Medical Health Follow-Up

Petit mal seizure:  Tips to Remember

A brain disorder involving temporary disturbance of brain function caused by abnormal electrical activity in the brain nerve cells, characterized by abrupt, short-term lack of conscious activity, Petit mal seizures occur in 2 out of 1,000 people.  They are most common under age 20, usually in children 6-12.  They may occur in combination with other types of seizures.

Typical petit mal seizures last only a few seconds, with full recovery and no confusion.  They manifest themselves as staring episodes or “absence spells” during which the child’s activity or speech ceases.  The child may stop talking in mid sentence or may cease walking.  One to several seconds’ later speech or activity resumes.  If standing or walking a child seldom falls during one of the episodes.  “Spells” can be infrequent or very frequent occurring many times per hour.  They can interfere with school function and learning.  Teachers may interpret these seizures as lack of attention or other misbehavior.

Symptoms:

Typical
Atypical
Muscle activity changes:


Atonic Seizure

no movement




no muscle movement

hand fumbling




slumping, loss of posture

fluttering eyelids



loss of muscle tone

lip smacking




falling down

chewing

Consciousness changes



Consciousness Changes

staring episodes (unintentional)


unintentional staring

lack of awareness of surroundings

lack of awareness of surrounding

sudden halt in conscious activity


sudden stop of conscious activity

each seizure lasts only seconds


hand fumbling

full recovery of consciousness 


fluttering eyelids







may be provoked by hyperventilation







may have slower beginning of seizure





each lasts only seconds to minutes






recovery may be slower






may have short period confusion






No memory of seizure



No memory of seizure
Note:  Unexplained difficulties in school and learning difficulties may be the first indication of petit mal seizures.

What should I do?

Go the emergency room or call the local emergency 911 number if

· A seizure lasts longer than 2-3 minutes.  This is an emergency situation.

· There are changes in mental status such as confusion or poor responsiveness, prolonged seizure activity /unconscious activity and automatic behaviors (people may eat or move without being aware of where they are or what they are doing).
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