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Head Lice – Teacher Fact File 
 

What are head lice? 

Head lice are tiny insects that live in human hair. They’re particularly common in children. Head lice are whitish 
to greybrown in colour, and smaller than the size of a pinhead when first hatched. When fully grown they’re 
about the size of a sesame seed. 

 

What causes head lice? 

They can’t fly, jump or swim and are spread by head-to-head contact, climbing from the hair of an infected 
person to the hair of someone else. 

 

How will I know if I have head lice? 

Head lice often cause a person’s scalp to itch. Itching isn’t caused by lice biting the scalp, but by an allergy to 
the lice. However, not everyone is allergic to head lice, so you may not notice a head lice infestation. In some 
cases, a rash may appear on the back of the neck. This is caused by a reaction to lice droppings (poo). It might 
be that you can see them when you look closely at your head in the mirror. 

 

Is treatment needed? 

Yes. Head lice can be difficult to treat because it is time-consuming and needs to be done really carefully.  

After a head lice infestation has been confirmed you can treat the lice at home by wet combing the hair with a 
head lice comb or by using a lotion or spray that’s designed to kill head lice. However, neither will protect 
against re-infestation if head-to-head contact is made with someone with head lice during the treatment 
period.  

Regular (once a week or so) detection combing is a more reliable way to check for head lice 

 

Detection combing 

Detection combing can be carried out on dry or wet hair but wet combing is more accurate because lice remain 
motionless (stay still) when wet.  

You’ll need to use a special fine-toothed detection comb that you can buy from your local pharmacy. The comb 
has a tooth spacing of 0.2-0.3mm to trap the smallest lice.  

Nit combs aren’t suitable for louse detection because the teeth are too close together. Lice can get trapped 
between the teeth and remain unseen. 

 

Who is affected? 

A head lice infestation is not the result of dirty hair. All types of hair can be affected, regardless of its length 
and condition. Head lice only affect humans and can’t be passed on to animals or be caught from them. 

 

Head lice and clothing  

Healthy head lice don’t deliberately go onto clothing, bedding or soft toys. Their life span is about three weeks 
and when they fall from the head they’re dying and unable to breed (make babies). 

Information adapted from the NHS Choices website. For more information, please visit:  
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Head-lice/Pages/Introduction.aspx 
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