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Background on the PSHE Association and PSHE education 
 
1. The PSHE Association1 is the national body for personal, social, health and economic (PSHE) 

education in England, providing advice and support to a network of over 18,000 teachers and other 
professionals working in schools nationwide.  

2. PSHE education is currently a non-statutory curriculum subject which covers the knowledge, skills 

and attributes all pupils need to develop in order to keep themselves mentally and physically 

healthy and safe and to prepare them for life and work in modern Britain. Evidence shows that well-

delivered PSHE programmes have an impact on both academic attainment and non-academic 

outcomes for pupils, particularly the most vulnerable and disadvantaged. 

3. On April 27th, the Children and Social Work Bill received Royal Assent2. The Act includes legislation to 

make relationships and sex education statutory in all secondary schools and relationships education 

in primary schools. The Act also gives the Government the power to make PSHE education statutory 

in its entirety, following results of a consultation.  

 

Executive summary 

4. In this submission, we outline PSHE education’s crucial role in promoting positive body image and 

self-esteem in children and young people. 

5. Despite this potential, hundreds of thousands of pupils currently miss out on PSHE education due to 

its non-statutory position on the curriculum. 

6. The Government has given itself the capacity to give PSHE education statutory status, which could 

give schools the ability to actively help children grow self-esteem and a positive body image. 

7. We ask the committee to consider statutory status for PSHE education – including relationships and 

sex education - amongst its recommendations. 

 
 
Body Image problems and young people 
 
8. ‘Body image’ describes the idea of how our body looks and how we think it is perceived by others. 

This can include our thoughts and feelings about our height, weight, shape, skin, colour and our 
appearance and attractiveness more broadly.3  

 
9. Poor body image can be a barrier to happiness and wellbeing, and to fulfilling ambitions in life. 

Whether we have a positive or negative body image is determined by a contribution of different 

factors: 

 Biological predispositions 

 Influence of peers and family 

 Influence of media and society 

 The culture in which we live 

 Our broader self-esteem 



 

10. Poor body image influences our aspirations and achievements directly and indirectly.4 

 Directly: finding it hard to engage in activities that draw attention to your body such as 

swimming or activity clubs after school 

 Indirectly: poor body image may cause young people not to engage in activities that would 

allow them to gain skills and knowledge or create friendships. If a young person 

continuously misses out like this, their achievements and aspirations are affected adversely.  

 

11. Body image is an area of increasing concern for children, young people, parents and teachers. Not 

only was body image one of the top ten issues voted for by almost a million young people in UK 

Youth Parliament’s Make Your Mark ballot in 2016,5 research also shows that: 

 A study conducted by Girlguiding and Dove showed that 20% of primary school girls has 

been on a diet and that 47% of girls aged 11 to 14 are opting out of everyday activities such 

as swimming and speaking up in class because they don’t like how they look.6 

 Half of girls and one quarter of boys believe their peers have body image problems7 

 Between a third and half of young girls fear becoming fat and engage in dieting or binge-

eating8 

 Girls as young as 5 years old are worried about their size and the way they look9 

 25% of 7-year old girls has tried to lose weight10 

 A third of boys aged 8 to 12 years old are dieting to lose weight11 

12. The recent #StatusOfMind report by the Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) discussed the 

negative effects social media can have on young people’s mental health. The report also draws a link 

between poor body image and social media use, referring to a study that concludes that girls express a 

higher desire to change their appearance after spending time on Facebook.12 

 

The potential of PSHE education to support young people’s body image 
 
12. PSHE education develops a range of skills, attributes and knowledge that children need in order to 

thrive in modern Britain. 

13. A well planned and delivered PSHE curriculum13 develops pupils’ understanding of how to maintain 
and make informed choices about emotional health and wellbeing; how to assess and manage risks 
to their health; how to keep themselves and others safe – online and offine, how to recognise the 
signs of mental health problems and how to identify and access help, advice and support, for 
themselves or others. 

14. The PSHE Association Programme of Study (the curriculum framework for PSHE education) is 
based on three core themes: health and wellbeing, relationships and living in the wider world.  

 Body image and self-esteem run through all three core themes, particularly health and 
wellbeing and relationships. 

 PSHE lessons provide a space on the curriculum to improve body image and self-esteem in 
an explicit and implicit way: 

 Explicit: directly exploring body image as a topic during PSHE lessons 



 Implicit: during classes associated skills, attributes and knowledge that are crucial for 
the development of positive body-image can be developed. For example, developing 
self-confidence, self-worth, assertiveness and the skills to recognise and sometimes 
challenge peer influence. 

