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Until recently, chickenpox was considered a rite of 
passage for most children. Chickenpox, also known as 
Varicella Zoster, is an extremely contagious virus. In 
children it is a mild and unsightly illness that lasts about 
seven days. There is usually some fever twenty-four 
hours before the rash erupts. The rash is generally seen on 
the face or trunk area and in more intense cases it can be 
found almost anywhere. Most children recover from 
chickenpox with no complications and the marks left 
behind fade away in ninety-nine percent of cases. 

In the early 1970's, a vaccine for chickenpox was 
developed in Japan. More than two million doses of the 
vaccine have been given in Japan and Korea. It is also 
now available in the U.S. The National Center for Disease 
Control recommends that all patients who lack a reliable 
history of chicken pox receive the vaccine. There is a 
blood test to determine whether or not a person has had 
chicken pox in the past if medical records are inconclusive. 
Here are some guidelines from the CDC. 

FOR PERSONS 13 YEARS OF AGE AND OVER: 

• Persons in this age group should receive 2 doses of the 
vaccine 4-8 weeks apart. 

• Vaccination is recommended for susceptible persons 
who have close contact with persons at high risk for 
serious complications (e.g. health-care workers and 
family contacts of immunocompromised persons). 

• Vaccination should be considered for susceptible 
persons in the following groups who are at high risk for 
exposure: 

1) Where transmission is likely: teachers of young 
children, day-care workers, residents and staff in 
institutional settings. 

2) Where transmission could occur: college students, 
military personnel, staff and inmates of correctional 
institutions. 

3) Nonpregnant women of childbearing age. Women 
should avoid pregnancy for 1 month following each 
dose of vaccine. 

4) International travelers. 

5) Vaccination of other susceptible adolescents and 
adults is desirable. 

It is generally agreed that the chicken pox vaccine is a 
very good idea for anyone over the age of thirteen due to 
the following statistics published by Harvard Community 
Health: People who get chicken pox after age 13 are more  

'likely to have a severe case of the disease. The risk of 
hospitalization if chickenpox infection occurs is: about 
21% for adolescents, 32% for people 20-30 years old and 
47% for people 31-49 years old. About 3 out of every 
100,000 adolescents who get chickenpox die from the 
disease. About 25 of every 100,000 people 30-49 years old 
who get chickenpox die from the disease. Chickenpox is 
very contagious. Susceptible household members of 
someone with chickenpox have a 90% chance of catching 
it. About 15% of the population who have had chickenpox 
will get shingles later on. 

FOR PERSONS 13 YEARS OF AGE AND UNDER: 

The CDC recommends that all children age 1 and over 
be immunized against chickenpox. But there is still some 
controversy among local pediatricians as to the age that it 
is definitely necessary to inoculate all children. The 
proponents of immunizing all children at age 1 claim that 
the illness can be expensive and inconvenient. Parents 
have to miss work while their children are home. In the 
average home eight or nine days of school or child care are 
missed and adults collectively lose four days of work. But 
Harvard Community Health reports that the vaccine is 
only 70-90% effective in preventing chickenpox. But it is 
95% effective in preventing more severe cases of the 
illness. On the other hand if children contract the illness 
they are immune for life. They never get chicken pox 
again. However the chicken pox virus can return later in 
life as shingles. It is also unknown how long the vaccine 
lasts or if it prevents shingles. 

If you have a child under the age of twelve who has 
not had chicken pox please consult your pediatrician. 
Your own physician is still the best place to start when 
you have a question concerning your child's health. 


