AFRICAN AMERICAN HAIR

As we all know, African-American hair runs the gamut, it can be fine, straight, curly, frizzy or kinky. Caring for your angel’s tresses can be a daunting experience, but it doesn’t have to be. Armed with the proper education, the right technique, and, most importantly, the right products – you can master the art of caring for ethnic hair.
Black hair is extremely fragile. A gentle touch is required to avoid unnecessary breakage and hair loss; therefore, always use a wide-tooth comb or pick when combing the hair. Avoid fine-tooth combs as they snag and pull out curly/kinky hair. Invest in a quality brush; natural boar brushes are the best. Always BE GENTLE with your hair, particularly if it has been chemically treated. This includes coloring as well as relaxed hair or curly-permed hair. If you have had chemical treatments, then always treat your hair as though it is damaged, even if you don't have split ends. 


Curly/kinky hair needs moisture, moisture, and more moisture! Consider this when purchasing hair care products. Avoid drying products such as hair spray, mousse, holding gels, etc. Opt for moisturizers, leave-in conditioners, and styling lotions. 

All products are not created equal. Just because a product claims to be created for "curly hair" doesn't guarantee that it will be suitable for ethnic curly hair. Products created for Nicole Kidman's curly hair may not work for Angela Bassett's. Caucasian hair tends to produce more sebum (oily secretion created by the sebaceous gland) than Black textured hair; therefore, Black hair requires more oil. 
Tie hair up at night. This prevents hair from "catching" on the pillow case and breaking off. This also keeps the natural hair oils in hair and not in the pillowcase. Buy some pretty, satin scarves to tie hair up in. Never use cotton scarves. They will draw the moisture from hair. Or, invest in some satin pillowcases. They don't have to be expensive ones, just a satiny type of material that will allow the hair to "glide" while you sleep. Check all of your rollers, pins, clips and other styling aids for smooth edges. Just like with the comb, rough edges will "catch" on the hair and pull hair out, 2 to 3 strands at a time. Avoid elastic bands that are not covered with a smooth, satiny type of material. All of those others (terrycloth covered, material covered, rubber) catch in the hair and will pull it out. Avoid rollers with "teeth". These sharp edges will pull hair out. Velcro rollers are a "no-no" for the same reason. Use the smooth, magnetic rollers, but never sleep in them. Use less heat on hair, especially if it is chemically treated or damaged. Styling heat is probably the biggest enemy of African American hair. Reduce the use of heated appliances as much as possible. If you must "bump ends" then allow hair to air dry instead of blow-drying it. Instead of heated appliances, try using wet sets once a week, then, wrap hair at night. This will prolong style and reduce the amount of heat used on the hair. 


What You Need to Have on Hand 

Keeping a good hair regime not only requires using quality, salon grade products, but it also calls for using the proper tools when styling. Curly women and girls require the quality brushes and combs to not only bring out the best in their hair, but to avoid unnecessary damage and breakage.

· Wide-tooth comb or pick... the wider the better 
· Natural bristle brush 
· Hydrating shampoo 
· Moisturizing Conditioner 
· A daily moisturizer - this will add needed moisture, and ease comb ability 
· Natural oils to apply to the hair (I recommend pomegranate seed oil. 

· Cream hair dressing for light control of frizzes. 

· Elastics for securing ponytails
Common Mistakes Made When Caring for Ethnic Hair
Over-shampooing - Black hair should not be shampooed every day, or every other day for that matter. Instead, shampoo your child's hair every 5-7 days. I know this may confuse those who shampoo daily; however, you must remember that Black hair needs oil, and because it distributes less sebum, frequent shampooing can dry out the hair and scalp. 
Use shampoos that have a low pH, somewhere between a 4 or a 5. Acidic shampoos temporarily close the cuticle of the hair (works like sucking on a lemon). If the pH of the shampoo is not located on the bottle, pH-testing papers are available at most drugstores and pharmacies for a nominal cost. Or, use neutralizing shampoos, the "post relaxer" type. These have a low pH because they are used to neutralize the alkaline effects of a relaxer. 

Tip for getting through "shampoo-less" days: Rinse hair with warm water, apply a conditioner, and rinse well. This will give you a clean start and provide added conditioning and moisture without stripping away protective oils.

