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Executive Summary  

 

 Challenging gender stereotypes is intrinsic for the promotion of positive body image and for 

equipping children and young people for safe, healthy, happy adult lives. 

   

 Racism and stereotypes about ethnicity impacts on the self-esteem and identity of BME students.  

 

 PSHE is an important vehicle in which to discuss body image and should be made a statutory 

subject within the National Curriculum.  

 

 Schools are becoming exam factories which squeeze out opportunities for the creative exploration 

of issues relating to body image. 

 

 Teachers feel that because of workload intensification, they have insufficient time to get to know 

individual pupils as well as they would like, and to support pupils to gain the confidence to be 

themselves, be happy with their bodies and to challenge behaviours which contribute to negative 

body image. 

 

 Government cuts to education have impacted on the levels of pastoral and mental health support 

in schools to tackle physical, emotional and social problems connected to pupil’s poor body image.  

 

Introduction 

 

1. The following constitutes the National Union of Teachers (NUT) submission to the Youth Select 

Committee inquiry into body image. The NUT is a teachers' union representing the largest number 

of qualified and qualifying teachers in England and Wales.  

 

2. We believe the Youth Select Committee’s inquiry into the causes and impact of poor body image 

and what can be done to promote positive body image in schools is timely and important. We 

believe this inquiry is particularly timely given relationships and sex education (RSE) will become 

statutory in primary and secondary education from the academic year 2019/20 and Personal, 

Social, Health and Economic education (PSHE) may also become statutory following Government 

consultation.   

 
3. Our response focuses on the role schools can play in promoting positive body image while also 

identifying national policy barriers which can hinder schools ability to effectively tackle this issue. 

 

  

The role of education in enhancing positive body image and student wellbeing 

 

4. The NUT believes that schools have an important role to play in supporting children’s personal 

development, wellbeing and mental health, including supporting children to have a positive body 

image. This should be an explicit policy goal for education as a public service, and national policy 



 

should therefore be designed with equal value for all areas of children’s development and well-

being.  The Every Child Matters Framework under the last Labour Government explicitly set as a 

goal that every child should: 

 be healthy 

 stay safe 

 enjoy and achieve 

 make a positive contribution 

 achieve economic well-being1. 

5. The effective delivery of subjects which allow for critical discussion of body image, such as through 

PSHE, RSE and physical education (PE), alongside a whole school approach addressing bullying and 

prejudice, is vital for ensuring pupils can learn about body image in a supportive and safe 

environment.  

 

Tackling gender stereotypes 

 

6. We believe part of the solution to creating positive body image involves schools challenging gender 

stereotypes and equipping children and young people for safe, healthy, happy adult lives.   

 

7. Evidence shows that from a very young age, learners are subjected to “traditional” gender 

stereotypes which pressure both boys and girls to look and behave in a certain way. Indeed, the 

APPG on Body Image heard evidence that girls as young as five were worrying about their size and 

appearance2. These stereotypes can contribute to young people developing negative body images 

if they do not ‘conform’ and can also lead to peer bullying and harassment.   

 
8. NUT’s two-year programme challenging gender stereotypes within nursery and primary classrooms 

shows gender stereotypes are tied up with problematic perceptions of body image3. In one 

exercise a school asked girls and boys in year six to suggest words associated with both sexes. Boys 

picked words linked to sport or physical strength (‘muscly’ ‘sick pack’) and were aggressive 

(‘violent’, ‘get away with stuff’, ‘shouty’, ‘rude’, ‘scary’), whereas girls bodies were sexualised 

(‘lover’ ‘hot’, ‘kiss’, ‘fancy’, ‘sexy’, ‘breasts’).4  

 
9. This indicates that while body image problems affect both boys and girls, there are often additional 

ramifications for girls and young women.  In particular, where body image bullying and harassment 

occur, the harassment experienced by girls and young women may often be sexualised and sexist5.   

