HEAD LICE (PEDICULOSIS)
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What are lice?   Head lice are wingless insects with flattened, elongated bodies about the size of a match head.  They have three pairs of legs with large claws that enable them to grip tightly onto hair.  Human lice are very hard to see – they move very quickly and their gray to brown color blends in with the scalp. 

Life Cycle of the Louse

The female head louse lives for about a month during which time she glues for to five eggs (“nits”) a day to the hair.  She prefers the area above the ears and back of the neck where temperature and humidity conditions are better.  

The “nits,” about the size of a pinhead, hatch in about seven to ten days and the baby lice immediately begin feeding on their host.  Within two weeks, the lice mate, produce more eggs, and the cycle begins again.  

Can Lice Live Without A Host?  

No.  The louse dries out rapidly if they are off a person for more than 24-36 hours.  

Can Head Lice Survive On Pets?  

No, head lice are human parasites and must feed on us to survive. 

Can Head Lice Hop or Jump?  

The legs of the human louse are adapted for grasping a person’s hair so they are unable to hop, jump, fly, or leap tall buildings in a single bound.  

Do Head Lice Spread Disease?  

Head lice have little medical consequences except for secondary infection that results when the skin is broken by scratching.  The human head louse itself does not transmit any disease.  The only notable consequence of head lice is the embarrassment experienced by children (and their parents) after being identified as having the parasite.  

How Are Head Lice Transmitted?  
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Lice are transmitted by close personal contact with an infested person’s head or by sharing articles of clothing and personal items such as hats, batting helmets, headbands, scarves, caps, combs and brushes.  Children who become infected in school will carry lice home and may infest family members who then become a source for a recurring louse problem in the home.

What Are Symptoms of Head Lice?  

Since lice cause intense itching of the scalp, parents and school officials should watch for children who constantly scratch their heads.  

How Can Parents Check Their Child for Head Lice?  

Look for the whitish-to-cream colored eggs glued to hair follicles particularly along the back of the neck and around the ears.  To the untrained eye, nits can easily be confused with dandruff or even dried flakes of hair spray.  Because infested children usually have fewer than ten live lice, parents can easily miss seeing live lice.  A useful way to check for their presence is to have the child hold their head over a light-colored towel or piece of cardboard.  Brush the youngster’s hair and scalp vigorously toward the towel.  Lice that become dislodged will become visible on the towel.  

What Should Parents Do If Their Child Has Lice?

Immediately notify the school nurse and parents of the child’s playmates.  Do not be embarrassed!  Head lice is not a sign of uncleanliness.  Other children are also infested, and if the condition goes unchecked, children who were previously treated will become reinfected and have to be treated again.  Don’t forget to check all family members as well.

What is the Treatment for Head Lice?  
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Several “over-the-counter” products are available including Nix ®, Rid ®, A200®, and R&C Shampoo, Nix® has the added benefit of killing both the live adults and the eggs.  One or two additional treatments at 7-10 day intervals are sometimes needed to entirely eliminate the infestation.  It is very important to follow the directions on the medicated shampoo.   Olive oils smothers and kills active head lice ( lab tested at the Harvard School of Public Health).  Apply on days 1, 5, 9, 13, 17, & 21.  Treatments have been carefully timed to coincide with the life cycle of the louse.  If you choose not to use a pediculicide, use the olive oil treatment on Day 1 and Day 2 in addition to all other designated days.  You may do the treatments more often if you like, but do not miss any of these days or, chances are you will have to start over.

How Can Parents Delouse Personal Items?

Washable, clothing, hats, head bands, helmets, bed linen, towels, sleeping bags, and other personal items (such as brushes and combs) including those kept in purses and in the car should be washed in hot (120(F or higher) soapy water for five to ten minutes, then dried in a clothes dryer for at least 20-30 minutes.  Woolen or other non-washable clothing can be dry-cleaned, but this additional expense can be avoided by simply isolating the articles for 2 days.  Vacuuming mattresses, upholstery and carpeting will pick up stray lice.  Personal items, stuffed toys, and clothing that cannot be washed at high temperatures or dry-cleaned should be placed in an airtight plastic bag for two days.  Spraying furniture, carpeting and bedding with an insecticide serves no real purpose.

As a reminder, this column is being written to draw attention to the issues discussed, and should not  be relied upon as medical advice and is not intended to replace the advice of your child’s physician.  
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