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STREP THROAT, TONSILLITIS, AND TONSILLECTOMY
Strep throat is a common upper respiratory disease in the Rocky Mountain areas of the U.S. It is one of the most common bacteria found on surfaces of human homes and work areas.  Approximately one or two percent of people have the germ in their throat with out ever being sick, the so called "carrier state".  By definition, a "carrier" does not get sick from the germ. It is contacted from direct contact with sick individuals, or in the right circumstances, can be picked up off of household and working surfaces such as furniture and inoculated into a throat because of failure to wash hands. A popular impression held by a lot of people is that a dog can serve as the carrier. This rarely if ever happens. Viral illnesses frequently precede the appearance of strep - sort of damaging the defenses of a treat such that even a small number of strep germs can get a foothold. Often the strep part of the illness is successfully treated with antibiotics, and the patient stays sick until the viral portion of the illness fades.
Strep can go away without treatment but we worry that complications can result if untreated.  Common complications include rheumatic fever (which can severely damage heart valves), glomerulonephritis (which can cause severe kidney damage), and pneumonia, any of which can result in death. Luckily, the vast percentage of people with strep would not get these complications. We can not take the chance, so we treat with antibiotics. Strep is almost always sensitive to the penicillin group, the erythromycin group, and the cephalosporin group of antibiotics which are the most common treatments. Recurrences of strep can occur if toothbrushes or inhalers or other items which people place in their mouths have been contaminated while sick are not cleaned or thrown out. We recommend replacing the old toothbrush after two or three days on antibiotics. In a school setting, one of the best ways for strep to spread is to fail to have child wash their hands before lunch but most schools are aware of this problem and we have seen a big improvement in this area in recent years. 
Occasionally, strep will recur because the tonsils are damaged beyond repair. There are various guidelines for tonsillectomy, or removal of tonsils, including 1) missing 10-14 days of activity per year directly related to tonsil infections, 2) five documented strep infections per year, 3) upper airway obstruction because of large tonsil size, and 4) chronic tonsillitis (inflammation of the tonsils with sore throat) for 3 months, 5) 7 episodes of tonsillitis regardless of cause in a year, or 8 episodes in 2 years. More adults than children have met these criteria in recent years. In the past, tonsillectomy was one of the operations done most unnecessarily. No one ever meets any of these criteria exactly, so we have to still use good judgment. We do not take out tonsils just because they are large unless they are obstructing the airway or causing sleep apnea.
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