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Guidelines for Prevention and Treatment of Head Lice 
 
 

Head lice continue to be a problem in homes, schools and day care centers in California.  Head-to-head 
contact or an exchange of hats, clothing, combs, brushes, helmets, scarves, headphones or other 
personal items can transmit live lice from one infected person to another.  Lice infestation (pediculosis) is 
a nuisance but does not cause disease.  Anyone can get head lice, and they are especially prevalent 
where students cluster – sports, church activities, school, birthday parties and slumber parties.   
 
There are three major steps in the management of head lice infestation: 
 

1. Treatment with a lice shampoo (pediculocide), crème rinse or gel.   
Both prescription and over-the-counter remedies are designed to kill the lice and nits (if they are 
mature enough to have a nervous system).  Many products are on the market, and they usually 
contain permethrin or pyrethrins.  Most are insecticides, so label directions must be followed 
carefully, especially regarding the length of time the shampoo stays on the hair and how soon to 
treat again. 
 

2. Nit removal with a special comb, especially one with metal tines. 
Nits are cemented to the hair shafts with a glue-like substance produced by the female louse.  
Enzymatic lice egg removers, olive oil or crème rinse may help in this process.   
 

3. Environmental clean-up. 
Bed linens, pillows, towels and clothing that have been used recently must be washed in hot water 
and dried in a hot dryer to destroy lice and nits.  Combs, brushes, barrettes, hats, etc. should be 
soaked in very hot water (130º F) for at least 15 minutes.  Stuffed animals and other items that 
can’t be washed should be sealed in plastic bags and stored in a garage or on a porch for two 
weeks.  Carpets, upholstered furniture, car interiors and seats should be vacuumed and the bag 
thrown in the garbage.  THERE IS NO NEED TO USE PESTICIDES OR SPRAYS!  This is an 
unnecessary expense and increases toxicity. 

 
To understand the reasons for the management process above, it may be helpful to know the lice life 
cycle: 
 

1. Nit or Egg Stage – Birth to Day 10 when the nit hatches.  The nit has no central nervous system for 
Days 1-4, so shampoos do not kill it.  Nits attach to the hair shaft with sticky cement, so they are 
hard to comb out.  Nits are tear-shaped – silver, gray, black, white and shiny. 

2. Nymph Stage – Days 11-22, birth to adulthood.   Nymphs cannot lay eggs and need to have blood 
meal which turns them to a reddish-brown color. 

3. Louse – Days 23-50, adult stage.  Lice crawl very fast but cannot fly.  They are 2.1-3.3 mm in size.  
Lice must have regular blood meals but can survive up to 24 hours without blood.  Symptoms of 
infestation include itchy scalp, nits (especially behind the ears and on the hair on the back near the 
neck).  A fertilized adult female begins to lay eggs at maturity, about Day 11-14, and lays 3-6 eggs 
per day. 

 
Further assistance and information may be obtained from the school nurse. 


