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Abstract

Purpose Weight bias can negatively impact health, and
schools may be risky environments for students with obe-
sity. We aimed to explore teachers’ perceptions of the
school experiences and academic challenges of students
with obesity.

Methods We conducted interviews with 22 teachers in
the Northeast, mid-Atlantic, and Midwest in July—August
2014. All interviews were transcribed verbatim, coded, and
analyzed for important themes by two researchers using the
immersion/crystallization approach.

Results  Most teachers felt that students with obesity were
more likely to have academic difficulties. Two main per-
ceptions of the reasons for these difficulties emerged: (1)
obesity led to lower self-esteem that caused students to
participate less, and (2) poorer nutrition, increased screen
time, and reduced physical activity were simultaneously
causing obesity and poorer academic performance. A few
teachers described colleagues who felt students with obe-
sity were not as motivated to work hard in school as their
peers. Many teachers described school health promotion
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efforts focused on weight reduction that could exacerbate
weight stigma and risk of disordered eating.

Conclusions Students with obesity, particularly girls,
may be at risk for negative social and academic experi-
ences in K-12 schools and may be perceived as struggling
academically by their teachers.

Keywords Weight stigma - Schools - Teachers -
Qualitative research - Academic achievement

Introduction

The prevalence of childhood obesity in the United States
has tripled since 1980 [1], becoming a major public health
concern. Children with obesity are at an increased risk for a
range of harmful health outcomes, including Type 2 dia-
betes mellitus and high blood pressure, during both child-
hood and adulthood [2-5].

An important aspect of the childhood obesity epidemic
is the impact of weight-related discrimination, or weight
bias, on children’s wellbeing. Weight bias is rooted in
widely-held stereotypes that present individuals with obe-
sity as possessing several negative characteristics, typically
including laziness and a lack of motivation, self-discipline,
competence, and morality [6, 7], and experiences of per-
ceived weight discrimination are widespread [8]. Experi-
encing weight bias can have a direct negative impact on
health, as it is linked with binge eating disorder [9-11] and
disordered weight control behaviors [10]. Weight bias can
also lead to reduced educational, social, and economic
opportunities for adolescents and young adults with obe-
sity, especially girls and women, who are at risk for lower
educational attainment, income, and likelihood of marriage
compared to their non-obese peers [12, 13].
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Although the impact of weight bias on social and eco-
nomic opportunities and wellbeing in adults is well docu-
mented, the possible impact of weight bias on children,
particularly their exposure to weight bias from the adults and
educational institutions that determine their future prospects,
is less well understood. Existing research indicates that the
school environment may be particularly risky for students
with obesity in terms of exposure to weight-based teasing.
Estimates of the prevalence of weight-based teasing or
bullying victimization among children and adolescents
range from 24 to 36 % [9, 14, 15]. Additionally, several
studies examining the academic performance of students
with obesity have found poorer performance compared to
non-obese students when using subjective measures like
grades [16-18], but no difference when using objective
measures like standardized test scores [17-22], suggesting
that students with obesity may be less successful in school
despite having the same cognitive and academic capabilities.

However, the reasons for this gap between ability and
school performance for heavier students are not clear. The
elements of school climate that may be driving this gap have
not been identified. While lowered perceptions of ability by
teachers, i.e. weight bias on the part of teachers, could con-
ceivably play a role, other factors, such as peer relationships,
school policies surrounding bullying, school policies that
promote wellness, and school culture, could also drive a gap
between perceived ability and objective ability. Physical
education instructors report negative attitudes towards stu-
dents with obesity [23, 24], but less is known about classroom
teachers’ attitudes towards students specifically. A small
study of 113 junior and senior high school teachers from 1999
found between 20 and 25 % of teachers had negative per-
ceptions of people with obesity in general, but this was not
specifically linked with negative perceptions of students or of
academic ability for students with obesity [25]. The interac-
tions between students with obesity and their teachers and
peers at school are not well understood, limiting our under-
standing of how weight-related discrimination may impact the
health and educational trajectories of students with obesity
and our ability to determine strategies to improve the edu-
cational prospects of these students.

Given that there is no scale designed specifically to
measure teachers’ attitudes towards students with obesity,
and given that the nuances of teacher and student interac-
tions with relation to student weight status have not been
fully explored in the research literature, this study utilized a
qualitative design in order to explore, in detail, teachers’
perceptions of the academic and social experiences of
students with obesity. Qualitative, rather than quantitative,
methods were used in order to be able to explore teachers’
perceptions in richer detail than may have been possible
with a close-ended survey with items and responses pre-
determined by researchers. Our goal was to improve
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researchers’ understanding of how teachers, students, and
the school environment can support or hamper the aca-
demic and social progress of students with obesity by
gathering teachers’ perspectives on these issues.