 
10. In addition, evidence suggests that girls and young women who develop poor body image can also 

be held back because of fears of their bodies being criticised. For example, Girlguiding research6 

                                              
1 https://www.education.gov.uk/consultations/downloadableDocs/EveryChildMatters.pdf  

2 Please see the APPG on Body Image (2012) Reflections on body image, YMCA.  Available online: 
http://www.berealcampaign.co.uk/help-and-resources/2014/09/19/appg-reflections-on-body-image/  
3 NUT (2013) Breaking the Mould, NUT. Available online.  
4 NUT (2013) Breaking the Mould, NUT. Available  online  
5 Please see the Women and Equalities Committee (2016) Sexual harassment and sexual violence in 
schools’, House of Commons.  Available online.  

https://www.education.gov.uk/consultations/downloadableDocs/EveryChildMatters.pdf
http://www.berealcampaign.co.uk/help-and-resources/2014/09/19/appg-reflections-on-body-image/
https://www.teachers.org.uk/equality/equality-matters/breaking-mould
http://www.teachers.org.uk/sites/default/files2014/stereotypes-stop_0.pdf
https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmwomeq/91/9102.htm


 

shows that 47% of girls aged 11-21 say the way they look stops them from doing everyday things 

they’d like to do and that from as young as seven, girls say they feel embarrassed and ashamed of 

how they look.  

 

11. Such data indicates that enhancing positive body image in school must begin from a young age and 

involve addressing broader issues of sexism and prejudice caused by gender stereotypes.  

 
12. Our ‘Breaking the Mould’ work indicates that good practice in challenging gender stereotypes in 

primary schools involved using children’s ‘stereotypical’ comments as opportunities to challenge 

such assumptions in addition to involving and training staff to embed anti-harassment and anti-

bullying policy.7  Using books or reading exercises were also effective at prompting teachers to 

reflect on their behaviour and role modelling and for encouraging them to gently and regularly 

challenge stereotypes in the classroom. 

 
PSHE and RSE 
 

13. RSE and PSHE are vitally important areas of the curriculum that can contribute to children and 

young people’s confidence and positive emotional wellbeing8. 

 
14. We believe these subjects provide essential space for young people to talk about and challenge 

unrealistic beauty ideals as well as provide a safe environment to increase understanding of their 

bodies and body image issues. PSHE also provides the opportunity for schools to discuss matters 

that contribute to poor body image – such as the impact of social media and how children can 

assess and manage the risks of social media.   

 

15. Currently, however, PSHE is not statutory and results in schools giving it too little time in the 

curriculum. For instance, over the past four years, the number of hours spent on PSHE has fallen by 

approximately one third.9  Where PSHE is delivered, teachers tell us it is almost always accorded 

low status and resource.10   

16. We strongly recommend that PSHE is given statutory status in order to raise its status and improve 

provision. We look forward to the Government taking forward its planned consultation on whether 

to make PSHE statutory.    

17. As we have argued regarding the Government’s announcement of statutory RSE, we believe that if 

PSHE is made statutory, the DfE will need to work with the teaching profession as it revises the 

curriculum and identify the support and resources for CPD needed to ensure PSHE is a high status 

and highly valued subject. 

                                                                                                                                                      
6 Girlguiding (2016) Girls’ Attitudes Survey, Girlguiding. Available online here.  
7 For more information see NUT (2013) Breaking the Mould, NUT. Accessed online here   
8 The Royal Society for Public Health and Young Health Movement: #statusofmindreport: 
https://www.rsph.org.uk/our-work/policy/social-media-and-young-people-s-mental-health-and-wellbeing.html   
The Joint Health and Education Committee report (2017) Children and young people’s health – role of 
education, House of Commons. Available online. 
9 Wragg, W. (2016) Education Select Committee meeting of 14 September 2016.  

10 National Union of Teachers (2014) SRE/PSHE Select Committee Inquiry-Survey of Members, NUT 

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2016.pdf
http://www.teachers.org.uk/sites/default/files2014/stereotypes-stop_0.pdf
https://www.rsph.org.uk/our-work/policy/social-media-and-young-people-s-mental-health-and-wellbeing.html
https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmhealth/849/849.pdf


 

18. Importantly, while making PSHE statutory is a crucial first step to help improve provision, we do 

not believe it will guarantee its quality. We remain deeply concerned that the key driver of PSHE’s 

under –valuing and marginalisation is due to school funding cuts and the over – focus on EBacc 

subjects because of high stakes accountability (see below).  

 

PE and outdoor learning 

19. The NUT believes that children’s access to sport and physical activity is critical to developing their 

confidence, wellbeing and positive body image.  

20. We also support outdoor learning which can improve children’s quality of life through enhancing 

their health and wellbeing, resilience, confidence and sense of place.  

 

21. With regards to PE, we would particularly encourage the inquiry to look at how gender stereotypes 

can affect the range of physical activity boys and girls participate in. We are aware for instance that 

sports such as netball and hockey are often seen as ‘girls sports’ whereas football and rugby are 

often seen as ‘boys sports’.  Pupils describe how their participation in non-gender conforming 

sports has meant they have been bullied as a result, which in turn can impact on their body image 

and future participation in sport. 

