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ABSTRACT
BACKGROUND: Educators’ negative weight biases toward students with high body weight have been well-documented. The
present investigation examined whether inclusion of body weight in school anti-bullying policies is associated with lower levels
of weight bias among educators.

METHODS: Data on explicit weight bias was collected from a sample of secondary school teachers and principals in the United
States (N = 246) and examined in relation to the presence of weight-related language in each participant’s school district
anti-bullying policy.

RESULTS: The results indicate that, although educators on average make negative judgments about individuals with high
weight, these biases were lower for educators whose school district anti-bullying policy included enumeration of body weight.
Notably, this association did not hold when policies enumerated ‘‘appearance.’’

CONCLUSIONS: The study findings suggest that the explicit mention of ‘‘weight’’ in school anti-bullying policies may
represent a feasible mechanism to reduce explicit weight bias among U.S. secondary school educators.
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In 2018, the National Education Association rec-
ognized the importance of confronting educator

bias, including stereotypical beliefs and attitudes,
to achieve equitable learning environments for all
students.1 While biases surrounding race/ethnicity,
gender, sexual orientation, disability, and religion were
all clearly articulated as important areas to address,
bias related to body weight was noticeably absent
from the report. Although such an omission paral-
lels the general lack of attention to body weight in
teacher education trainings, this absence is signifi-
cant given well-documented negative educator weight
biases toward students with high body weight,2-5

including readily endorsed stereotypical assumptions
that students with high weight are lazy, unsuccess-
ful, and unintelligent.6 Moreover, just as educator
bias contributes to achievement gaps among other
stigmatized identities (eg, racial/ethnic minorities),7

systematic weight bias by educators likely also plays a
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fundamental role in weight-related gaps in educational
achievement and attainment.8,9 Surprisingly, how-
ever, evidence of educator weight bias has generated
little response to remedy this problem. Thus, with
rising rates of overweight and obesity among chil-
dren and adolescents in the United States,10 it is now
more critical than ever to understand how schools
can reduce negative weight-related attitudes among
educators.

Despite largely negative views toward individuals
with high weight, many educators recognize the
severity of weight stigma within the school setting. In
fact, a national sample of teachers rated weight-based
bullying, which can target students across a range of
non-normative body sizes, as the most problematic
form of bullying at school.11 In addition, educators
seem to be on board and supportive of strategies to
modify existing school-based anti-bullying policies in
order to strengthen protections for youth vulnerable to

Journal of School Health • 2021 •  2021, American School Health Association • 1



weight-based harassment and bullying. For example,
Puhl et al.12 found that over 90% of secondary school
teachers and principals expressed support for initiatives
to improve their school’s anti-bullying policies to better
protect students from being bullied about their weight.
Despite such overwhelming support for weight-based
anti-bullying policies, only just over a third (37%) of
these educators reported that weight-related bullying
was included in their school anti-bullying policies.12

These results align with an overall lack of school-based
anti-bullying policies that enumerate body weight as a
distinguishing characteristic that heightens students’
vulnerability to bullying at school; policies that
enumerate characteristics like race/ethnicity, gender,
disability, or sexual orientation are more common.13

While policy improvements are needed in light
of the absence of body weight in school-based anti-
bullying policies across the United States, it unknown
whether enumerating weight in these policies may be
an effective intervention strategy to reduce educator
weight bias. Although no work, to our knowledge, has
examined links between educator weight bias and
school-based anti-bullying policies, weight-specific
language present (or absent) in anti-bullying policies
seems particularly important to examine in this
context. For example, one study found that the
specific enumeration of ‘‘physical appearance’’ (which
included body weight among other characteristics)
in state anti-bullying laws was unrelated to weight-
based disparities in bullying.14 The authors presumed
these null findings reflected the lack of specificity with
respect to weight in the policies.14 In other words, to
affect weight-related attitudes, it may be critical for
anti-bullying policies to explicitly reference ‘‘weight’’
as a legitimate characteristic that places youth at risk
for bullying.