Methods
Participants

We conducted interviews with a convenience sample of 22
teachers in the Northeast, the mid-Atlantic, and the Mid-
west regions of the US. Our eligibility criteria were that the
teachers taught in a K-12 public school setting and focused
on an academic subject (or general classroom teaching in
elementary settings), given that we were specifically
interested in exploring reasons why there is a gap for obese
students between their objectively measured academic
ability and subjective measures of their performance such
as grades. Teachers were recruited using listservs for local
graduates of education schools, identified by colleagues at
our university involved in public education, and by
obtaining potential participant contact information from
colleagues involved in public education. We also asked
recruited participants for suggestions of additional partici-
pants. Teachers were given a $25 gift card from ama-
zon.com as an incentive for participation.

Instruments

We conducted the interviews using a standard interview
protocol with a series of open-ended questions exploring
teachers’ perceptions of the social and academic experiences
of students with obesity (see the protocol in Fig. 1). The
questions were developed de novo by the researchers to
probe further into phenomena that have been observed
previously, including the influence of school climate [9], the
increased risk of experiencing bullying and teasing among
students with obesity [11-14], and the observed gaps
between standardized test scores and subjective assessments
of students with obesity [17-21]. Experts in weight-related
discrimination and public health, whose work focused pri-
marily on adolescents and young adults, were approached at
a seminar on weight discrimination and asked to critically
review the questions before the study began. The questions
were further edited based on this review and then finalized.

Procedure

The interviews were conducted in July—August 2014 by a
single interviewer (M.R.). The interviewer asked each the
respondents each of the open-ended questions, following
up with spontaneous probing and clarifying questions with
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Fig. 1 Teacher interview 1.
protocol—Qualitative Study of
the Academic Experiences of
Students with Obesity, Boston,
MA, USA, 2014

How many of your students would you estimate are obese? Do you think obesity is a
problem at your school?

2. What do you think causes your students to be obese?

3. Do you feel that your obese students have problems with social life at school that your
non-obese students do not have?

a. If so, what problems?

b. If so, why do you think they have social life problems? What are potential causes?

4. Do you feel that your obese students have academic problems that your non-obese

students do not have?

a. If so, what problems?

b. If so, why do you think they have academic problems? What are potential causes?

c. Do obese students have a particular problem with your subject area?

5. Do you think obese students at your school are more likely to be bullied?

a. Ifso, why?

6. Do you think teachers at your school treat obese students fairly?

a. Ifnot, why?

necessary. Two interviews were conducted in-person; the
remaining took place via telephone due to travel con-
straints. We audio-recorded all interviews and transcribed
verbatim.

Data analysis

Two investigators (M.R. and E.K.) read the interview
transcripts and met to conduct content analysis, following
the principles of the immersion-crystallization approach
[26]. This approach to qualitative analysis of text involves
researchers’ immersing themselves in the data by reading
the text (here, of the interview transcripts) in detail, and
continuing to examine the text until themes or patterns
from the text “crystallize.” At this point, the researchers
suspend the process of immersion (i.e. examining the text)
in order to reflect on the insights or patterns that have
emerged. After examining the transcripts in depth, we first
discussed broad topic categories that emerged across the
transcripts that could be used to organize more detailed
themes, and then finalized a codebook for coding the data
according to these broader organizational themes. NVivo
for Mac qualitative data coding software (Victoria, Aus-
tralia: QSR International) was used to organize coded data,
resulting in a database of key passages of text from across
the interviews that were organized by code (for example,

all text passages related to teachers’ perceptions of bullying
were placed in the same field of the database, so that it
would be possible to reflect again on the data to identify
more detailed themes within that category). We double-
coded six (25 %) of the interviews and met to compare
coding results, finding a 76 % agreement in coding. After
discussing discrepancies, the codebook was further refined
and one investigator (M.R.) conducted the remaining
coding.

With all of the textual data organized, the two investi-
gators then reviewed the text again, sorted by code, con-
tinuing to use the immersion/crystallization process to
identify important themes that had emerged both within
and across codes. We reviewed transcripts and discussed
the themes that emerged until reaching consensus on key
themes.

