




Pediculosis (Head Lice)
Introduction

Head lice infestation is common in the United States among children 3 to 12 years of age.  Head lice are not a health hazard or a sign of uncleanliness and are not responsible for the spread of any disease.  The most common symptom is itching.

What to Look For

The adult louse is 2 to 3 mm long (the size of a sesame seed) and usually pale gray, although color may vary.  The female lives up to 3 to 4 weeks and lays approximately 10 eggs, or nits, a day.  These tiny eggs are firmly attached to the hair shaft close to the scalp with a glue-like substance produced by the louse.  Viable nits camouflaged with pigment to match the hair color of the infested person are most easily seen at the posterior hairline.  Empty nit casings are easier to see, appearing white against darker hair.  The eggs are incubated by body heat and hatch in 10 to 14 days.  Once the eggs hatch, nymphs leave the shell casing, grow for about 9 to 12 days, and mate, and then females lay eggs.  If not treated, this cycle may repeat itself every 3 weeks.  

Transmission

Transmission in most cases occurs by direct contact with the head of another infested individual.  Indirect spread through contact with personal belongings of an infested individual (combs, brushes, hats) is much less likely but cannot be excluded.

Diagnosis

The standard for diagnosing head lice is finding a live louse on the head.  The tiny eggs, or nits, may be easier to spot, especially at the nape of the neck or behind the ears, within 1 cm of the scalp. Nits found more that 1cm from the scalp are unlikely to be viable.

Treatment

Topical therapies found over the counter and follow the package directions closely.  Treatment is to be followed by combing out nits. Warm vinegar applications after shampooing then wrap the head in a towel for 30min.  This will soften the white nits.  Rinse off the vinegar and comb the hair with an upward stroke. Combing will not remove all the nits you will have to pick them off with your fingers as well. 

Environmental Interventions

All household members should be checked for head lice, and only those with live lice or nits within 1 cm of the scalp should be treated.  Any family members who share a bed with the person with infestation should be treated regardless.  It is prudent to clean hair care items and bedding of the individual with infestation.  Washing articles in water above 130 degrees will kill stray lice or nits.  Furniture, carpeting, car seats, and other fabrics of fabric-covered items can be vacuumed.  Pediculicide spray can be used, because exposure cannot be controlled it’s not recomended.  Items that cannot be washed can be bagged in plastic for 2 weeks.

Criteria for Return to School

A child can return to school after proper treatment. They are to be seen by the school nurse upon returning to school accompanied by a parent or guardian.

If you have any questions or concerns please contact the School Nurse at 379-2729.
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