Under-conditioning - Proper conditioning is one of the most important steps for healthy hair. Unfortunately, most do not take the time to adequately do so. Give your child a deep conditioning (with heat) once a month, especially during the winter season. Use conditioners to detangle and temporarily smooth the hair cuticle. Don't leave a conditioner on longer that is suggested by the manufacturer's instruction. You don't get "more benefit" from leaving it on longer but you may break off more hair. Instant conditioners will help to detangle hair and temporarily coat the hair with protein. Leave on one to three minutes. These are better for natural hair. Deep conditioners are better for chemically treated hair. These usually stay on for 20-30 minutes. Use a heating cap, set on low or medium heat, to help the conditioner temporarily replace the keratin lost through hair damage. While shampooing and conditioning, try not to tangle the hair excessively, I have always found that washing my hair in sections helps to keep the tangles and the frustrations down. Be Patient. Clear all tangles and snarls with the fingers first, then, starting from the bottom, using your wide toothed comb, complete the detangling process. Using an oil lotion at this stage, while the hair is still damp will help keep the hair moisturized and help ease out the tangles. Rinse your hair twice as long as it took to wash it. Shampoo residue will dry your hair and break it off. Focus conditioning on the ends. They are the oldest part of the hair, and more prone to damage. Stay away from Balsam in conditioner. It leaves a clear film on the hair that is excessively drying to African American hair. 

Using the wrong products - We've discussed the need for natural oils for Black hair; however, you must know that not all oil is good oil. One misconception that plagues African Americans concerning hair care is the use of grease. Grease (thick pomade-like product that usually contains mineral oil and/or petrolatum) is commonly used to moisturize dry hair and scalp. Do not use products that contain mineral oil or petrolatum. Both of these cheap oils clog pores, rob the hair's moisture, and can retard hair growth. Natural oils are the best bet. Jojoba and coconut oil are great conditioning oils. Shea butter is an excellent moisturizer. Avocado oil is rich in vitamins A, D, and E, potassium, and scalp-soothing sulfur. Pomegranate seed oil is my personal favorite. This exotic oil has excellent moisturizing and nourishing properties and is rich in lipids and essential nutrients. These impart brilliant sheen. It is also an excellent remedy for scalp issues such as dandruff and psoriasis, and has natural sunscreen properties.
Hair Dressings: There are quite a few different types of hairdressings ranging from the gel hairdressings to the heavier pomades. Essentially, hairdressings are lubricants that help the hair not to "catch" on itself or the comb/brush helping to become more "manageable." Most hairdressing will also add varying degrees of shine as well as "control". Gel Hairdressing: Designed to add shine and help "control" the hair. Example: Let's Jam Power Shine Cream Hairdressing: Designed to moisturize and add shine, however, they do not provide as much control as the gels. Example: Vitapointe, Oil Lotions: Heavier weight than cream hairdressing. Add more "control" as well as shine and moisture. Example: Luster's Pink Oil Moisturizer Pomades: Heavy-duty lubrication, shine and control. There are generally two types, oil based and the water-soluble type. Examples: Dax Hair Pomade (oil type) Ouidad's Clear Control (water-soluble type) Other Hairdressing: This group includes many of the old standbys like VO5 and Ultra Sheen. These products are great for lubrication, in particular, the ends of the hair. However, too much will cause the hair to look "greasy". Oil Sheen Sprays:Add extra shine to styled hair.Great for finishing. Examples:Motions Oil Sheen Spray 

Combing, detangling, and styling faux pas - To avoid pain, tears, and massive hair loss when combing out kinky hair, part the hair into four sections. Get a tight grip on the hair (not to hurt your child) and start combing at the bottom and work your way up to the top, section by section. If the hair is extremely thick and coarse, secure the combed out section with a pony tail holder to avoid further tangling. You should always use a moisturizer when combing out hair, doing so will help to soften the hair and ease comb ability. Never use water to "wet" the hair! 

Ponytails and Pigtails
Girls and ponytails/pigtails seem to go hand and hand. Here are a few tips to avoid pigtail disaster: 
· Do not use rubber bands to secure her ponytails, instead use elastics and covered bands. Rubber bands can cause undue breakage and damage.
· Remember to always remove the ponytail holders before bed time.
· Make sure you braid (or twist) the hair completely... all the way to the ends. Exposing the ends to environmental elements will guarantee split ends.
· Adding a coat of leave-in conditioner to the ends before braiding for extra protection.  Remember, the ends are the oldest and most fragile part of the hair. They require extra attention.

Some Final Notes

African American hair is extremely versatile and this article does not by any means go over every aspect of African American hair care. However, here are some final tips to keep in mind. Stay away from alcohol based products; look for either Alcohol or SD Alcohol on the label. Then leave it on the shelf. Alcohol is extremely drying to African American hair. 
Never rush when doing their hair. Always be patient and GENTLE. If you don't have the time to wash their hair and properly, condition, detangle and style it, don't do it. Never relax and color their own hair, have a professional do it. For the most part, home relaxer kits contain a lot of calcium, which will build up on the hair and make it less manageable. So, at worst, go to a Beauty Supply store and buy professional products and have someone else perform these services. At best, go to a Black hairstylist and have them done professionally. African American hair is extremely versatile, however, it needs to be treated with gently respect at all times.