Results

Sample description

Our final sample included 22 public school teachers. Half
taught high school (n = 11), while six (27 %) taught

middle school and five (23 %) taught elementary school.
As is seen nationally [27], most were female (n = 19,
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86 %). Most described their school district as urban
(n = 16, 73 %). Teachers represented six states across the
Northeast, the mid-Atlantic, and the Midwest. Participating
teachers’ years of experience ranged from 3 to 23 years
(mean 10.6 years, SD 8.0).

Theme I: bullying, social exclusion,
and the intersection with gender

Most teachers responded that students with obesity were
more likely to be bullied than students without obesity
(Table 1). Several teachers responded that students with
obesity were also more likely to be perpetrators of bullying
and teasing, with most of these teachers interpreting this as
a defense or emotional coping mechanism.

Several teachers felt students with obesity fell into a few
stereotypical personality types. Some teachers perceived
that students with obesity were typically “class clowns”
while others thought that students with obesity tended to be
on one extreme or the other, either a class clown or very
reserved and quiet. One teacher described this by saying,
“They overcompensate and they’re the class clown some-
times, or sometimes they’re just extremely quiet. Not
willing to ask questions or draw any extra attention to
themselves. I think it can go in either direction.”

Several teachers, particularly in middle and high
schools, indicated that the social impact of weight bias, and
the negative impact of obesity on body image, was worse
for girls. One teacher said, “Particularly for girls, I think
there is a sense of like maybe feeling ostracized because
they don’t look a certain way.” These gender differences
may widen with age and were linked with dating and
appearance pressures on girls and women. For example,
another teacher said, “I think that little remarks are made
often, especially when I hear boys say things like, “That
girl thinks she’s hot and what is she wearing?’” Two
teachers felt the dress code at their high school (i.e., shorts
being too short or wearing tank tops) was more strictly
enforced for girls with obesity than for girls without
obesity.

Theme II: linkages between obesity and academics

Most teachers felt students with obesity struggled more
academically than students without obesity. A few teachers
reported that students with obesity were at academic
extremes, i.e., either highly successful or struggling; they
felt obesity was sometimes linked with better academic
performance, but attributed this to students with obesity
having worse social lives and thus having more time to
spend on academics. The proposed reasons for a relation-
ship between obesity and academics varied, but a few
themes emerged:
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Obesity and academic performance: consequences of
the same cause Several teachers proposed that the behav-
iors that led to obesity, including poor nutrition, excess
screen time, insufficient sleep, and inadequate physical
activity, also led to poorer academic outcomes. Two
teachers thought that obesity was correlated with attention
problems that caused worse academic performance; other
teachers perceived similar links between obesity and
unspecified emotional or behavioral problems. Several
teachers also proposed that poverty was a common cause.

Obesity, self-esteem, mental health, and participation in
classroom activities Most teachers perceived children with
obesity to participate less in class and school activities due
to lower confidence or self-esteem. One teacher said,
“They don’t want to draw attention to themselves, thinking
they’ve got a target painted on their head, so to speak,
because they are so large.” This was echoed by another
teacher, who said, “Well, when they’re in the classroom I
think that they are quieter, but also I find a lot of those
students are less likely to do their schoolwork as well, or to
participate, to raise their hand in class. They kind of, don’t
want to draw attention to themselves.”

Similarly, several teachers said that children with obe-
sity suffered more specifically from negative emotional
states or mental health problems as a result of their obesity.
One teacher described this link thus, “Very few times are
there truly obese children who are quote-unquote normal.
You know. Participate as much as they should, and do
everything that they should to the levels that they should,
because they do subconsciously have that psychological
baggage of some kind.”

Theme III: varied teacher treatment of students
with obesity in the classroom

A large majority of teachers reported that they felt that
students with obesity were treated fairly by teachers at their
school. A small number of teachers said they thought their
colleagues could sometimes harbor biases against students
with obesity and treat them unfairly, while a small number
of other teachers specifically identified unfair teacher
treatment of students with obesity as a problem at their
school. These teachers were careful to note that they felt
teachers tried hard not to be unfair. Some of the teachers
who reported no problem at their own school still thought it
could be a problem elsewhere or noted that they had felt it
was a problem at other schools, suggesting that school
climate may play a strong role.

No teachers said that students with obesity were lazier or
inherently less intelligent than their peers. However, one
teacher alluded to the potential for students with obesity to
have less “general endurance” than other students and
another said it was possible that teachers might incorrectly
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attribute academic struggles of students with obesity to
laziness.

