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Nobody wants to hear that their child has head lice, but there’s no need to panic if this happens  to you as it is common for children to get head lice.

Head lice are small insects that live on human scalps.  They drink small amounts of blood through the scalp.  This is what causes the itching that often accompanies pediculosis – the medical name for the condition.  Head lice lay eggs, called nits, which are attached to the roots of hair.

Although head lice can be uncomfortable and embarrassing, they are not considered dangerous.  Head lice are not known to spread any diseases and the largest medical risk is infection of any sores caused by scratching the affected area.

Head lice are spread through contact with an infected person. They move by crawling only and are spread through close contact such as hugging, and everyday play activities.  Head lice can be spread through contact with items such as hats, brushes, and pillows, but this is not as common. 

The condition is diagnosed by looking for lice and nits on the scalp.  The most common places they are found is in hair around the ears and on the back of the head.  Disposable wooden sticks can be used to part a child’s hair to look for lice and nits.  These sticks should only be used for one child and should be thrown away after use. 

If lice are found, there are several treatment options available.  Pediculosides – chemicals that kill lice – are available over-the-counter.  Make sure to follow package instructions carefully and call your child’s pediatrician if you have any concerns.  Even when used correctly, it may be necessary to re-treat.  The only way to be sure all nits are gone is to remove them using a lice comb.  This is the most effective, but is time consuming.

Once the child has been treated, wash all bedding and items such as hats and clothing in hot water and dry in a hot dryer.  Items that can’t be washed should be sealed in plastic bags for two weeks.  Carpets and sofa cushions should be vacuumed and it is not recommended to use a pesticide spray on common areas.  Remember that the biggest source of infection is the infected person.

The best way to prevent head lice is through education and diligence.  Children should be taught not to share items such as brushes, hats, and pillows.  Parents and teachers should check children’s heads regularly to look for lice or nits.  If your child does have lice, be sure to let teachers or care providers know so that other children can be checked as well.

Most importantly, remember that this is a common issue that can affect any child.  Head lice don’t spread illness and they can be treated with medication and nit removal. 
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(This article is not meant to be a substitute for medical advice or care.  Please seek medical care from your own health care provider.)
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