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Agenda Item:  L  

 

Date:  August 28, 2025   

 

Title: First Review of the Guidelines for Policies on Heat-Related Illness 

Prevention in Student Athletes  

 

Presenter: Dr. Samantha Hollins, Deputy Superintendent of Special Education 

and Specialized Populations 

 

Purpose of Presentation 

Action required by state or federal law or regulation.  

 

Executive Summary 

Pursuant to Senate Bill 161 (2022), the Virginia Department of Education, in conjunction with 

stakeholders, is to develop and biennially update guidelines on policies to inform and educate 

coaches and student-athletes and their parents or guardians of the nature and risk of heat-

related illness, how to recognize the signs of heat-related illness, and how to prevent heat-

related illness.  

 

In 2025, House Bill 1663 (SB 1104) was approved to amend the Code of Virginia by adding a 

section numbered § 22.1-271.9, relating to public schools; interscholastic sports and athletics; 

guidelines and policies on student-athlete extreme heat safety and protection; development and 

implementation.  

 

The Code of Virginia is amended by adding section numbered § 22.1-271.9 as follows: 

 

A. The Board shall develop, biennially review and update as necessary, and distribute 

to each local school division guidelines on policies relating to extreme heat safety and 

protection for student-athletes that inform coaches, student-athletes, and student-

athletes' parents of risks associated with and best-practices and strategies for ensuring 

the safety and protection of student-athletes when engaging in outdoor physical activity 

in times of extreme heat. 

 

B. Each school board shall develop and update, in accordance with the guidelines 

developed by the Board pursuant to subsection A, policies on student-athlete extreme 

heat safety and protection. Such policies shall: 

 

https://legacylis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?221+sum+SB161
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20251/HB1663
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20251/SB1104
https://lis.virginia.gov/bill-details/20251/HB1663/text/HB1663SC1
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/22.1-271.9/
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1. Be consistent with any heat guidelines based on Wet Bulb Globe Temperature 

(WBGT) levels developed by an organization or entity whose purpose it is to 

regulate or govern interscholastic athletics programs in the Commonwealth; 

2. Include parameters relating to the scheduling of outdoor athletics practices or 

games during different WBGT levels and establishing the WBGT levels at which 

outdoor athletics practices or games shall be cancelled; 

3. Establish a heat-acclimatization and modification procedure for outdoor athletics 

practices or games consisting of at least five tiers of procedures for outdoor 

athletics practices or games based on heat or humidity levels, with the first tier 

outlining heat-acclimatization and modification procedures for the lowest heat or 

humidity level requiring special student-athlete safety and protection precautions 

and the final tier outlining heat-acclimatization and modification procedures for 

the most severe heat or humidity level before the level at which all outdoor 

athletics practices or games shall be cancelled pursuant to subdivision 2. Such 

tiered heat-acclimatization and modification procedures shall include required 

equipment modification, if applicable for the sport, modification of work-to-rest 

ratios, modification of water break requirements, and procedures relating to the 

use of shaded areas for rest breaks; 

4. Require (i) each student-athlete to be given unhindered access at all times to 

hydration and a cooling space, which may be a shaded or air-conditioned area, 

and (ii) each student-athlete and each coach to be provided ice at any time there is 

a WBGT level of 80 degrees Fahrenheit or higher; 

5. Include procedures relating to preventing, recognizing, and addressing heat-

related illnesses, including dehydration, heat syncope, heat exhaustion, and heat 

stroke; and 

6. Establish a process for reporting and investigating any instance in which a 

student-athlete experiences a severe heat-related illness requiring emergency 

medical treatment or resulting in death. 

 

This item supports Priority 5 of the Board of Education Comprehensive Plan: 2024-2029: to 

advance safe and healthy schools.  

 

Action Requested 

First review: action will be requested at a future meeting. 

 

Superintendent’s Recommendation 

The Superintendent of Public Instruction recommends that the Virginia Board of Education 

accept for first review the Guidelines for Policies on Heat-Related Illness Prevention in Student 

Athletes.  

 

Previous Review or Action 

No previous review or action. 