Among teachers who described observing bias or
acknowledged the possibility of bias, one teacher noted that
it is difficult for teachers to separate out their own views
from their teaching:

“Are obese students or obese people in general
thought of as unintelligent? I don’t think that’s the
case in my school. I don’t know if that would be true
in other schools though. Because I think that teachers
are people and our own beliefs and thoughts come out
in what we do. When you’re teaching every-
thing...your whole self is given to the classroom. So |
think that if a teacher had a discriminatory thought,
and maybe not realize it, that obese people are gen-
erally unintelligent, I think it would be possible to
treat obese students differently.”

When asked if teachers treat students with obesity fairly,
another teacher said,

“I think if they were being honest, if I were being
honest, the answer is probably no. There’s a stigma of
the students that are overweight that they might be
lazy, that they don’t care for themselves as much, that
they’re not as hard of workers, that they don’t have
self-control. So I think those are the kind of impres-
sions that teachers have, and I think it could bias
them in terms of how they interact with them and the
assumptions they make in terms of if they haven’t
done their homework, why they haven’t done it, and
what they might be doing outside of school, just
based on their appearance.”

Theme IV: school health promotion efforts
and students with obesity

Teachers described a wide range of school health promo-
tion efforts that they felt could create positive change for
students with obesity. Changing school lunch menus,
turning off vending machines during the school day, and
limiting the use of “junk food” for celebrations within
school were commonly mentioned as positive steps, but
teachers also described limited budgets for healthy school
food. One teacher said, “I also think the cafeteria’s in a
tough spot, like I am concerned that a lot of my kids don’t
eat lunch, but...I think people need to work on funding for
cafeterias and training and access and improving the
cafeterias.”

Nearly half of the teachers described school programs
designed to promote physical activity, such as after school
running clubs or “walk to school” days. Several teachers
reported that their school had a contest using pedometers in

an attempt to increase physical activity. Despite this, many
teachers felt their students were not given enough time to
be active, whether through recess or physical education
classes. Two teachers mentioned cuts that might negatively
impact students’ health (health curriculum and recess) and
two others discussed how gym class can now be taken
online by their students.

In addition to describing these aspects of the nutrition
and physical activity environment, some teachers also
described the use of potentially stigmatizing health initia-
tives in school. Three teachers described “Biggest Loser
Competitions,” i.e. where staff or students compete to lose
the most amount of weight, that were held in their school.
One teacher described her school’s competition thus: “We
have a weight loss challenge every year, which is usually
done between the staff, but this year we incorporated the
students and made teams and they posted like a progress
chart in the hallway and there’s a competition and it got
pretty heated, so we got lots of kids involved, you know
who could lose the most weight.” The teachers describing
these competitions noted that many staff and students had
gotten involved and felt they had been beneficial.

Discussion

Across 22 interviews with classroom teachers, we found
that most teachers perceived a relationship between obesity
and poorer academic performance. The proposed reasons
for this perceived relationship varied and rarely included
the overt stereotypes of laziness or lower intelligence
typically associated with weight bias [6, 7]. Instead, most
teachers, particularly teachers in middle and high schools,
perceived that students with obesity had lower confidence
than non-obese students and that this led to emotional
problems and diminished participation in classroom and
school activities, a perception we have not seen previously
identified in the research literature. Many teachers also felt
their students with obesity had worse school social expe-
riences and higher risk of being bullied, and that lower self-
esteem led students with obesity to withdraw from social
situations.

The perceived lowered self-esteem and other emotional
problems or mental health issues reported by some, but not
all, teachers is consistent with findings from quantitative
studies that have examined the potential relationship
between obesity, self-esteem, and mental health [28-32].
The literature on this relationship remains inconclusive, but
it does suggest overall that children with obesity may be
more likely to have lower self-esteem, depressive symp-
toms, and behavioral problems compared to their peers
without obesity as they grow older. However, it is unclear
whether lowered self-esteem or emotional problems
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associated with obesity actually results in diminished
classroom participation or involvement in school activities.
Whether lower classroom participation by students with
obesity is real or perceived, this could put these students at
risk for poorer teacher-child relationships [33], and could
lead to teachers underestimating the abilities of students
with obesity. This is concerning given the impact of tea-
cher expectations on student performance [34]. Future
research should evaluate the interrelationships between
self-esteem, classroom participation, obesity, and teacher
evaluations.

