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HEAD LICE 

Facts and Tips

· Head lice can affect any child from any type of family.

· Head lice are small, brownish, elongated bugs with six legs. They are not difficult to find. They move quickly when exposed to light.

· Cleanliness will not make a person less susceptible to contracting lice. Head lice will grab onto long or short hair, clean or dirty.

· Head lice do not jump or fly. They have specialized hook-like feet that allow them to move quickly along the hair shaft. Away from a head, they are clumsy and slow. 

· Head lice are acquired by close or direct physical head-to-head contact with another person who has head lice.

· Head lice present no danger. They do cause itching but do not carry disease.

· Head lice will die within a day without a human host.

· There is only a remote chance of getting head lice from inanimate objects such as rugs or batting helmets.

· Head lice affect humans only; they do not live on pets.

All parents of elementary school children should be routinely checking their children for head lice. This is especially true in the fall and spring. The best way to do this is by methodically examining the scalp and hair using a good light source, hands-free magnification, and a lice comb.
· Lice eggs (nits) differ from dandruff in that they are “cemented” to the hair shaft. They do not move unless pulled down the entire shaft using your fingernails or a lice comb. Dandruff will easily brush or blow away. 

· Divide the hair into small sections and examine the scalp carefully. Baby lice, or nymphs, are tiny dark specks. They are difficult to see. Nits will be close to the scalp in a new infestation; more than half an inch away from the scalp usually indicates an older case. 

· The first signs of infestation are itching, irritation, and redness of the skin or scalp area. The actual infestation usually begins 30 to 35 days before any of these symptoms appear.

· Head lice tend to prefer the crown of the head, behind the ears, or the nape of the neck, but can be found anywhere on the head, usually near the scalp. 

· A common mistake is to assume that the presence of nits is proof of infestation. Nits are tiny, whitish, sesame seed-shaped specks stuck to the hair shaft. Unless manually removed or trimmed, nits will remain glued to the hair shaft for weeks or even months after an infestation has been successfully treated. This is the reason why “no-nit” policies are a thing of the past.

· The only proof of active infestation is the presence of live lice on the head. Medicated shampoos should only be started if this is the case. Ask your pharmacist to recommend a lice shampoo. Do not treat everyone in the house “to be on the safe side.” 

· Be sure to follow all package directions carefully. It is essential that the second treatment be applied within 7-10 days after the first treatment.

· Since lice shampoos only kill live lice, all eggs need to be removed. It is almost impossible to distinguish a live egg from a dead or empty one. You cannot assume. They all need to come out. Be patient. This is hard on you and your child. The TV or a video will help.

· Daily checking, picking, and combing by you are paramount at this stage of treatment. Periodic checking by your school nurse is suggested both pre- and post-second treatment.

· If someone has lice at home, it is not necessary to dry clean draperies, throw away mattresses, or fumigate the house. Do machine wash all bedding and bed clothing in the hottest water possible. Bag all decorative pillows and stuffed toys for a couple of days if you are unable to launder them. Jackets and hats that are stored in close contact should also be washed.

· Give the house a thorough vacuuming, including furniture and the car seats. Discard the vacuum bag when you are finished. There is no need to use surface lice sprays in your home. Head lice live on heads, not surfaces.

· All hair accessories – brushes and scrunchies - should be cleaned with soap and hot water. Pin the scrunchies together and add them to the laundry. Most other hair accessories can be washed in the dishwasher.

· Once the house has been cleaned, there is no need to do it again. You may wish to change the child’s pillowcase daily, but there is no need to launder bed linens everyday. Your time is much better spent concentrating on your child’s head.

· If, after the second treatment, you are still finding live lice on your child’s hair, you should consult your pediatrician for guidance.

If head lice come to your house, don’t panic. While it is a huge nuisance, the worst will be over within a few days. If you find yourself in need of assistance, your school nurse would be happy to help you in any way.

Need more head lice information?  Log on to your school nurse’s website.
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