The Current Study
The current study aimed to investigate whether

weight enumeration in school anti-bullying policies is
associated with educators’ weight bias. Given increased
teacher intervention during bias-based mistreatment
in schools with policies that include clear protections
for specific students,15 in the present investigation,
we hypothesized educators’ weight bias to be lower
in schools with, versus without, weight-enumerated
policies. With the lack of attention to strategies to
reduce educator weight bias, our study aims to shed
light on the potential of weight enumeration in school
anti-bullying policies as a readily adoptable mechanism
of bias-reduction.

METHODS

Participants
Participants were recruited between August and

October of 2014 through Market Data Retrieval

(MDR)—a leading provider of marketing information
and services in United States education markets.
The current study was advertised online to 15,000
secondary school teachers and principals in the MDR
database. Consistent with the typical MDR response
rate, the click rate (ie, opening the recruitment email
and clicking on the survey link) was 2.2%. The final
analytic sample of middle and high school educators
(ie, teachers and principals; N = 246) excluded those
who did not provide consent.

Procedure
The study was approved by the relevant Insti-

tutional Review Board. All participants completed
an identical, online, anonymous survey hosted
by Qualtrics.com, which took approximately
10-15 minutes to complete. The study was described to
participants as an opinion survey for educators about
potential strategies to address bullying experienced
by students in schools. Recruitment invitations were
emailed to the educator participant pool once in
August and a second time in September. One week
after each recruitment deployment, those who opened
the email received follow-up invitations to participate.
All participants were required to be at least 18 years
old, and could proceed to the survey only after
providing consent. Participants who completed the
survey were given the option to enter a raffle with a
1-in-10 chance of winning a $20 gift card to an online
retailer.

Instrumentation
Demographic and personal characteristic infor-

mation. Participants self-reported their sex, age, race/
ethnicity, political affiliation, and household income.
In addition, personal experiences of weight stigma
were measured using the sum of three binary response
(yes/no) items which asked participants if they had
ever been bullied, treated unfairly, or discriminated
against because of their weight. These items were
summed to create an experienced weight stigma scale
that ranged from 0 (never experienced weight stigma)
to 3 (experienced all three types).16 Twenty-five
percent of participants reported at least one instance
of experienced weight stigma.

Explicit weight bias. Participants completed the
14-item Fat Phobia scale assessing endorsement of
negative stereotypes about individuals who are ‘‘fat or
obese.’’17 The scale contains 14 pairs of antonyms (eg,
‘‘lazy’’ versus ‘‘industrious,’’ ‘‘fast’’ versus ‘‘slow’’),
and participants indicated their views about ‘‘fat and
obese people’’ by choosing one of five points along
the spectrum between each word and its opposite,
with higher composite scores indicating more negative
attitudes (α = .92).
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Presence of weight-related language in school
district anti-bullying policies. Data on school anti-
bullying policies were obtained from school districts
where participants were employed as educators at the
time of the study. School district websites and student
handbooks were analyzed for 205 school districts (41
districts included two participants). Policies were coded
based on whether they contained an enumerated
list of groups specifically covered by the policy (ie,
whether the policy conveyed specific protections for
individuals with characteristics that may motivate
bullying behavior, such as race/ethnicity, gender,
disability).18 An indicator variable was created to
specify whether the enumerated list in each policy
included language about body weight14; policies had
to specifically include the word ‘‘weight’’ in their list
of protected class statuses. To assess the specificity
of weight enumeration in anti-bullying policies, a
second variable was also created to indicate whether
the enumerated list included a broader ‘‘appearance’’
category, which could hypothetically include body
weight even if it was not specifically referenced.
Policies using any of the following terms were included
in this broader category: ‘‘appearance,’’ ‘‘physical
appearance,’’ or ‘‘personal appearance’’.

