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Document summary 
Guidance about sun safety in schools and recognising the symptoms of heat exhaustion and 
heat stroke. 
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Sun Exposure 
 
1. Background  

 

        Sun safety is an issue for schools. Since the early 1990s, skin cancer 
incidence rates have more than doubled in the UK. The sun produces UV 
radiation which can cause damage to the surface of the skin, the structures 
inside the skin and the function of skin causing mutations in the DNA skin 
cells. 80% of most people’s exposure to the sun takes place in childhood. 
Overexposure to the sun’s rays causes sunburn. Getting sunburnt as a child 
leads to a greater risk of skin cancer in later life, therefore, it is important 
that schools take precautions to encourage children to practice sun safe 
behaviour and to play in the shade when the sun is hottest between 12:00 – 
3:00pm. 

 

        Although sunburn may appear to heal on the surface deep down the damage 
remains. It is a myth that a tan is a sign of health. Tanning is the way the 
skin protects itself from further damage.  

 
The risk of non-melanoma skin cancer is directly related to cumulative exposure to the 
sun. Short intense exposure to the sun increases the risk of malignant melanoma.  Periods 
of intermittent exposure to the sun at a young age are more harmful than overexposure in 
adults. 
 
Children are particularly at risk as the school day spans the hottest part of the day.  
Children and those staff members involved in their supervision are exposed to the sun 
around midday when it is at its strongest.  Children that are fair skinned are more at risk 
of burning, so precautions should be taken. 
 
It is recommended that, where possible, play areas should incorporate shelter in the form 
of trees, built shelters or verandas.  It is best to ensure that children do not play with sand 
or water between 12.00 pm - 1.00 pm because of the reflection of the sun's rays from the 
surface.  Concrete reflects more than half the sun's rays and may cause sunburn even to 
individuals who are in the shade.  So, where possible, use of open school playing fields 
where available is encouraged. 
 
When planning play areas, shade should be taken into account.  As well as providing shade 
from the sun, it also provides a variety of play environments where children can sit 
quietly; e.g. gazebo, arbour. 
 
Children should have access to drinking water throughout the school day. 
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It is recommended that lessons held outside between 12.00 pm and 2.00 pm. should 
have access to shade.   
 
During physical education where games are being played outside, care should be taken to 
ensure that clothing is loose fitting and that tops with collars, and most importantly hats, 
are worn. When team games such as cricket, rounders and stool ball are taking place, 
players not taking part should be, where possible, sitting in some form of shade. 
 
It is recommended that establishments develop local procedures for hot weather to 
include holding lessons outside, sports days, off-site visits, and provision of additional 
ventilation, see temperatures section. 
 
Concern has been expressed about applying sun creams to children and young people. 
Whilst it is acknowledged that this is a sensitive issue, there may be occasions, 
particularly if a child is very young or has special needs, where this may be required. 
Establishments/schools are reminded of the code of conduct for employees whose work 
brings them into contact with young people.  The code of conduct recommends that 
employees who administer first aid etc. should ensure, wherever possible, that other 
children or another adult is present if in any doubt as to whether necessary physical 
contact could be misconstrued. 
 
A sunscreen is any product applied to the skin to protect it from the sun.  Sun blocks are 
sunscreens containing physical barriers that reflect the sun's harmful ultraviolet radiation 
away from the body. Generally, their use is limited to sun exposed areas, such as the face, 
and is particularly important in those children who burn easily in the sun. 
 
A sunscreen's Sun Protection Factor (SPF) is a measure of how much radiation is allowed 
through.  SPF is also a measure of how much a sunscreen protects your skin from the sun.  
The higher the SPF, the greater the protection.  A sunscreen's SPF is measured by timing 
how long skin covered with sunscreen takes to burn when compared with unprotected.  If 
skin would burn in 10 minutes in the midday sun, by using a sunscreen of SPF2 this would 
double the time spent before burning, to 20 minutes. 
 
Some establishments may be happy for pupils to apply sun screen/block preparations for 
themselves.  Pupils are encouraged to use non water resistant products.  Water resistant 
products, if ingested, can be harmful and should not be allowed in schools.  Whilst the 
decision to allow self-application is the schools, age could be a deciding factor.  For 
example, pupils aged over 11 may be deemed as responsible enough to self apply 
sunscreen.  The sunscreen used should be SPF15 or higher.  Time spent in the sun should 
still be limited. 
 
A standard letter has been developed (see Appendix 1) for establishments that do not wish 
pupils to self apply sunscreen that could be issued to parents.  This informs parents of the 
school's concern for pupils who are likely to be exposed to the sun during the school day.  
It recommends that parents take appropriate action that will ensure that the risks are 
minimised. 
 