15. In order to develop these skills and attributes it is essential that PSHE education is delivered as a 
cohesive and comprehensive programme, exploring body image within the wider context of young 
people’s health and well-being, relationships with each other and with the wider world.  

 
 
 
Evidence of effectiveness of PSHE education 
 
16. Young people with negative body image are more vulnerable to developing eating disorders and 

other mental health issues14. There is significant evidence supporting the positive impact of PSHE 
education on children and young people’s mental health.  

 The 2015 DfE review of impact and effective practice in PSHE15 concluded that “the evidence 
shows that PSHE education can improve the physical and psychosocial well-being of pupils. A 
virtuous cycle can be achieved, whereby pupils with better health and well-being achieve 
better academically”  

 A meta-analysis of 75 studies16 on universal school-based social, emotional and/or 

behavioural programmes concluded that these lessons could benefit pupils in seven 

outcome measures including social skills, antisocial behaviour, positive self-image, mental 

health, and prosocial behaviour. 

 Evidence also shows pupils who are positive about the PSHE lessons they receive are more 

likely to have positive relationships as well as a strong feeling of belonging at school.17 

17. There is also growing evidence of the links between social and emotional learning, non-cognitive 
skill development and academic success:  

 A DfE commissioned report18  (Gutman and Vorhaus, 2012) found that children with higher 
levels of emotional wellbeing have higher levels of academic success in school. 

 The Education Endowment Foundation’s Teaching and Learning Toolkit19, which provides 

up-to-date summaries of the impact of different educational interventions, states that Social 

and Emotional Learning programmes have a “significant impact on attitudes to learning… 

and attainment itself (on average three to four months additional progress)” (EEF, 2014).  

 A study by US economist James Heckman20 looking at the impacts of life-long learning in a 

range of educational settings highlights the positive relationship between socio-emotional 

skills, physical development, mental health and scores achieved in Standardised Attainment 

Tests (Heckman, 2008) 

 A study of emotional resilience programmes in 22 UK schools21 (Challen et al, 2011) found 

short-term improvement in pupil attendance and attainment rates, particularly amongst 

those eligible for free school meals and pupils who had been performing at below national 

average in maths and English.  

 An analysis of over 200 Social and Emotional Learning programmes22 by Durlak et al (2011) 

demonstrated improved social and emotional skills, attitudes, behaviour and an 11% 

improvement in academic achievement.  

 

 



 

 

Why PSHE education should be made statutory in its entirety 
 
18. On April 27th, the Children and Social Work Bill received Royal Assent23. The Act includes legislation 

to make relationships and sex education (RSE) statutory in all secondary schools and relationships 

education in primary schools. The Act also gives the Government the power to make PSHE education 

statutory in its entirety, following results of a consultation.  

19. While we welcome this first step forwards, we argue that it is paramount that PSHE education is 
made statutory in its entirety. Relationships and sex education should be a part of PSHE education, 
and not be separated from it. 

 PSHE education develops a range of skills, attributes and knowledge that can be used to 
tackle many problems that young people face today, including body image, mental health, 
digital resilience and safeguarding issues. 

 The multifaceted and interrelated nature of issues contributing to body image means the 
topic cannot adequately be covered in relationships and sex education alone, but requires 
broader PSHE education which includes but isn’t limited to RSE.  Body image should be 
approached by taking least the following three aspects of PSHE education into account: 

 Relationships: i.e. peer pressure, how to raise concerns, knowledge about differences 
and similarities between people, realisation of the nature and consequences of 
discrimination and bullying, recognising stereotypes 

 Health and wellbeing: i.e. how to make informed choices, what affects mental and 
physical health positively and negatively, how our body and emotions changes we 
mature, about taking care of our body 

 Living in the wider world: i.e. thinking about cultural differences and appreciating 
these, resolving differences by looking at alternatives 

 Given the curriculum pressure schools already struggle with, it is unlikely that schools will 
happily welcome two new subjects with statutory status. Consequently, it is most sensible 
to make PSHE education - including relationships and sex education – compulsory. 

 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

20. There is a broad consensus that education should equip pupils with the skills they need for personal, 

professional and academic success. Government priorities also point to a more expansive role for 

education in helping to improve the life chances of the most disadvantaged and to keep pupils 

mentally and physically healthy and safe. The chance to develop a positive body image is very much 

a part of this. 