Analytic Strategy
Analyses were conducted in SPSS (version 27) and

Mplus 8.0. First, descriptive information regarding
the sample, school district anti-bullying policies and
educator weight bias was considered. Second, to
shed light on associations between school-based anti-
bullying policies and educator weight bias, a linear
regression model was built in a three-stage process.
To start, we examined the relative contributions
of sociodemographic (eg, sex, ethnicity, age) and
relevant (eg, experienced weight stigma) covariates
on educators’ weight bias. Then, we tested whether
anti-bullying policies that enumerated weight were
significantly associated with educators’ weight bias
over and above the covariate effects. Finally, sensitivity
analyses were conducted to test the specificity of the
effects of weight enumeration in anti-bullying policies
on educators’ weight bias. Specifically, the main
model was re-run to determine whether ‘‘appearance’’
enumeration contributed to lower educator weight
bias, or whether such weight-related attitudes were
related only to anti-bullying policies that specifically
enumerated ‘‘weight.’’

RESULTS

Descriptive Information
Table 1 summarizes sample sociodemographic

characteristics. Based on self-reported sex, about half
(54%) of the sample was female, and ages ranged

Table 1. Sample Sociodemographic Characteristics

Variable N %

Sex
Female 115 54.0
Male 98 46.0

Race/ethnicity
White 176 82.6
Latino 18 8.5
African American 14 6.6
Other* 5 2.3

Household income
$25,000-$49,999 14 6.8
$50,000-$74,999 36 17.4
$75,000-$99,999 48 23.2
$100,000-$124,999 45 21.7
$125,000 or more 64 30.9

Political orientation
Conservative 58 27.6
Moderate 87 41.4
Liberal 65 31.0

Percentages do not include missing data.
∗Other refers to individuals who self-reported their race/ethnicity as Asian or Pacific
Islander (N = 2), or a racial/ethnic group other than the four pan-ethnic groups
(N = 3).

from 25 to 67 years. Aligning with the national
racial/ethnic distribution of U.S. educators,19 the
majority of educators in our sample self-identified
as white. Six percent of the educators (N = 15)
worked in school districts with anti-bullying policies
that specifically enumerated weight. Consistent with
national reports,15 enumeration of ‘‘appearance’’
broadly was found in 15% of the anti-bullying policies
of our sample’s school districts.

To examine agreement with negative stereotypes
about persons with obesity, as assessed by the Fat
Phobia Scale,17 Table 2 reports the percentage of
educators who endorsed negative attitudes toward
people with high weight (ie, selecting greater than the
midpoint (3) on the 5-point scale). Most notably, the
majority of educators endorsed assumptions that ‘‘fat
or obese people’’ are ‘‘slow’’ (54%) and ‘‘insecure’’
(52%), as well as ‘‘having no endurance’’ (52%) and
‘‘low self-esteem’’ (52%). In addition, about a third of
the educators reported that ‘‘fat or obese people’’ have
‘‘no will power’’ (38%), are ‘‘self-indulgent’’ (32%)
and ‘‘unattractive’’ (32%). Finally, a quarter of the
sample rated ‘‘fat or obese people’’ as ‘‘lazy’’ (25%)
and ‘‘weak’’ (26%).

Associations With Educator Weight Bias
Table 3 displays a summary of the models testing

predictors of educator weight bias. Interpreting first the
covariate effects shown in Model 1, males and females
had similar levels of weight bias (β = −0.06, SE = .15,
p = .69). Similarly, educators’ weight bias did not vary
as a function of ethnicity, or any covariate variables.
Model 2 assessed the hypothesized effect of weight
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Table 2. Percentage of Educators Agreeing With Negative
Adjectives on the Fat Phobia Scale

Negative Adjective About
‘‘Fat or Obese People’’
as Measured by the Fat Phobia Scale % Agreement

Lazy 25%
No will power 38%
Unattractive 32%
Poor self-control 41%
Slow 54%
Having no endurance 52%
Inactive 61%
Weak 26%
Self-indulgent 32%
Likes food 72%
Shapeless 24%
Overeats 65%
Insecure 52%
Low self-esteem 52%
Mean scale (SD) 3.39 (.67)
Cronbach’s α .92

