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he EmBodying Equity Project came into
existence through a series of conversations.

By listening to young women speak about their
experiences and reflecting on our own, we
began to recognize that discrimination based
on appearance and physical difference was a
regular occurrence in Toronto schools.
Recognizing that equity work seldom address-
es discrimination based on body size or physi-
cal appearance, we developed the EmBodying
Equity Project as a response to this gap. We
worked closely with a committee of elemen-
tary and secondary teachers, consultants, and
coordinators who had expertise across a num-
ber of related subject areas including visual
arts, family studies, science, physical and
health education, drama, and English. To
emphasize our equity focus, we decided to call
our group the EmBodying Equity Working Group.
Our project is unique in taking an equity
approach to body image. An equity approach
recognizes that girls and young women devel-
op body image struggles based on others’ and
their own perceptions of appearance and dif-
ference, including race, gender, size, sexual
orientation, social class, and/or physical abili-
ty. This approach also understands that individ-
ual girls are differently affected by discrimina-
tion based on appearance in our culture and
schools, and that their experiences in interper-
sonal interactions vary greatly depending on
the perceived acceptability of their size, shape,
colour, clothing, hair, and other visible differ-
ences. “Embodying equity,” our term for deal-
ing with equity through the body, involves spe-
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cialized programs, curricula, and suggested
institutional responses to address body-related
discrimination and exclusions within the
school system and the wider community.

It has been our experience that helping
young women to examine their struggles with
their bodies is not only a positive way to
engage in equity education but also a subjec-
tively meaningful way of linking the range of
equity issues which, at best, get dealt with one
at a time and in isolated lessons. Through
exploration, students can experience empathy
across their differences, create community,
engage in social action, and empower them-
selves to feel free to be who they are.

Although this may seem a tall order, we have
seen powerful changes in schools. For exam-
ple, in an inner city Toronto school, we facili-
tated a Grade 6-8 girls’ support group.
Although the school had not done work
focused on body image, it did have an exten-
sive anti-racism program and the principal had
done outreach to ensure that teaching staff
reflected the diversity of the student popula-
tion. We decided to engage the girls in a high-
er risk activity during the fourth week of the
group. Students were asked to pair up and
trace each other’s bodies on a piece of large
butcher paper. An African-Canadian student
who was larger than her classmates took down
her ponytail and shook out a cascade of braids.
She turned to her partner and exclaimed,
“Make sure you make me as big as possible and
get all my braids in.” This was a startling depar-
ture from our experience in another school
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with no equity programs. There, a South-Asian
girl drew a picture of herself with blond hair
and blue eyes. When asked about her drawing,
she talked about wanting to fit in and be “nor-
mal” so that people would stop making fun of
the way she looked. These two experiences
illustrate that a girl’s self-confidence and abili-
ty to feel good in her own skin can be nur-
tured, in part, through comprehensive equity
programs.

R—— . L
We need to address body-related discrimination and exclusions
~——————within.the school community. ; £ /
GIRLS, BOYS AND SCHOOLING ~—

19



GENDER INTERACTS WITH RACE, SEXUALITY & IDENTITY

“But that’s just normal.
We’re used to seeing girls without
g9

clothes everywhere on TV

Girls have told us, through relating stories of
their bodies and lives, that they develop body
image problems based on others’ and the cul-
ture’s critical view of their bodies, looks, and
physical abilities. Such negative evaluation
often takes the form of critical looks and com-
ments, harassment, and too often, physical and
even sexual violence. Taking seriously their
knowledge and experiences, we feel that pro-
moting healthy body image i$ t00 focused on “fix-
ing” the individual who is struggling and chal-
lenged. It does not capture the social roots of
body image problems. We believe that promot-
ing body equity more aptly conveys our goal—
to eradicate body image struggles by address-
ing their causes within our communities and
schools.

Through focussing on body equity, we raise
critical awareness about the ways our school
cultures limit possibilities for girls’ body- and
self-expression as they make their way through
girlhood and adolescence. Body equity moves
the emphasis from individuals to the place

where the individual and society meet, shifting
the focus from changing girls’ body images to
creating equitable school cultures.

Although the focus of the EmBodying
Equity Project is girls and young women, we
have also worked with mixed-gender classes
and developed interactive activities that help to
explore the issues of media representation of
boys and men. Our media slide show teaches
children how notions of beauty change over
time and cross-culturally and is a useful tool in
working with mixed-gender groups. It helps
girls and boys to think critically, analyze media
messages, form an understanding of the
“socially constructed” nature of beauty, and
comprehend how images affect women and
men differently. Informal evaluation has taught
us that if images are age-appropriate and sensi-
tive to the ethnocultural mix of the group, a
slide show can create an open and respectful
climate in the classroom, particularly between
the boys and girls.

Responses to our slide show among differ-
ent groups of children have been similar
regardless of their social class, race, or gender.
They tend to believe that current supermodels
are much more beautiful than those who came
before, including Sophia Loren and Marilyn
Monroe, whom they think are “too fat.” One of
the more interesting responses is how they
react when we show them images of men, such
as Sylvester Stallone sitting in the “Thinker”
pose (from a Vanity Fair COVer). Both the boys
and girls begin to scream wildly when they see
this image. However, it is the boys, not the
girls, who cover their eyes. On the numerous
occasions when we’ve asked them what the
problem is, the girls say, “He’s gross. He’s
naked.” The boys, revealing homophobia, say,
“I’m not gonna look at a nude man. I’m not
gay.” We usually point out that the images of
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women they previously viewed were wearing
less clothing than the men. Students often
respond with a comment like the one from a
little boy who said, “But that’s just normal.
We’re used to seeing girls without clothes
everywhere on TV

Unfortunately, with the budget cuts and
reduction of resources during the amalgama-
tion of the Toronto district School Board, the
work of the EmBodying Equity Project came
to an end. The knowledge and skills we have
gained through developing, facilitating, and
evaluating the Project are published in the
manual, EmBodying Equity: Body Image as an
Equity Issue (See sidebar). Through the special-
ized programs, curricula, and suggested insti-
tutional responses developed through the
EmBodying Equity Project, we have had
opportunity and commitment to address
body-related discrimination and exclusion in
our schools. More importantly, we have felt
privileged to join with teachers, students, and
others in creating a unique initiative with the
goal of ensuring all student bodies are repre-
sented and affirmed.
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