments in critical situations.

Understanding Breathing Assessment in PALS

Breathing assessment in pediatric patients is a systematic process that involves evaluating the
effectiveness of ventilation and oxygenation. It is essential for identifying respiratory issues that
could lead to more serious complications if not addressed promptly. The assessment includes
observing respiratory patterns, auscultating lung sounds, and evaluating the patient's overall clinical
picture.

Importance of Breathing Assessment

- Early Detection: Rapid identification of breathing problems allows for timely intervention, which
can be critical in improving patient outcomes.
- Informed Decision-Making: A thorough breathing assessment aids clinicians in making informed
decisions regarding the need for advanced interventions such as intubation or mechanical
ventilation.
- Monitoring Progress: Continuous assessment of breathing can help evaluate the effectiveness of
treatments and guide further management strategies.

Components of Breathing Assessment

A comprehensive breathing assessment involves several key components that healthcare providers
must consider. These components include inspection, palpation, percussion, auscultation, and vital
sign evaluation.

1. Inspection

The first step in a breathing assessment is a visual inspection of the patient. This involves observing
the following:

- Respiratory Rate: Count the number of breaths per minute. Normal rates vary by age:
- Newborns: 30-60 breaths/min



- Infants: 30-50 breaths/min
- Children: 20-30 breaths/min
- Adolescents: 12-20 breaths/min
- Effort of Breathing: Look for signs of labored breathing, such as:
- Use of accessory muscles
- Nasal flaring
- Grunting
- Color: Assess for cyanosis or pallor, which may indicate inadequate oxygenation.
- Positioning: Observe the child's positioning; tripoding or sitting up can indicate respiratory
distress.

2. Palpation

Palpation involves using hands to assess the chest wall and other physical characteristics of
breathing. Key aspects include:

- Chest Expansion: Place hands on the lower ribs and assess for symmetrical expansion during
inhalation.
- Tactile Fremitus: Ask the patient to say "ninety-nine" while placing your hands on their chest.
Increased vibrations can indicate lung consolidation, while decreased vibrations may suggest pleural
effusion or pneumothorax.
- Tenderness: Assess for any areas of tenderness, which may indicate underlying pathology.

3. Percussion

Percussion is the technique of tapping on the chest to assess underlying lung conditions. The sounds
produced can help determine whether lung tissue is normal, consolidated, or filled with fluid.

- Normal Resonance: Indicates normal lung tissue.
- Dullness: Suggests conditions like pleural effusion or pneumonia.
- Hyperresonance: May indicate pneumothorax or overinflation of the lungs.

4. Auscultation

Auscultation is critical in evaluating lung sounds and can provide significant insights into respiratory
function.

- Normal Breath Sounds: These include vesicular sounds, which are soft and low-pitched.
- Abnormal Breath Sounds:
- Wheezing: High-pitched sounds typically indicating bronchospasm.
- Rales (Crackles): These may suggest fluid in the alveoli and are often associated with pneumonia or
congestive heart failure.
- Rhonchi: Low-pitched sounds that may indicate obstruction in larger airways.

Auscultation should be performed in multiple areas of the chest to ensure a comprehensive



assessment.

5. Vital Sign Evaluation

In addition to the physical examination, vital signs provide essential information about the patient's
respiratory status. Key vital signs to assess include:

- Heart Rate: Tachycardia may indicate respiratory distress or other systemic issues.
- Blood Pressure: Hypotension can be a late sign of shock.
- Oxygen Saturation: Use a pulse oximeter to monitor oxygen levels; a saturation below 92%
warrants further investigation and potential intervention.

Interpreting Assessment Findings

Once the assessment is complete, the next step is interpreting the findings to determine the
underlying cause of respiratory distress. Common conditions to consider include:

- Asthma: Characterized by wheezing, prolonged expiration, and increased respiratory effort.
- Pneumonia: Often presents with crackles, fever, and signs of consolidation.
- Croup: Usually involves stridor, a barking cough, and respiratory distress.
- Foreign Body Aspiration: May present with sudden onset of respiratory distress and unilateral
wheezing.

Implementing Interventions

Depending on the findings from the breathing assessment, appropriate interventions may include:

- Supplemental Oxygen: Administering oxygen to improve saturation levels.
- Bronchodilators: Utilizing nebulized medications for conditions like asthma.
- CPR and Advanced Airway Management: Initiating CPR if the patient is unresponsive and not
breathing, or preparing for intubation if indicated.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the components of breathing assessment in PALS are integral to the effective
management of pediatric patients in respiratory distress. A systematic approach that includes
inspection, palpation, percussion, auscultation, and vital sign evaluation allows healthcare providers
to identify issues early and implement timely interventions. By mastering these components,
clinicians can better respond to the challenges presented by pediatric emergencies, ultimately
improving patient outcomes and ensuring the safety and well-being of vulnerable populations. The
knowledge gained from understanding these principles is invaluable for all healthcare professionals
involved in pediatric care.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key components of a breathing assessment in
pediatric advanced life support (PALS)?
The key components include assessing the airway, breathing rate, depth of respirations, effort, and
the presence of any abnormal sounds such as wheezing or stridor.

How do you evaluate airway patency during a breathing
assessment?
Airway patency can be evaluated by checking if the airway is clear, looking for any obstructions, and
assessing the child's ability to speak or cry.

What is the significance of measuring respiratory rate in
PALS?
Measuring respiratory rate is crucial as it helps identify respiratory distress or failure, guiding the
appropriate interventions required for the child.

What should you observe for when assessing the effort of
breathing?
You should observe for signs of respiratory distress, such as retractions, nasal flaring, grunting, or
use of accessory muscles during breathing.

How can you assess the adequacy of ventilation in a pediatric
patient?
Adequacy of ventilation can be assessed by observing the rise and fall of the chest, listening for
breath sounds, and checking for adequate oxygenation and carbon dioxide levels.

What role does pulse oximetry play in a breathing assessment
during PALS?
Pulse oximetry is used to non-invasively measure the oxygen saturation levels in the blood, providing
important information about the patient's respiratory status.

Why is it important to assess for abnormal lung sounds during
a breathing assessment?
Assessing for abnormal lung sounds is important as it can indicate underlying respiratory conditions
such as asthma, pneumonia, or bronchospasm, which require immediate attention.
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