
 

HEAD LICE IN THE  
CHILD CARE SETTING 

Head lice are tiny insects that live primarily on the 
head and scalp. They should not be confused with 
body lice, which may be found in clothing and bed-
ding as well as on the body, or crab lice that infest 
the pubic area. They are found only on humans and 
should not be confused with fleas, which may be 
found on dogs, cats, and other pets.  
 
Although small, adult head lice may be seen with the 
naked eye. Because lice move rapidly and only a few 
may be present, using a hand lens or magnifying 
glass may allow them to be seen more easily. Head 
lice suck blood, and the rash caused by their feeding 
activities may be more noticeable than the insects 

themselves. 
Head lice attach 
their eggs at the 
base of a hair 
shaft. These 
eggs, or nits, 
appear as tiny 
white or dark 
ovals and are 

especially noticeable on the back of the neck and 
around the ears. Adult head lice cannot survive for 
more than 48 hours apart from the human host.  
 
Head lice are primarily spread through direct head to 
head contact, although sharing personal items such 
as hats, brushes, combs, and linens may play a role 
in their spread between children. Children with head 
lice should be treated with a medicated shampoo, 
rinse, or lotion developed specifically for head lice. 
These treatments are very powerful insecticides and 
may be toxic if not used only as recommended. The 
need to remove nits or egg capsules is controversial. 
Those found more than 1/4 inch from the scalp 
probably have already hatched or are not going to 
hatch. Treatments containing permethrin (an insecti-
cide) have a high residual activity and are usually          
effective in killing nits as well as adult lice.  
 
To prevent the spread of head lice when a case 
occurs in the child care setting:  
• Temporarily exclude the infested child from the 

child care setting until 24 hours after treatment. 
Many state and local health departments require 
that children be free of nits before readmission. 
To assure effective treatment, check previously 

treated children for 
any evidence of new 
infection daily for 10 
days after treatment. 
Repeat treatment in 7 
to 10 days may be 
necessary.              
        

• Nits can be removed 
using a fine-toothed 
comb. (A pet flea 
comb may work best.) 
Some commercial products may make removing 
nits easier. Commercial preparations to remove 
nits should be used according to the manufac-
turer’s recommendations to assure that the resid-
ual activity of the insecticide is not affected.  

                                    
• On the same day, screen all children in the class-

room or group and any siblings in other class-
rooms for adult lice or nits. Children found to be 
infested should also be excluded and treated.           
Simultaneous treatment of all infested children is 
necessary to prevent spread back to previously 
treated children.                                                    
                   

• Educate parents regarding the importance of          
following through with the same recommenda-
tions at home and notifying the facility if head lice 
have been found on any member of the house-
hold.           
                   

• Although head 
lice are not 
able to survive 
off of humans 
for more than 
a few days, many persons recommend washing 
clothes (including hats and scarves) and bedding 
in very hot water, and vacuuming carpets and             
upholstered furniture in rooms used by person   
infested with these insects. Combs and hair 
brushes may be soaked in hot (65˚C) water for at 
least one hour. Flea bombs and other environ-
mental insecticides are not effective against head 
lice.  

 
Excerpted from the ABC’s of Safe and Healthy        
Childcare 

 
Temporarily exclude the in-
fested child from the child 
care setting until 24 hours af-
ter treatment.  

 
For more information, please call (925) 417-8733 or visit www.childcarelinks.org 

 
Flea bombs and other environ-

mental insecticides are not      
effective against head lice. 