Table 3. Predictors of Educator Weight Bias

Weight Bias

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Variable β (SE) β (SE) β (SE)

Covariates
Sex

Female −0.06 (.15) −0.10 (.14) −0.06 (.15)
Ethnicity

African American −0.23 (.31) −0.27 (.31) −0.23 (.31)
Latino 0.45 (.26) 0.41 (.26) 0.45 (.26)
Other† 0.31 (.50) 0.28 (.50) 0.31 (.50)

Political orientation
Conservative 0.01 (.17) 0.03 (.17) 0.01 (.17)
Liberal 0.11 (.17) 0.15 (.17) 0.11 (.17)

Age −0.08 (.07) −0.09 (.07) −0.09 (.07)
Household income 0.03 (.07) 0.04 (.07) 0.03 (.07)
Experienced weight stigma −0.06 (.07) −0.06 (.07) −0.06 (.07)

Predictors
‘‘Weight’’ enumeration −0.66* (.31)
‘‘Appearance’’ enumeration 0.02 (.21)

∗p < .05.
Sex reference group = male; ethnicity reference group = white; political orientation
reference group = moderate.
†Other refers to individuals who self-reported their race/ethnicity as Asian or Pacific
Islander, or a racial/ethnic group other than the four pan-ethnic groups.

enumeration in school policies on educators’ weight
bias. Even after accounting for sociodemographic
characteristics and personal experiences of weight
stigma, educators in school districts with anti-bullying
policies that specifically enumerate weight showed
reduced levels of weight bias compared to those whose
school-based anti-bullying policies did not mention
weight (β = −0.66, SE = .31, p = .03).

To test the specificity of the weight enumeration
effect, we re-ran the models testing the degree to which

the broader ‘‘appearance’’ enumeration category in
anti-bullying policies contributes to weight bias. As
shown in Model 3, levels of educator weight bias
were not significantly different based on whether
‘‘appearance’’ was included in school district anti-
bullying policies or not (β = 0.02, SE = .21, p = .93),
suggesting that the added specificity of enumerating
‘‘weight’’ may play a unique role in lessening negative
weight-related attitudes and beliefs among educators.

DISCUSSION

Despite increased efforts to reduce educators’
racial,20 gender,21 and sexual orientation22 biases, little
to no research has considered mechanisms to disrupt
pervasive weight biases held by educators. The current
study begins to address this significant gap in the litera-
ture. In particular, this study linked data from a sample
of U.S. educators to school district anti-bullying poli-
cies, examining associations between the presence of
weight-related language in the policies—including the
enumeration of body weight versus appearance—and
educators’ explicit weight bias.

Aligning with weight bias documented among
community and general population samples,23 our
descriptive findings shed light on educators’ largely
negative views toward people with high weight,
regardless of their sex, ethnicity, or any other
sociodemographic characteristic. In particular, over a
third of educators in our sample endorsed negative
stereotypes that reinforce personal blame for high
weight,24 including agreement that individuals with
obesity have ‘‘no will power,’’ ‘‘poor self-control,’’ and
are ‘‘self-indulgent.’’ Such negative judgments can be
directly detrimental to students with high weight by
contributing to weight-based discriminatory grading
in the classroom, and lack of intervention during
experiences of weight-based victimization.5 Moreover,
given that teachers’ affect toward their students can
affect peer relations,25 educators’ weight bias is likely
also to play a role in the frequent peer marginalization
and mistreatment of youth with high weight.26

Extending past research on educator bias, our
study is among the first to offer a potential point
of intervention. Specifically, we found evidence
of lower weight bias among educators in school
districts with anti-bullying policies that enumerate
weight. Although additional research is needed to
investigate the underlying mechanisms, we presume
that educators are more likely to recognize high
weight as a legitimate and consequential stigma when
enumerated in policies. In particular, it may be that
weight enumeration increases educators’ awareness to
the severity of weight-based mistreatment. However,
it remains unclear to what extent a reduction
in weight bias impacts teachers’ behaviors. Given
evidence that enumeration of sexual orientation and

4 • Journal of School Health • 2021 •  2021, American School Health Association



gender identity in anti-bullying policies promotes
teacher intervention during instances of sexual and
gender-based mistreatment,15 it will be important
to investigate whether teachers are more likely to
intervene during weight-based bullying when weight
is enumerated in school policies.