22. As with PSHE, we are concerned that children and young people’s access to PE is being reduced in 

schools due to funding cuts and schools’ accountability regime (see below).  The All-Party 

Parliamentary Group (APPG) on a Fit and Healthy Childhood highlighted that ‘PE is the first subject 

to be dropped in a week where additional time is needed to realise other outcomes’. The report 

mentioned SATs as one reason why children’s access to PE might be curtailed11. This evidence 

corresponds with the NUT’s research ‘A Curriculum for All?’ 12 which similarly shows more lesson 

time being allocated to ‘core’ subjects while at the same time students are withdrawn from ‘non-

core’ classes such as PE. 

 

Barriers to promoting positive body image and student wellbeing 

 

National schools policy is creating ‘exam factories’ 

 

23. Teachers support a vision for education which achieves a balance of knowledge, skills, and 

aptitudes including emotional resilience, critical thinking skills, and other elements of citizenship. 

Yet the focus in schools on citizenship and social aspects of learning through subjects such as PSHE 

is constrained by national policy. 

 

24. Schools are becoming ‘Exam Factories’ where outcomes are based purely on numbers13. Creativity, 

and the opportunity to discuss issues such as positive body image, and deconstruct the causes and 

impact of negative body image, are being squeezed out of the curriculum. This hinders the ability 

                                              
11 All-Party Parliamentary Group on a Fit and Healthy Childhood (2016) Physical Education , APPG. Available online  
12 Neumann, E et al. (2016) A Curriculum for All? NUT. Available online. 
13 Please see Hutchings, M (2015) Exam Factories? The impact of accountability measures on children and 
young people, NUT/London Metropolitan University. 

https://gallery.mailchimp.com/b6ac32ebdf72e70921b025526/files/PEreportFINAL.pdf
https://www.teachers.org.uk/sites/default/files2014/curriculum-for-all-64pp-10845.pdf


 

of schools to effectively tackle key issues facing many young people, both within, and outside, 

school.  

 

25. Teachers also tell us that they no longer have sufficient time to get to know their pupils adequately 

as individuals:  

“It used to be a lot of the time that the tutor could […] get to know them 

[tutees] and build up a relationship. Now we have sessions where students 

will go out and might do some extra English, might do some extra maths, 

extra science, so rather than actually having a pastoral session you’ve got the 

pressure of the curriculum coming into the pastoral side and taking away 

from it”14 

These changes not only undermine teacher’s ability to identify students experiencing negative 

body image but also their ability to increase pupil confidence and self-esteem which may prevent 

them from developing poor body image.  

 

26. In the NUT’s Exam Factories?15 one primary head teacher also said: The emphasis on tests and 

exams “has resulted in losing sight of other key aims of education:  developing the whole child, 

fostering a love of learning and developing dispositions and attitudes that will be useful in life.” 

 

27. Thus pressures to reach national performance indicators present substantial barriers for the 

promotion of social education more broadly, including the promotion of positive body image and 

equipping pupils with the skills to reject unrealistic and harmful body images. 

 
28. We are also concerned that cuts to education are exacerbating this narrowing of the curriculum. 

For instance, joint research by the NUT and the Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL) 

indicates that teaching posts in subjects not in the EBacc are at the most risk of being cut due to 

current funding pressures. Subjects being cut include music, modern languages, drama, PE and art. 

Overall, 64% of secondary staff said there had been a reduction in vocational subjects in their 

schools.16 All of these subjects are critical for ensuring the emotional wellbeing of children and 

young people.  

 
29. This combination of pressures mean policies developed to support schools to promote positive 

body image must first look at the degree to which national performance indicators for schools and 

funding cuts are undermining a broad education where parts of the curriculum through which 

positive, healthy attitudes are fostered are valued. Asking Ofsted to add extra indicators is not the 

solution and will only lead to tick box compliance. 

 
Cuts to pastoral and mental health support in school  

 

                                              
14 Neumann, E et al. (2016) A Curriculum for All? NUT. Available online. 
15 Hutchings, M (2015) Exam Factories? The impact of accountability measures on children and young 
people, NUT/London Metropolitan University. 
16 Please see http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-39527183  

https://www.teachers.org.uk/sites/default/files2014/curriculum-for-all-64pp-10845.pdf
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-39527183


 

30. Research shows how dissatisfaction with body image is associated with a number of negative 

consequences including the onset of a range of physical, emotional and social problems.17 

 

31. While we believe that education has an important role to play in supporting children’s wellbeing 

and mental health, funding restrictions and cutbacks mean that teachers and schools lack the 

resources that they need to meet the needs of many children and young people facing difficulties 

with their health and wellbeing.  

