
Sunscreen: Why are My Parents Always Covering Me in 

This Stuff? 

 
Sunscreen is one of those things that we all must deal with. It feels weird, makes our skin feel super 

greasy, tastes funny if it gets in your mouth, and burns your eyes when you sweat. So why do we have to 

put it on all summer (and why we should even in the winter), and how does it work? But first watch this 

video for a little reminder of the importance of sunscreen: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sTJ7AzBIJoI 

 

Why Are We Putting This Goop On? 

 
After watching that video, we know that we need to wear sunscreen, but why do people keep telling 

you that it is important. Well I think it is important to understand that the sun is both important for us, 

but also a little bit dangerous. Specifically, it is dangerous to our skin.  Many of us have probably 

experienced a sunburn at some point in our lives. It isn’t fun. It hurts to touch, and maybe your skin 

starts to peel. Nobody wants that. And if it happens enough you can even get skin cancer, and that 

doesn’t sound like fun does it. Using sunscreen, we can mitigate some of the potential damage that the 

sun is doing to our skin.  

 

Quick Fact: While most of us think of sunscreen as a summer thing while we sit on the beach or hand by 

the pool it can also be very important to apply sunscreen to exposed skin in the winter. Sunlight 

reflecting off snow can do just as much damage to our skin as the sun on a hot summer day.  

 

How Does Sunscreen Even Work? 

 
We know why we need to wear sunscreen, but it is also cool to know how it protects us. Sunscreen is 

usually made up of two ingredients one that blocks the harmful rays of the sun from getting to you.  This 

is usually something like zinc oxide (imagine that white stuff you see on the lifeguard's nose in movies). 

The other ingredient absorbs the harmful rays before it gets two your skin. The other thing that is 

important when looking at sunscreen is the SPF value. What does SPF even more and how much is 

enough? Well it turns out that isn’t as hard to explain as you would think. For starters SPF simply stands 

for Sun Protection Factor and it tells you how much longer it would take for your skin to burn and 

relates to approximately how much of the sun's rays are being blocked by the sunscreen.  Check out the 

crazy chart below to get some better info.  

 

SPF Time Before You Burn Amount of UVB Blocked 

NONE! About 10 minutes 0% 
15 150 minutes 93% 

30 300 minutes 97% 

50 500 minutes 98% 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sTJ7AzBIJoI


 

Why Are We Putting This Stuff On Every Five Minutes? 

 
Ok. So, you probably aren’t putting on fresh sunscreen every five minutes but sometimes it can feel like 

it right. I mean the chart above suggests that you only need to put on fresh sunscreen once every 5 to 8 

hours so once should be plenty right. Well unfortunately it isn’t that simple. Those times are what works 

in a lab in perfect conditions, and well when we are outside being active that can be anything but 

perfect conditions. For best protection you should be applying fresh sunscreen of AT LEAST SPF 15 every 

2 hours, and if you have been swimming or playing with water it is more like every hour. When in doubt 

follow the instructions that come on the bottle. Note I said at least SPF 15, but what is the highest SPF 

you can get. That would be SPF 100, but most research suggest that anything over 50 probably isn’t 

giving you any extra protection. The best thing you can do is make sure that you are regularly reapplying 

a good solid SPF 50 for the best protection.  

 

Sunscreen Experiments 

 
First let's look at the effect that sunscreen has. This is a pretty easy experiment that only requires 3 

things.  
Items:  

Dark colored construction paper 

Sunscreen 

Bright sunny day 

 

Steps: 

1.) Take your piece of construction paper and draw a line down the center. Label one side sunscreen and 

the other no sunscreen.  

2.) Now cover your hand in a thin layer of sunscreen (spray works better but a light lotion will get it done 

too.  

3.) Now make a handprint on the sunscreen side and give the sunscreen a minute to absorb into the 

paper. After a few minutes the sunscreen handprints should disappear. 

4.) Put the pieces of paper outside in the sun for a few hours. Go Play! 

5.) Observe what the differences are between the sunscreen and no sunscreen sides. Can you see the 

effect of the sunscreen? 

 

Now let's look at what the sun can do.  This experiment is a little more involved, but arguably tastier. If 

you’re up for the challenge it will be very worth it. Let’s build a solar oven and make some smores! 

 

Here is a link to the experiment with a video: https://science-u.org/experiments/solar-oven-

smores.html 

(note: you can replace plastic sheets with plastic wrap.) 

 

Good luck and have fun! Please feel free to show post your results on the Facebook page!  

https://science-u.org/experiments/solar-oven-smores.html
https://science-u.org/experiments/solar-oven-smores.html