Limitations and Future Directions
This study has several limitations. First, although

sample characteristics generally approximated the
demographics of U.S. public school teachers,19 the
overall response rate was low, which may have biased
our sample and findings. Second, these data are cross-
sectional, and it is therefore not possible to establish
causal relationships between anti-bullying policies and
educator bias. We presume that weight enumeration
heightened awareness to weight stigma in such a way
to reduce educators’ negative attitudes and stereotypes
toward individuals with high weight; however, it is also
possible that schools with inclusive weight climates
are more likely to add specific protections for youth
with high weight in their anti-bullying policies. Future
studies using within-school pre/posttest designs to
compare educator weight bias before and after the
inclusion of weight enumeration in policies would
help shed light on such alternative hypotheses.

In addition, these results are generalizable only to
the educators and school districts that were included
in this study. Future research is needed to replicate
the current findings in more diverse samples and in
all states so that the variability and diversity of enu-
meration in anti-bullying policies across the country
can be included and assessed in relation to educator
biases. Moreover, insofar as interactions among
social identities (eg, race, gender) can contribute to
differential victimization risk,27 investigation of how
weight enumeration affects educators’ weight-related
judgments of students across a range of gender
identities and racial/ethnic groups represents a fruitful
avenue for future research. Finally, our estimates of
weight bias reflect educators’ explicit attitudes and
beliefs. Given the pervasiveness28 and consequences29

associated with implicit weight bias, it will be impor-
tant for future studies to consider whether weight
enumeration in anti-bullying policies also relates to
educators’ implicit weight-related attitudes.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SCHOOL HEALTH AND EQUITY

Schools have a responsibility to provide a safe,
welcoming and bias-free environment for students,1

including the freedom from negative weight-related
judgments by educators. Thus, in light of our findings
documenting prevalent negative views of people with
high weight among educators, it is important that
schools take a proactive approach to address and
reduce educators’ weight biases so that students of

all body weights are afforded equal respect and
opportunities to succeed at school. Consistent with
growing support for school policies to address weight
stigma,30 the current results underscore weight-based
anti-bullying policies as a promising intervention point
to reduce educators’ negative weight biases. Thus,
school administrators should consider adding the
specific enumeration of ‘‘weight’’ to their anti-bullying
policies. This approach can be readily implemented
across school districts and carries little financial
burden; nevertheless, careful consideration should also
be given to relevant existing legislation at the state and
municipal levels to ensure effective implementation
of the policy. It is also important to recognize that
the inclusion of appearance-related terminology not
specific to body weight in school policies may be
insufficient to reduce educator weight bias.

To maximize the stigma-reduction benefits asso-
ciated with weight enumeration, it may be useful
for school policymakers to engage educators in the
development and implementation of weight-related
policies. Further, given that multicomponent interven-
tions are most effective in reducing stigma,31 schools
should strive to reinforce educators’ awareness to
the pervasiveness of weight stigma and its harmful
consequences across multiple contexts. Professional
development within schools that addresses educators’
weight bias may therefore serve as a critical supple-
ment to weight-based anti-bullying policies. Moreover,
equipping educators with strategies to support students
with high body weight (eg, problem-focused coping)
is likely to boost educators’ confidence to intervene
during instances of weight-based victimization. As
teachers’ behaviors can affect social relations among
students,32 efforts to improve weight-related attitudes
among educators are likely to spill over to cultivate an
overall more inclusive school weight climate.33
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