
Be prepared for back to school and avoid head lice this year. 
 
A new head louse season begins each year with the opening of school.  According to the National Pediculosis 
Association, millions of children in the U.S. will be infected with head lice this year.  Many of these head louse 
infections will be contracted in school settings.  Many school employees are baffled as to the reason and cures for 
head lice.  The purpose of this article is to clarify some important facts about head lice and offer some practical 
management suggestions for school pest management coordinators. 
 
Head lice are tiny insects that live only on the scalps of humans.  Head lice feed on blood, cause itching and are a 
source of embarrassment to the child (and parents).  Much misinformation about head lice abounds.  Infestation is 
not necessarily a sign of poor hygiene.  Head lice occur on all people regardless of socioeconomic class.  Head lice 
do not jump.  They are spread primarily by crawling from one person to another, often via secondary transfer on 
hats, combs, headbands, jackets, etc.  It is possible, though less likely, that head lice can be transferred by sharing 
upholstered chairs, bean bags, or carpeting. 
 
Head lice can be very difficult to eliminate from children’s’ hair.  Parents often assume, or are told by physicians, 
that the difficulty in eliminating infestations is that their child is becoming re-infested at school.  While this can 
happen, it is probably more often the result of improper or inadequate treatment at home. 
Because head lice can be transferred from person to person on carpeting or furniture, and because parents often 
blame the school for the problem, maintenance departments are often called upon to help solve head lice problems. 
 
Head lice should be considered a medical, not a housekeeping, problem.  For this reason, 
school nurses working to educate parents and teachers should take the lead in handling 
most louse problems in a school.  In cases where school nurses are unavailable, or 
unfamiliar with head lice, the IPM coordinator can help by making sure that everyone is 
provided with the best, most accurate information about head louse control. 
Some school districts, following significant head louse epidemics, have opted to pass 
strict “no-nits” policies.  Under such policies children are often sent home immediately if 
found with head lice, and not allowed to return to school until certified to be nit (egg) 
and louse-free by a doctor or school nurse. 
 
The National Association of School Nurses has recently decided to oppose no-tolerance policies for several reasons: 

o Nit-free policies have not been shown to be significantly better than other, more tolerant approaches. 
o The negative effects on children caused by the loss of school time and the social ostracism are not 

justified by the minor health effects of lice infestations. 
o Nurses and other health-care specialists are generally not trained to accurately identify active louse 

infestations, often leading to over-diagnosis of pediculosis (infestation with head lice). 
 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends the need for good information for parents about 
what they can do to eradicate head lice from their children’s hair.  Thorough and repeated combing with a comb 
specifically designed to remove nits and lice (mechanical control) is the primary method of control, supplemented 
by over-the-counter lice killing treatments (pediculicides) such as shampoos containing permethrin or 
pyrethrins.  We recommend that IPM coordinators and school administrators consider making the CDC webpage 
and handouts available to teachers, staff and parents http://www.cdc.gov/parasites/lice/head/ 
 

Facts about lice 
o Head lice infestations are more prevalent among younger grade levels. 
o Head lice cannot survive off a host for more than 48 hours.  Therefore, school classrooms that remain 

unoccupied for a two-day weekend will not remain infested. 
o Head lice eggs require 7-10 days to hatch.  Eggs are not generally susceptible to pesticides, therefore 

most lice shampoos must be repeated on a 7-10 day basis. 
o Careful and consistent use of lice removal combs are one of the best treatments for head 
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