 

32. Specialist services to support schools with the health and wellbeing of their students are being cut 

at every level, from preventative and low level support to the services designed to meet high levels 

of need. In addition to cuts to local authority budgets since 2010, the Education Services Grant 

(ESG) is being cut by £600 million.18 The ESG is used to provide many of the services that might 

prevent mental health and wellbeing difficulties escalating and requiring more specialist and 

intensive support. These services include education welfare services, central support for services 

such as music, therapies and other health-related services.19  

 

33. Figures also show that the number of health professionals working in school nursing roles in 

England has declined from 3,026 in January 2010 to 2,599 in July 2016. In July 2016 there were only 

1,081 qualified school nurses20.This is an inadequate level of support for the over 8 million school 

pupils in England, and the trend is in the wrong direction. School nurses can play a crucial role in 

promoting positive wellbeing and good mental health, as well as supporting children and young 

people experiencing difficulties, and advising teachers and other school staff. 

 

34. As well as reduction in school nurses, a joint report by Place2Be and the National Association of 

Head Teachers21 found 64 per cent of primary schools did not have a counsellor based on site, with 

77 per cent of those stating financial pressure as the main reason for the lack of counselling 

services. 

 

35.  With the current Conservative Government’s manifesto commitment to cut school funding by 

£8.9bn in real terms between now and 2022, we are concerned that pastoral and mental health 

service provision in schools may be further cut back.  The NUT have called for much greater 

investment in schools than is currently being offered, precisely so that schools are equipped to 

meet the needs of their students – both their academic and their social and personal development. 

 

What can schools do to support students to deal better with the online elements of this problem?  

 

                                              
17 Please see the APPG on Body Image (2012) Reflections on body image, YMCA. Available online. 
18 Department of Education (2015b) Department for Education's settlement at the Spending Review 2015. 
Available online.   

19 Department for Education (2014) The Education Services Grant Statement of final arrangements for 2015 
to 2016. Available online.  

20 National Health Service (NHS) (2016) Workforce Statistics - July 2016, Provisional statistics via 
http://www.content.digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB22088  

21 Place2Be, NAHT (2016) Children’s Mental Health Matters, Place2Be, NAHT. Available online.  

http://www.berealcampaign.co.uk/assets/filemanager/documents/appg_body_image_final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/department-for-educations-settlement-at-the-spending-review-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/410100/The_Education_Services_Grant.pdf
http://www.content.digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB22088
https://www.place2be.org.uk/media/10046/Childrens_Mental_Health_Week_2016_report.pdf


 

36. E-safety is a key issue for all schools and colleges, including e-safety issues related to and 

contributing towards negative body image. 

 

37. The NUT recommends that every school and college have a clear and well understood policy on e-

safety, which should cross-reference other policies dealing with bullying/harassment, behaviour, 

and child protection. It should include, and support, the whole-school or college community. In 

addition, it is important that schools and colleges make it clear that bullying, including 

cyberbullying of staff, is unacceptable. 

 

38. The NUT believes that the Government and local authorities need to support schools to ensure 

that: 

 

 The whole-school community understands what is meant by the vicious forms of 

cyberbullying that children experience online, its potential impact, how it differs from 

other forms of bullying, and why it is unacceptable. 

 

 All staff are provided with information and professional development opportunities to help 

them understand, prevent, and respond to cyberbullying, sexting incidents, and other e-

safety issues and that they are kept up-to-date with developments in technologies that are 

used by learners.  It is particularly important that they understand the child protection and 

other legal issues that may relate to cyberbullying, sexting, and e-safety incidents.  

 

 The reporting routes and relevant responsibilities are made clear.  A nominated member of 

the senior management team should lead on, and oversee, e-safety within the school 

including anti-cyberbullying activity and incidents.   

 

 Learners support each other and are positive in their online communications.  Citizenship 

and PSHE lessons should explain and provide opportunities to discuss how to use social 

media in a respectful way while also equipping young people with the tools to navigate 

online use and how to respond to issues such as sexting, cyberbullying and trolling. 
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