
	  

 
     Maggie Sarner admits she is "grossed out" by head lice, those nasty little creatures that  
     lay their eggs in the scalp and get passed from child to child at school. 

     The Hollywood, Fla., mother of three and hair salon owner said she gets at least two  
     letters a year from her daughters' elementary school warning her of an outbreak. 

     After her 8- and 10-year-olds returned from camp last summer, they picked up a case  
     of head lice. 

"I panicked," she said. 

"We took them to the clinic where they sold [treatment] products and removed everything," Sarner said. "But in terms of prevention, it didn't 
help them from getting it again." 

This week, a Kuna, Idaho, elementary school closed for two days after 60 students and nine staff members were diagnosed with head lice. 

Other schools have reported serious outbreaks in the last several years, one after children reportedly played a game called do-rag tag, sharing 
head scarves. 

An estimated 12 million cases of head lice are diagnosed in the United States each year, and medical experts say that while they don't kill, 
they can be an irritating nuisance for parents and a public relations embarrassment for schools. 

Officials at Kuna's Indian Creek Elementary School did not return calls from ABCNews.com, but sent a letter to parents urging them to check 
their children and get treatment while the school was cleaned. 

In the past, over-the-counter products like Nix and RID have been effective, but now many cases are becoming drug resistant, so head lice 
outbreaks like the one in Idaho are on the rise. 

"People get really freaked out when their kids get it," said Dr. Ari Brown, an Austin, Texas, pediatrician and author of "Baby 411." 

"They think, 'Oh, my gosh, my kids are dirty.' But lice don't care what economic class you are in," she said. "Parents also worry that they are 
going to get it, too. They are disgusted by the whole concept." 

Head lice are small, wingless insects about the size of a sesame seed that only live in the human scalp and feed by sucking blood, according to 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The crawling lice or their eggs, known as nits, can be found attached to the hair. 

"Lice have this social stigma and all kinds of stuff wrapped up in it and it's certainly no fun to deal with -- but it's not such a big deal," said 
Brown. 

Lice actually prefer straight to curly hair, and for that reason, African American children are less-affected than Caucasians. 

"My daughter had them three times, and I have to say, I am really glad she loves reading books, because it can take an hour or more, 
especially with long hair, to do the treatment and comb it out," said Brown. "That's the thing -- there's the huge hassle factor, too." 

And much to the dismay of health-conscious parents, when standard treatments don't work, they must turn to expensive prescription drugs 
that contain pesticides, like malathion. 

"Boy does it work," said Brown, "but you don't want to stand next to an open flame when it's on the kid's head." 
Rosemary Repel Touted as Preventative 

	  



Parents like Sarner, who are worried about chemicals, are turning to hair products that use natural oils like rosemary, citronella a tea tree oils 
to act as a "fragrant force field" around the hair shaft. 

Fairy Tales Hair Care, a company started in 1999 by former New Jersey stand-up comic Risa Barash, makes Rosemary Repel shampoo and 
conditioner, as well as spray and gel products. 

Barash said in some lab studies, the product is 94 percent effective. 

"The theory is that parents need to wash their child's hair anyway," she said. "So you use it as an extra bonus for lice prevention." 

Sarner swears by the shampoo. She had cousins from Israel who arrived with head lice and stayed a week. "It was grotesque," said Sarner. "I 
could see the bugs crawling on their heads." 

"They were living a whole week with us and the girls didn't get it at all," she said. 

Sadartha DiNello of New Haven, Conn., said she is terrified her daughter Madisyn will get lice after several outbreaks at her school. 

"It's extremely stressful and I am a huge OCD person," she said. "Everything bothers me." 

Because Madisyn has asthma, she is nervous about using products with harsh chemical fumes. For the last three years, the girl has 
shampooed daily with Rosemary Repel. 

"She was in a play at school and they had 20 girls changing in one small room," said DiNello. "They all had the same color hats and t-shirts 
and a lot of the names were not written on things, so everything gets mixed up." 

The day of the performance, parents found out a "good portion" of the girls had head lice -- but not Madisyn. 

The products are expensive -- $60 for a bottle of shampoo when ordered online -- and only a handful of studies proving their efficacy -- the 
most prominent one from Israel. 

However, some studies from the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicineindicate that tea tree oil, which has antiseptic 
properties, can be helpful in treating lice. 

Fairy Tales also now provides a free mobile phone app -- The Facts of Lice -- to give parents real-time alerts of outbreaks sorted by zip code. 
The information is reported by other parents, school nurses and salon staff around the country because most schools have dropped their "no-
nit" policies. 

Schools used to require parents to keep their children home until they were lice-free, but the American Academy of Pediatrics now 
recommends against those policies. 

Pediatrician Brown said she supports the academy's position and says no-nit policies are ineffective against a harmless pest that seems to 
happily "live in harmony" on the human scalp. 

"If a child is identified, quite likely he has been sitting there for about a month," said Brown. "To say he can't go back to school is ridiculous." 

She also is skeptical of natural products without scientific data to back up their effectiveness. Parents should not be afraid of the chemicals in 
traditional treatments because if used correctly, they are not absorbed by the skin and pose little health risk, according to Brown. 

"I feel sorry for these families when some of their kids are resistant to treatment," she said. "A lot of them want their kids chemical free, but 
they get way more in their daily exposure to the air and water and soil. This is the reality of living in this world." 

Tips for treating head lice: 

1. Nit removal from the head by combing is the most important lice control measure. Complete nit removal is time consuming, but it is 
critical for successful treatment. 

2. Use of an effective head louse treatment. 

3. Removal of all lice and nits from the environment by washing or vacuuming. There is no need to spray pesticides at home. 

4. Daily head checks and nit removal until infestation is gone followed by weekly head checks to detect reinfestation. 
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