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Bedbugs 

What are bedbugs? 
These are small insects that feed on human blood 
by biting through the skin. Bedbugs are most active 
between 2:00 and 5:00 am. They can travel 10 to 
15 feet to feed and go without feeding for up to 
6 months. Their bites may look like a small rash 
and are itchy. Bedbugs are not known to transmit or 
spread any disease. Bedbugs are not commonly found 
in early childhood education (ECE) and school settings 
because the conditions that promote the most activity 
occur at night when people are sleeping. But they can 
“hitchhike” on clothing and backpacks from a child’s 
home into the educational setting. 

What are the signs or symptoms? 
�	Bites typically occur on exposed skin, such as the 

face, neck, arms, and hands. These are itchy bites, 
which often occur in a row, on areas of skin that are 
exposed during the night. 

�	Bites often have a red dot where the bite occurred in 
the middle of a raised red bump. 

�	Look for specks of blood, rusty spots from crushed 
bugs, or dung spots the size of a pen point on bed-
sheets and mattresses or behind loose wallpaper. 

�	Look for reddish/brown live bugs, about 1⁄8 of an 
inch, in crevices or seams of bedding. 

What are the incubation and contagious 
periods? 
�	Bedbugs do not reproduce on humans like scabies 

or lice. They bite humans at night and then hide in 
cracks or crevices on mattresses, cushions, or bed 
frames during the day. 

�	Children or staff members may bring bedbugs to 
school in book bags and outer garments and clothes. 

How are they spread? 
�	Bedbugs are not spread from one person to another. 

They are not an indication that people or their 
homes are dirty. They may hide in belongings or 
clothing that allows them to spread to others in ECE 
and school settings. 

�	These insects crawl at the speed of a ladybug. 

How do you control them? 
�	Avoid overreacting. One bedbug is not an infesta-

tion. It is not necessary to send the child home. Do 
not throw anything away. Nap mats and mattresses 
can be cleaned. 

�	Bedbugs in ECE and school settings are almost 
always “hitchhikers” brought from home and usually 
do not represent a problem at the program. 

�	Educate staff members and families about bedbugs. 
�	Reduce clutter and limit items that travel back and 

forth between homes and the facility. 
�	Clean up any bedbug debris with detergent and 

water. 
�	Seal cracks and crevices to eliminate hiding places 

for bedbugs and other pests. Caulk and paint 
wooden baseboards or molding around ceilings. 

�	Separate the backpack and coat of one child from 
those of another child to avoid cross contamination. 

�	Provide enough space between coat hooks so each 
child’s belongings do not touch those of another 
child. 

�	Empty and clean cubbies, lockers, and child storage 
areas at least once every season. 

�	Inspect the nap area regularly (preferably by a 
trained pest control operator). Use a flashlight to 
examine nap mats, mattresses (especially seams), 
bedding, cribs, and other furniture in the area. 

�	In the unlikely event bedbugs are identified in 
the facility, contact a professional exterminator. 
Extermination involves vacuuming and one of the 
following approaches: application of the least toxic 
(preferably “bio-based”) products, heating the living 
area to 122 °F (50 °C) for about 90 minutes, freez-
ing infested articles, or (if necessary) use of synthetic 
chemical insecticides. Use integrated pest manage-
ment, which involves a combination of nonchemi-
cal strategies, such as maintenance and sanitation, 
followed by pesticides, if other methods are not 
effective, but avoiding sprays of toxic chemicals that 
pollute the air, water, and land. 

�	Laundering bedding and clothing (hot water and hot 
drying cycle for 30–60 minutes), vacuuming cracks 
and crevices (in furniture, equipment, walls, and 
floors), and freezing smaller articles that may have 
been used as hiding places for bedbugs may reduce 
infestation until extermination can be performed. 
Dispose of the vacuum cleaner filter and bags in a 
tightly sealed plastic bag. 

�	Use encasements/covers around the mattress, box 
spring, and pillows to trap bedbugs. These encase-
ments/covers are readily available by searching the 
internet for “mattress or pillow encasement.” They 
are marketed for bedbug or allergy control. 



Single copies of this Quick Reference Sheet may be made for noncommercial, educational purposes. The information contained in 
this publication should not be used as a substitute for the medical care and advice of a pediatric health professional. There may be 
variations in treatment that a pediatric health professional may recommend based on individual facts and circumstances.

The American Academy of Pediatrics is an organization of 67,000 primary care pediatricians, pediatric medical subspecialists, and 
pediatric surgical specialists dedicated to the health, safety, and well-being of all infants, children, adolescents, and young adults. 

American Academy of Pediatrics website—www.HealthyChildren.org © 2023 American Academy of Pediatrics. All rights reserved.
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74 • • • MANAGING INFECTIOUS DISEASES IN CHILD CARE AND SCHOOLS 

What are the roles of the educator and 
the family? 
�	Usually, the educator will not know which chil-

dren with insect bites have been bitten by bedbugs 
because they are hard to distinguish from other 
insect bites. 

�	Children with bedbug bites are not infested and so 
do not require treatment to prevent spread to others. 

�	Fingernails should be kept short to avoid damag-
ing and infecting the skin due to itching. Observe 
for signs of skin infection, such as boils, abscesses, 
or cellulitis (see Boil/Abscess/Cellulitis Quick 
Reference Sheet). 

�	Affected children may receive steroid skin creams or 
oral antihistamines to relieve the itch. 

Exclude from educational setting? 
No. 
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Bedbug 

Comments 
�	Unlike lice or scabies, bedbugs do not infest or 

require treatment of that person. Bedbugs infest the 
living area and require extermination. Bedbugs are 
most active at night and are attracted to heat and 
exhaled carbon dioxide. 

�	Good resources for identifying and controlling bed-
bugs are the US Environmental Protection Agency 
(www.epa.gov/bedbugs, https://www.epa.gov/ 
ipm/bed-bugs-and-schools) and the New York City 
Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (www.nyc. 
gov/bedbugs). 

https://www.epa.gov
www.epa.gov/bedbugs



