
 

Student investigates sun safety in daycare
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Daycares and early childhood education programs frequently apply
sunscreen to children, but still have room for improvement in sun safety,
according to a new Northwestern Medicine study published in JAMA
Dermatology.
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First-year medical student Megan Perez was the first author of the study,
which was led by principal investigator June Robinson, MD, research
professor of Dermatology and a member of the Robert H. Lurie
Comprehensive Cancer Center of Northwestern University.

In the study, the investigators assessed sun protection behaviors and
attitudes in programs for children aged two to six, as sun safety practices
in childhood can reduce lifetime UV radiation exposure and risk of skin
cancer.

"From a dermatological perspective, we need to continue to raise
awareness that sun protection is very important, and starting those
behaviors as a child is really going to carry throughout your lifetime,"
Perez said.

Currently, because sunscreen is considered an over-the-counter
medication regulated by the FDA, the Illinois State Board of
Education—similar to many other states—requires a physician's
prescription and application by a nurse in schools. Although these
regulations do not apply to daycares, there are still concerns that sun
safety is not adequately practiced.

In the study, Perez surveyed more than 200 administrators and teachers
at Illinois Head Start/Early Head Start and daycare centers throughout
the state about a variety of sun safety attitudes and practices.

The survey results demonstrated that few respondents considered sun
protection to be a top health habit for children, unlike brushing teeth or
exercise, indicating the need to improve attitudes about sun protection.

However, program staff did frequently provide sunscreen for children,
especially in the form of spray sunscreen.
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"It's wonderful that so many Head Start and Early Head Start programs
are taking care of children by applying sunscreen," Robinson said. "I am
especially encouraged by the programs' innovative use of spray
sunscreen to avoid touching the children. In the past, touching children,
which is prohibited out of concerns about child abuse, prevented the
application of lotion sunscreen."

The study also noted that although early childhood education programs
frequently followed heat index guidelines to determine scheduling
outdoor activities, the UV index was rarely taken into account.

"Daycares and Head Start programs were great about following the heat
index; if it was too high, they weren't going outside. So if we could
promote the UV index as well, that could be a great way to regulate
when kids are exposed to potential damage from the sun," Perez said.

Perez conducted the research the summer before her first year of
medical school, after contacting Robinson about her interest in
dermatology research.

"Simply stated, this work could not have been done without Megan,"
Robinson said. "It takes a special kind of person to make hundreds of
telephone calls, engage people to have meaningful conversations, and
extract new findings from all those conversations. Megan has those
special qualities."

This summer, Perez will begin a second study with Robinson, as part of
her Area of Scholarly Concentration (AOSC) project. The team will
assess whether health education about melanoma and skin cancer
screening incorporated into the mammogram experience increases
awareness and action among women.

"I owe a lot to my mentor," Perez said. "Dr. Robinson is a great teacher
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and was essential in mentoring me in how to write a research paper. She
was always there to support me, and her passion for this topic is
inspiring. I feel very grateful."

  More information: Megan Perez et al. Sun Protection Behaviors in
Head Start and Other Early Childhood Education Programs in Illinois, 
JAMA Dermatology (2018). DOI: 10.1001/jamadermatol.2017.5257
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