Sunburn on a Cloudy Day?
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Megan and her family had just moved to Vancouver, British Columbia from Phoenix Arizona. Megan’s father was transferred from his job and this lead to their move North. Megan was ten years old and in grade 5. She had lived in Phoenix her entire life and was very much used to hot temperatures and a lot of sun exposure. During Megan’s first week of school at Little Mountain Elementary she met Cheryl, a peer from her class. As the weeks passed and the weather was getting nicer, Cheryl would often talk about her cottage and how her family would go there almost every weekend in the summer. As the first week of June came around, Cheryl and her family were heading to their cottage for the weekend as usual. At school on Wednesday Cheryl invited Megan to join her family at the lake. Megan rushed home after school and asked her parents if it would be all right for her to go. Megan’s mother called Cheryl’s mother and they worked it out. Megan was ecstatic! On Friday after school, Cheryl and her family picked Megan up from her house. Megan’s mother gave her a kiss on the cheek and told her to listen to Cheryl’s mother and father, as they were going to be in charge of her this weekend. Megan sighed, kissed her mother on the cheek and said “Yes, Mom.”

When they arrived at the cabin it was already dark outside. The girls decided they wanted to roast marshmallows on the bonfire for dinner. Cheryl’s mom hesitated at first, but then agreed that it was a special occasion. The girls had a great time roasting their marshmallows and making smores, but it was time for bed, as tomorrow was going to be a fun-filled outdoor day!

The next morning the girls woke up around 9:30am, and to their surprise it was cloudy and gloomy outside. Cheryl was quite upset at first, but Megan assured her they could and would still have fun outside today. After the girls ate breakfast they decided it would still be fun to go for a swim or a nature walk even though it was cloudy. The girls quickly changed from their pajamas into their swimsuits and shorts. Cheryl’s mother was ready with the sunscreen when the girls came out of the bedroom. Cheryl sighed and said “Mom, not again, do you have to be so embarrassing with that sunscreen all the time?” Cheryl’s mom replied “Yes, yes I do. I don’t want you to be uncomfortable and itchy over the next few days because you got horrible sunburn.” Cheryl sighed shrugged her shoulders and walked over to her mother. Her mom proceeded to cover Cheryl with sunscreen and slap a hat on her head. 

“You’re next Megan” called Cheryl’s mother, but Megan didn’t want anything it do with it. “I don’t need to wear sunscreen in Canada because it isn’t all that hot here, at least compared to where I came from. Plus, it is cloudy outside, so there is no way I could get sunburn because there is no sun out!” Cheryl’s mom replied “I am responsible for you Megan and from personal experience living here, and from experiencing all types of weather, I know sunscreen is necessary.” Cheryl then stepped in and said “Mom, if Megan is used to the heat and thinks that she can handle being outside without the sunscreen, please don’t force her.” “All right, hopefully, you are not out there too long. If you start to feel funny, please apply this sunscreen, I don’t want to take you back to your mother looking like a lobster, Megan.” Cheryl grabbed the bottle of sunscreen from her mother, her towel from the couch and she and Megan were off to the dock. “Sorry about that, my mom is too protective sometimes. I mean, it isn’t even sunny out today and she has me covered in sunscreen and this ugly hat.” 

“It’s ok; we will still have a great day, no matter what” said Megan.
At 3:30 in the afternoon Megan and Cheryl returned to the cabin. They had spent all day laying on the dock, going on a nature walk, and heading to the local store for ice cream. When they entered the cottage Cheryl’s mother was sitting in the dining area reading a novel. “Oh, my goodness, Megan! Your face is incredibly red and you don’t look well. Are you feeling ok? “Come to think of it Mrs. Newton I feel rather warm, do you mind if I take a nap before dinner?” said Megan. “Absolutely, I will get you a cool, wet cloth to place on your forehead while you nap. It should make you feel a bit better. You have horrible sunburn and by the sound of things possibly slight sunstroke.”
After her nap Megan woke up and looked in the mirror in bedroom. Her face, shoulders and upper thighs were pink and very warm to the touch. Megan was confused. How on earth could I get sunburn this bad on such a cloudy, gloomy day? She thought to herself. It wasn’t all that nice outside anyways?

Megan then walked out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. There she saw Cheryl sitting with her father. “How are you feeling Megan?” asked Mr. Newton. “Oh, not too well Mr. Newton, I think I should have listened to your wife about putting on sunscreen and a hat.” “Why yes you should have Megan. You see, Mrs. Newton is a doctor after all and she does know a thing or two about skin issues. I did the very same thing you just did when Mrs. Newton and I starting dating. She was in medical school at the time and we went to the beach on a Saturday afternoon. It ended up being a cloudy day when we arrived at the beach. Anyways, I refused to put on sunscreen as I thought it wasn’t “macho” to wear, and also it wasn’t sunny outside. Mrs. Newton repeatedly told me to put some on, but I ignored her. I figured she just got her information wrong about actually getting a sunburn on a cloudy day. However, I quickly learned she had been studying well. Mrs. Newton told me that the ultraviolet rays of the sun still penetrate through clouds. Clouds can sometimes even act as reflectors, which can occasionally cause worse sunburn than on a cloudless day. Therefore, just because we cannot see the sun, doesn’t mean that its rays can’t and won’t find a way to get to us. Clouds are not blockage protectors. Many people think they can only get sunburned when it is a clear sunny day; however, often it takes a situation like ours (serious sunburn) to actually believe it can happen on cloudy days too. “Well, I learned my lesson Mr. Newton. I will be wearing sunscreen whenever I go outside in the summer. Sunny or cloudy, I will be wearing sunscreen, and a hat. I don’t want this to happen again” said Megan. “Good to hear, now lets call your mom and tell her what happened Megan.”   ……

Questions for Students:

1) Use your textbook to define the terms: cloud cover, ultraviolet index and sunburn.

2) Using your textbook, locate and identify the 3 types of UV radiation. Draw a mini illustration to describe each one.
3) Could the time of day Megan and Cheryl were outside have anything to do with Megan’s sunburn? Explain.

4) What steps did Cheryl take to prevent her sunburn that Megan did not? Are there any other precautions that could have been taken by either girl to help prevent sunburn? (Criticize)
5) From reading the story, is it true that people cannot get a sunburn on cloudy days? With your immediate desk partner refer to your textbook for scientific evidence proving the answer. (Formulate an answer with supporting detail)
6) With your immediate desk partner, take a piece of poster board from the front of the room and create a poster advertising the importance/value of understanding

           “Sun Knowledge” (sunscreen, UV, etc)
Curricular Outcomes:

Grade 5, Cluster 4: Weather

5-4-07: Identify and describe components of public weather reports from a variety of sources.
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