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Sometime this month, America’s
population will pass the 300 million
milestone. What it means for who

we are, how we live, and what kind
of place our kids will grow up in
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A Real Head Scratcher

Schools are struggling with how best to handle lice

By Deborah Kotz

wo weeks ago, parents of 26
children at Candler Elemen- |
tary in North Carolina got the
dreaded call: Lice! Come get
your child, and keep him home
until every last egg, or nit, is
gone. At Chabot Elementary School in
Oakland, Calif., meanwhile, even chil-
dren with live lice will no longer miss any
class. Parents will be discreetly informed
at the end of the day so the lice can be
wiped out overnight; nits are not an
issue. Nora Cody is thrilled. “Last spring,
I was called out of a meeting 10 minutes
after school started because my child had
nits,” says Cody, the mom of a then
fourth gmdr.r “It turns out it was just a
bit of fluff.”
What's the right way for schools to |
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cope with lice? It's a question on the
agenda of many a board these days. The
time-honored approach—not a single nit
allowed—has created a dilemma in the

| Mo Child Left Behind era; many states |

use attendance rates as a measure of
school performance, and lice outhreaks
are thought to account for 12 million to
24 million missed days a year. In 2002,
the American Academy of Pediatrics
proclaimed that “no nit" policies are
overkill, since the vast majority of kids
with only nits will not end up with lice.
Los Angeles; Madison, Wis.; and Allen-

| town, Pa., are among a growing number

of districts that, like Oakland, are relax-
ing the rules. Other administrators are
standing firm—and lots ufparents ap-
prove. “I think the policy is great,” says
| Karin Von Dohlen, one of the Candler
moms recently called in. “You want to
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nip it in the bud.” She spent hours of the
unexpected day off removing nits from
7-year-old Sarah's head so she could go
back to -:chml the next day.

No bug

& WONLD REPGNT

lice have lmmmnhu-limmhmhm

ing creat ] q

cause anjss !

itchy bit L _ ?

crawling :

reach. Reg

10-year-o

are them _

not stopp

than 100| o wr w1 ™ ¥ ¥/

30-day lf Sometime this month, America's
population will pass the 300 million
milestone. What it means for who
wa ara, how we live, and what kind

gone. W of place our kids will grow up In

shaft an Ii'.|'[

WWAWLLISN



child, most survive the over-the-counter
treatments—and can hatch, starting the
cycle again. The AAP guidelines, which
call for monitoring children with nits,
*are bizarre,” argues lice expert Craig
Burkhart, a dermatologist at the Medi-
cal University of Ohio and author of a
dozen studies on the bugs. He's con-
cerned about recurrent outbreaks, given
that lice are rapidly growing resistant to
existing treatments. But a 2001 study
eonducted by researchers at the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention—the
basis for the AAP recom-
mendation—found that
more than 80 percent of
kids who have only nits
never become reinfested.

“A lot of kids are miss-
ing a lot of school,”
says Barbara Frankowski,
chair of the AAP Council
on School Health and
coauthor of the AAP guide-
lines; some, the guidelines
note, are forced to repeat
a grade. Even those who
have adopted the AAP po-
sition say that what's best
for the school population
might not be best for an
individual child. To keep a
child lice free, parents
should remove all nits
within one-fourth inch of
the scalp, cautions Stan
Husted, the California De-
partment of Health Serv-
ices official who wrote
guidelines this year ad-
vising districts in the state
to drop their no-nit poli-
cies in favor of “no lice”
rules. Nits farther away
from the scalp are dead or
already hatched.

Partly, what prompts
administrators to be more
lenient is the realization
that outlawing every nit
often leads to overdiag-
nosis and overtreatment. One influen-
tial study by researchers at the Harvard
School of Public Health analyzed 614
suspected lice samples provided by
head-checkers in schools and elsewhere
and found that only 364 contained a
louse or nit. The rest were other bugs,
dandruff, scabs, or dirt. “We found that
lice aren't as prevalent as we once
thought. Maybe 1 in 100 kids has it at
any given time,” says lead study author
Richard Pollack.

The surest way to stay out of that se-
lect group is to avoid any head-to-head

contact. (Not sharing hats, combs, and
jackets is also a smart idea, although lice
| that are shed onto a surface other than a
| human head won't live for more than a
day or two.) Treatment, should the worst
happen, can be downright aggravating.
Over-the-counter products like the
| eream rinse Nix and the shampoo Rid
were highly effective against lice and nits
20 years ago. Numerous experiments
have shown that their active ingredients
have lost power as lice have adapted, ac-
| cording to a 2004 literature review pub-
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Lice outbreaks are
thought to account for
12 million to 24 million
missed days a year.

eyl See AfNn._________ A ..RNhs= ==
Health & Medicine

fective, it should kill any new baby lice
before they lay eggs. Most experts agree
that a top-to-bottom house cleaning is
unnecessary. But it's smart to wash the
child’s bedding, towels, and clothes worn
in the previous 24 hours and to vacuum
areas his or her head has touched.

If any bugs survive the initial treat-
ment, a more powerful nuking may be
called for. Ovide, a prescription lotion
containing malathion, is the strongest
weapon in the arsenal, shown to kill
100 percent of lice and 98 percent of
nits. But it has disadvan-
tages: Its odor can canse
headaches and nausea,
and it is flammable.
Ovide stays on the head
for eight to 12 hours, and
the child needs to steer
clear of space heaters,
grills, cigarettes, and any-
thing else that could ig-
nite a flame,

Reluctant to use pesti-
cides—sometimes re-
peatedly—on their kids,
many parents turn to al-
ternative products. Some,
for example, rub tea tree
oil or rosemary oil on
their child’s head in an ef-
fort to prevent lice, but
scant research has been
done on these oils, and
they can sting and burn
the skin and cause hives
in those who are allergic,
according to the Nation-
al Capital Poison Center.

Other home remedies
might be worth a shot,
says Burkhart. Two years
ago, dermatologist Dale
Pearlman published a
letter in the journal Pedi-
atrics reporting a 96 per-
cent success rate using a
nontoxic lotion that he
called “Nuvo” to kill lice
by suffocating them. The

lished in the Mayo Clinic Proceedings. | lotion—which he later admitted was

Still, the AAP recommends using a cream
rinse containing 1 percent permethrin
(Nix and generic versions) as the first
line of treatment. For the moment, lice
seem to be more resistant to the
pyrethrin products (Rid and generic ver-
sions), says Frankowski.

Aftermath. After drenching hair with ei-
ther product, purists spend hours scour-
ing the child’s hair for every remaining
nit, checking and rechecking for days.
Instead, says the AAP, you can repeat the
treatment in a week. If the product is ef-
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Cetaphil skin cleanser, rebottled “witha
nozzle-type cap to facilitate delivery to
the scalp”—is applied to the head, dried
on with a blow-dryer, and left for eight
hours. Smearing a child’s head with
Vaseline, mayonnaise, or olive oil can
also work to suffocate lice, though none
is even close to 100 percent effective.
“I've found about half of lice die, and
it's somewhat easier to comb the living
bugs out after treatment since they're
immobilized,” says Burkhart, who has
studied these remedies. Be aware that
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