 

https://www.doe.virginia.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/51695/638398713536900000
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Background Information and Statutory Authority 

Heat-related illness is a general term encompassing four specific conditions: heat stroke (a 

medical emergency), heat exhaustion, heat syncope (fainting), and heat cramps. The prevention 

of heat-related illness includes proper acclimatization for exercise in hot and humid 

environments and maintaining appropriate hydration levels.  

 

Heat-related illness is a serious condition that results from the body's inability to regulate its 

temperature, often caused by prolonged exposure to high temperatures and humidity. It exists 

on a spectrum, ranging from mild issues like heat cramps and heat edema to severe, life-

threatening heatstroke. As temperatures rise, the body's primary cooling mechanisms, such as 

sweat evaporation, become less effective, increasing the risk of overheating. Athletes are 

particularly vulnerable due to intense physical exertion, leading to significant fluid and 

electrolyte loss. Without timely intervention, moderate heat illness can quickly escalate, 

potentially causing organ failure, neurological damage, or even death (Leiva & Church, 2023). 

 

Understanding risk factors—such as high temperatures, inadequate hydration, and underlying 

health conditions—can help in preventing these conditions and ensuring athlete safety. 

 

Ensuring the well-being of athletes requires a proactive approach to heat illness prevention, 

including education, proper hydration, and acclimatization strategies. Coaches, trainers, and 

healthcare professionals must work together to recognize early signs of heat-related illness, 

such as dizziness, confusion, excessive sweating, and muscle cramps, and take immediate 

action to cool the affected individual (Leiva & Church, 2023). 

 

Additionally, local monitoring of ambient temperature and humidity levels combined with 

policies that limit practice duration, activity intensity, and the wearing of protective 

equipment during periods of high temperatures and humidity levels is critical to preventing 

heat-related illness and promoting student-athlete health and safety. 

 

By prioritizing athlete safety and fostering a culture of awareness, schools and sports 

organizations can significantly reduce the incidence of heat illness and safeguard the health of 

their athletes. 

 

Stakeholder Engagement 

An interdisciplinary stakeholder group was convened to review and provide feedback for the 

Guidelines for Policies on Heat-Related Illness Prevention in Student Athletes. This team of 

content experts consisted of athletic coaches, division-wide athletic directors, school nurses, 

representatives from the Virginia High School League, the Virginia Department of Health, and 

the Virginia Department of Education. 

 

Draft policy language was created and disseminated to the content experts for their feedback and 

recommendations. Feedback was encouraged via email and via an open office discussion held 

through virtual meetings between July and August 2025. 
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Implementation and Communication 

Upon Board approval, the revised Guidelines for Policies on Heat-Related Illness Prevention in 

Student Athletes will be submitted to the Virginia Regulatory Town Hall in accordance with the 

provisions of the Administrative Process Act and posted on the Health-Related Legislation 

Guidance Documents webpage. 

 

Updated information will also be shared with stakeholders through the Virginia Education 

Update Newsletter and will be posted on the Health Education Website, the Physical Education 

website, and the Virginia Department of Health’s Injury and Violence Prevention website. 

Additionally, teams are presenting updated changes at multiple professional development events, 

including the Virginia Association of Health and Physical Education, Recreation, and Dance 

Convention November 7-9, 2025. 

 

The VDOE is prepared to respond to any public comment received via the Town Hall regulatory 

process, as well as other VDOE communication channels. The VDOE will provide status updates 

to the Board as requested and will continue to engage stakeholders as needed. 

 

The Code of Virginia requires the Virginia Board of Education to biennially update the 

Guidelines for Policies on Heat-Related Illness Prevention in Student Athletes. 

 

Impact on Fiscal and Human Resources 

The VDOE’s existing resources supported the development of the proposed guidelines. Any 

costs associated with the dissemination, training, or implementation related to the heat-related 

illness prevention guidelines will be absorbed through current funding.  

 

https://www.doe.virginia.gov/teaching-learning-assessment/k-12-standards-instruction/health-education/health-related-legislation-guidance-documents