Teachers’ perceptions of the relationship between obe-
sity and bullying, as well as general social stigma, echoed
what has been found in prior literature [11-15]. The worse
experiences of weight stigma for girls described in this
study have also been found in previous studies [15, 35, 36].
While many schools have implemented anti-bullying cur-
ricula and programs, these may not focus on the higher risk
of bullying experienced by students with obesity, nor do
they necessarily focus on gender differences in bullying
based on physical appearance. Schools should consider the
additional risk experienced by students with obesity, par-
ticularly girls, when designing strategies to reduce bully-
ing. Future research could also explore in more detail the
differential experiences of weight bias in schools by gen-
der, and the intersection between weight bias and sexism,
particularly with regards to expectations about appearance
on the part of both students and school staff.

Teachers’ reports of the decline in resources for health
promotion in their schools, while not directly related to
academic performance, was an area of potential concern
with regards to school climate. It appeared that, in the
absence of access to evidence-based programs to increase
physical activity and improve nutrition, many schools had
been using ad hoc approaches. In particular, the weight loss
competitions described could result in significant weight
stigma and the use of unhealthy weight control behaviors to
produce rapid weight loss; prior research has identified that
“The Biggest Loser,” for example, activates weight stigma
among healthy weight individuals [37] and promotes
extreme weight loss techniques that are unlikely to have
sustainable, health-promoting success in the general pop-
ulation [38]. Utilizing these weight-focused programs
could also increase body image concerns among all stu-
dents, irrespective of weight status, and thereby increase
risk of disordered eating. Effective programs exist that
promote healthy eating and physical activity habits while
avoiding a stigmatizing approach or a focus solely on
weight [39, 40], but these programs are not uniformly
adopted. Public health practitioners and researchers should
focus on better dissemination and implementation of
effective, non-stigmatizing health promotion efforts. Future
research could further explore the potential harmful

@ Springer

impacts of these ad hoc wellness programs focused nar-
rowly on weight.

Limitations

The use of a qualitative study design allowed for a more
comprehensive, nuanced understanding of teachers’ per-
ceptions of the experiences of students with obesity than
may have been possible with a quantitative design using a
questionnaire. However, given that this design necessitates
collecting data from a smaller number of study partici-
pants, and given that this small study sample was a con-
venience sample in only a few distinct regions of the US
with no participants from the Southern or Western US, it is
not possible to generalize our findings to all US teachers in
K-12 classroom settings, nor would we expect the findings
to be generalizable to non-US contexts. Other investiga-
tions with different samples of teachers may yield different
themes about weight stigma in schools. This qualitative
inquiry was also dependent on the preconceptions of the
researchers, who made assumptions in designing the
interview protocol that students with obesity would likely
experience weight bias from both teachers and peers, and
that teachers would be likely to harbor, possibly uninten-
tionally, biased views of heavier students. These precon-
ceptions likely shaped our interpretation of the data,
although we feel they did not prevent us from identifying
other common themes from the teachers that ran counter to
our preconceptions. The use of in-person interviews rather
than telephone interviews for a small number of the
respondents may have elicited slightly different responses
due to the face-to-face nature of the interview; however,
we did not identify systematic differences in the responses
of teachers who were interviewed in person. Because our
study aimed to elicit and describe teachers’ own reports of
their experiences with regard to weight stigma and aca-
demics in schools with a qualitative approach, it is likely
that we were only able to capture teachers’ perceptions of
their and their colleagues’ explicit weight stigma, rather
than implicit attitudes about the relationship between stu-
dents’ weight and their academic ability and social expe-
riences. Implicit attitudes could be drivers of
discrimination and biased treatment of heavier students;
implicit weight bias has been found to be associated with
poorer patient contact among medical students [41]. Future
investigations could identify strategies to explore implicit
attitudes about obesity and academics in a teacher popu-
lation; additionally, future investigations could explore the
possible influence of teachers’ length of experience in the
classroom. Additionally, we were not able to interview
students about their experiences as well, limiting our
findings solely to perceptions from teachers. Future
research should carefully explore students’ perceptions of
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the relationship between the school environment, aca-
demics, teachers, and opportunities for students with
obesity.

Conclusions

Taken together, these findings suggest that these teachers
perceive schools to be difficult environments for many
students with obesity, and that their academic achievement
may suffer as a result. Although teachers in this study
almost never reported that they or their colleagues held
biased attitudes towards students with obesity, the majority
of teachers in this study did suggest that they believe
obesity is associated with reduced school performance
despite evidence to the contrary [17-21]. This suggests that
potential interventions to reduce weight bias among
teachers, which currently focus on reducing classic
stereotypes about individuals with obesity, may need to go
further and address well-intended, but potentially damag-
ing, perceptions about the confidence, participation, and
academic performance of students with obesity.
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