21. Statutory PSHE education, provided by qualified teachers, sits at the heart of such efforts. The 

subject can provide pupils with the knowledge, skills and attributes they can apply to a range of 

areas helping them to develop a positive body image and self-esteem, whilst also allowing them to 

keep mentally and physically healthy and safe, to manage risk, and enabling them to develop media 

literacy and key employability skills. 



22. The PSHE Association has a set of principles24 to apply to statutory PSHE to ensure high standards of 

rigour, balance and parent and community involvement.  In campaigning for statutory status for 

PSHE education, we and our partners are calling for PSHE to be taught 

 

 regularly, just like other school subjects 

 as a whole-subject including topics such as mental health, relationships and sex education, 
online safety and job skills 

 by trained teachers 

 in all schools 

 to all pupils 
23. We therefore ask the committee to recommend that PSHE education - including relationships and 

sex education – should be statutory in all schools as a means of supporting positive body image 

amongst children and young people. 

 

June 2017 

                                                           
1 www.pshe-association.org.uk  
2 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/16/pdfs/ukpga_20170016_en.pdf  
3 https://www.pshe-
association.org.uk/sites/default/files/PSHE%20%E2%80%93%20Key%20standards%20in%20teaching%20about%20body%20im
age%2022nd%20April.pdf  
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370677/Body_image_final_17.10.14.pdf  
5 http://www.byc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Terms-of-Reference-2017.pdf  
6 Self-esteem survey for Girlguiding and Dove self-esteem project, carried out by OnePoll for 500 UK girls (aged 11–14) in 
September 2013 
7 Centre for Appearance Research and Central  
8 Edlund, Halvarsson and Sjoden, 1996 
9 Lohmann et al, British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 2 
10 Westerberg-Jacobson et al, European Eating Disorders Review, 2011 
11 McCabe, and Ricciardelli, 2005 
12 https://www.rsph.org.uk/our-work/policy/social-media-and-young-people-s-mental-health-and-wellbeing.html 
13 PSHE Association programme of study for PSHE education: https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-
resources/resources/programme-study-pshe-education-key-stages-1%E2%80%935 
14 https://www.eatingdisorderhope.com/information/body-image 
15 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pshe-education-a-review-of-impact-and-effective-practice  
16 onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pits.21641/abstract     
17 https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/resources/evidence-briefing-pshe-education-pupil-wellbeing  
1818 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/219638/DFE-RR253.pdf     
19 http://bit.ly/2jCVatZ  
20 http://jenni.uchicago.edu/papers/Heckman_2008_EI_v46_n3.pdf 
21 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/182419/DFE-RR097.pdf 
22 http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21291449    
23 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/16/pdfs/ukpga_20170016_en.pdf  
24 https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/sites/default/files/Key%20principles%20of%20statutory%20PSHE%20-%20extract.pdf  

http://www.pshe-association.org.uk/
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/16/pdfs/ukpga_20170016_en.pdf
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/sites/default/files/PSHE%20%E2%80%93%20Key%20standards%20in%20teaching%20about%20body%20image%2022nd%20April.pdf
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/sites/default/files/PSHE%20%E2%80%93%20Key%20standards%20in%20teaching%20about%20body%20image%2022nd%20April.pdf
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/sites/default/files/PSHE%20%E2%80%93%20Key%20standards%20in%20teaching%20about%20body%20image%2022nd%20April.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/370677/Body_image_final_17.10.14.pdf
http://www.byc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Terms-of-Reference-2017.pdf
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/resources/programme-study-pshe-education-key-stages-1%E2%80%935
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/resources/programme-study-pshe-education-key-stages-1%E2%80%935
https://www.eatingdisorderhope.com/information/body-image
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/pshe-education-a-review-of-impact-and-effective-practice
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/pits.21641/abstract
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/curriculum-and-resources/resources/evidence-briefing-pshe-education-pupil-wellbeing
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/219638/DFE-RR253.pdf
http://bit.ly/2jCVatZ
http://jenni.uchicago.edu/papers/Heckman_2008_EI_v46_n3.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/182419/DFE-RR097.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21291449
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/16/pdfs/ukpga_20170016_en.pdf
https://www.pshe-association.org.uk/sites/default/files/Key%20principles%20of%20statutory%20PSHE%20-%20extract.pdf

