Head Lice Prevention Month

September is International Square Dance Month, National Be Kind to Editors and Writers Month (aka the Lillian staff), Cable TV Month, Chicken Month, Courtesy Month, Mind-Mapping Month, Piano Month, and Head Lice Prevention Month. So in celebration of the start of the 2008 – 2009 school year, let’s examine ourselves for head lice.
Head lice, Pediculus humanus capitis, are parasitic wingless insects. Head lice, like body lice and pubic lice are specific to humans. The dried up remains of head lice and their ancient eggs have been found on the hair and scalps of Egyptian mummies. Most likely, lice evolved right along with humanity. Almost every species of mammal has it’s own species of lice. Gary Larson, famed cartoonist of “The Far Side”, even has a species of lice named after him: Strigiphilus garylarsoni, found only on owls.

The source of the lice is, sadly, someone else who had head lice. Personal hygiene has nothing to do with getting head lice. There is a tendency to try to figure out who to blame for the gift that keeps on itching, but blaming takes up the time that should be used for aggressive cleaning and treatment. Anyone can get head lice- mainly by head-to-head contact but also from sharing hats, brushes and headrests. Head lice can be spread whenever there is direct contact of the head or hair with an infested individual.  Lice can also be spread through the sharing of personal articles like hats, towels, brushes, helmets, hair ties, etc.  There is also a possibility of spreading head lice via a pillow, headrest or similar items. 
Head lice generally cannot survive longer than 24 hours off the host. Lice do not jump, hop or fly. Lice live on people and feed on their blood. An single adult is called a louse and is about the size of a sesame seed. The eggs, called nits, are even smaller - almost like a dandruff flake. The head louse is gray in color but tends to take on the hair color of the host. The female is about 1/16" to 1/8" long and flattened in shape; the male is a bit smaller. Hook-like claws are at the end of each of six legs to help anchor the louse to the hair shaft.
The eggs of head lice, also called nits, are attached directly to the hair by the female, which glues them onto the hair at an angle. The eggs are easily visible to the naked eye. Once laid, it takes 7-10 days for a nit to hatch, and another 7-10 days for the female to mature and begin laying her own eggs. Head lice live for approximately 30 days on a host and a female louse may lay up to 100 nits (eggs). Head lice off of their human hosts will starve. The NPA suggests that, in most cases, a head louse will not survive for more than 24 hours off of its human host. 

Lice and nits are easiest to detect at the neckline and behind the ears. Symptoms are include : tickling feeling in the hair, frequent itching, and sores from scratching. The most important step in treating head lice is to treat the person and other family members with medicine to kill the lice. Children, ages 3-11, are most susceptible to getting head lice simply because of their activities, but if a child brings them home the parent might acquire them too before realizing the child is infested. Ah, the many joys of parenting!
Accurate identification of the lice and their presence are needed before someone should start a treatment for them. The treatment for lice should truly be prescribed by a physician. Unfortunately, far too often doctors muddy the waters by telling families that the school and the home should be sprayed with pesticides, but this is just NOT TRUE.
Vacuuming is the safest and best way to remove lice or fallen hairs with attached nits from upholstered furniture, rugs, stuffed animals or car seats – wherever someone with head lice may have rested their head. Use a nit-removal comb to check everyone in the family. Put stuffed animals and other difficult to wash items in a dryer for 30 minutes on as high a heat setting as possible.
Even when lice are found, people need to carefully consider before deciding to use a lice killing treatments because each person has unique health vulnerabilities. Lice treatment products are potentially hazardous to a person’s overall health and should never be used "just in case" or in an effort to prevent head lice.

Now that you know all you never wanted to know about head lice, go make your appointment this month to have your mind mapped while watching a chicken play piano on cable television.