 

2. Sun Exposure on Off-site Visits 
 
Group leaders must be aware of the potential problems associated with sun exposure and 
hot conditions. Planning and preparation can lessen or prevent harmful effects and group 
leaders should consider the following: 
 

 Weather forecasts – these should be obtained and attention given to hot weather 
warnings and to the maximum times advised for the exposure to the sun 
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 Provision of shade – adequate shade should be available at times during the day so 
that the children and young people can have access to a cooler area and are not 
exposed to UV radiation for excessive periods 

 

 Liquids – an adequate supply of or access to liquids should be made available. 
Where the children and young people provide their own drinks, they must be 
monitored so that drinks are taken regularly rather than at one go 

 

 Clothing – the children and young people should be encouraged to wear suitable 
protective clothing e.g. long sleeves and appropriate headwear 

 

 Sun creams – sun creams and screens of a sufficiently high factor should be used: 
SPF15 or higher. Where the children or young people have not brought their own, 
hypo allergenic sun screen should be provided. To minimise the risk of cross-
infection, the sun screen should be poured onto the child’s or young person’s hand 
from above in the style of a ‘soap dispenser’. 

 

 Applying sun cream - there has been concern expressed about leaders applying sun 
creams to children and young people. Whilst it is acknowledged that this is a 
sensitive issue there are occasions, particularly if a child is very young or has 
special needs, where this will need to be done. In such cases, leaders should apply 
the sun cream when another adult is present, and a protocol should be established. 
At least one of the adults present should have been DBS checked. It is not an 
option to leave a child unprotected. 

 

 Programme – the day’s activities may need to be designed so that excessive 
demands are not made during the hottest part of the day. 

 
 

3. Potential Ill Health Effects 
 
In extremely hot conditions, the body's heat-loss mechanisms may fail.  When the 
atmospheric temperature equals body temperature it becomes impossible for the body to 
lose heat.  High humidity also causes problems, as sweat will not evaporate well.  In these 
circumstances, particularly during strenuous exercise when extra heat is generated by 
muscular activity, heat exhaustion or the more dangerous condition, heatstroke, may 
develop. 
 
The symptoms of heat exhaustion are as follows: 
 

 headache, dizziness and confusion 

 loss of appetite and nausea 

 sweating, with pale clammy skin 

 cramps in the limbs or abdomen 

 rapid, weakening pulse and breathing. 
 
Once these symptoms are recognised the main aims are to move the casualty to cool 
surroundings and to replace lost fluid and salt: 
 

 help the casualty to lie down and raise legs 

 if conscious, help casualty to sip weak salt solution (one teaspoon per litre of water). 
 
If casualty becomes unconscious, place in recovery position and summon an ambulance. 
 
The symptoms of heatstroke are as follows: 
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 headache, dizziness and discomfort 

 restlessness and confusion 

 hot, flushed, dry skin 

 a rapid deterioration in the level of response 

 a full, bounding pulse 

 body temperature above 40degreesC (104 degrees F). 
 
Once the symptoms have been recognised, take the following steps: 
 

 move casualty quickly to cool place and call an ambulance 

 wrap casualty in a cold, wet sheet and keep it wet.  Continue until the under the 
tongue temperature falls to 38 degrees C (100.4 degrees F) 

 when the temperature has fallen to 38 degrees C/100.4 degrees F, replace the wet 
sheet with a dry one.  Observe casualty carefully. 

 
If you have any queries on these guidelines or implementation on policy, please contact 
the Health and Safety team on 01273 336306. 
 
For further information on keeping cool in a heatwave, including a link to the 
Government’s ‘Heatwave Plan for England’, please see the guidance available on the East 
Sussex County Council’s website. 
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Appendix 1 
 

Example Letter to send to parents on exposure to the sun 
 
 
 
Dear Parent/Guardian 
 
Exposure to the Sun 
 
It is expected that your child, during the school day, will be exposed to the sun.  There is 
concern that over exposure to the sun can be harmful. 
 
To protect the skin from these harmful effects, it is recommended that pupils wear sun 
hats and light coloured, loose fitting tops with collars.  The application of an appropriate 
sunscreen before school will help to protect the skin.  I am sure you understand that it 
would not be appropriate for staff to apply sunscreen to pupils.  It is requested that your 
child does not bring sun protection products to school. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
Headteacher 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
NOTE:  This letter is appropriate for the majority of cases but the last sentence can 

be deleted where there are exceptional circumstances and therefore due to 
those circumstances the school has decided to administer sun cream in line 
with the Supporting Pupils with Medical Conditions Policy and Guidance.  

 
 

 


